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Trevor Cole is in my backyard hauling vinyl out of a truck and I am one hundred percent fine with it. Totally. Cool. I’m an adult, sort of. I’m a person, basically.

I’ve been pep talking myself all morning. It’s not working.

His truck is nosed up against the side gate and he’s dragging out a wrapped mass of red, yellow and blue vinyl that probably weighs more than I do. The muscles in his forearms are flexing, and I’m ready to combust. His T-shirt is the soft worn-out kind that makes you want to find out what fabric softener someone uses just so you can use it and smell it again later. Is that weird? That’s weird.

“Where do you want it, kiddo?”

Kiddo. I’m twenty-one years old. I have a job, technically. Men on the internet pay me to exist in front of a camera and that absolutely counts. Rent gets paid and I know how to fold a fitted sheet—sort of, mostly the corners, look I’m getting there—and Trevor Cole, my dad’s oldest friend, is calling me kiddo while I’m wearing a bikini top so small it’s basically a suggestion.

“By the fence is good,” I call back, way too cheerful. “The flat part. I cleared it. Look at me being responsible.”

The brim of his cap shadows his eyes and I give him the sexiest smile I practice in front of the mirror, wishing I could coax a longer look out of him. I can’t tell if he’s patiently humoring me or planning his exit. Probably both. I’ll still take whatever scrap of attention he gives me.

I’m sure he came here straight from another job because that’s a Trevor move, he’s always coming from one place to set up another, smelling like clean sweat and the inside of his truck, like a man who owns a party rental business and spends his weekends inflating castles for parties.

I’ve known this man for years, but I push that thought aside before it fully forms. I don’t want to be thinking about my family at a time like this. I’m a professional about to do very unprofessional things in a bouncy house.

The plan was simple. The laptop is already open and ready on the patio table. He’d set up the castle and leave, I’d run an extension cord from the kitchen and move the laptop close to the castle. Then I’d prop my phone in the tripod, hit go. Easy. I had it worked out before he pulled into the driveway, and the second he said kiddo it fell apart.

This is fine. It’s fine. I’m fine.

Okay, so, I’m a topless cam girl three nights a week. It’s mostly silly. My subs are sweet about it and they’ve never seen me fully naked. Also I’m a virgin. I know. The sexually adventurous virgin who is just waiting for the right guy. I have my reasons. He’s hauling my bouncy house down off a tailgate in front of me right now.

He gets the castle onto a hand cart and wheels it onto the lawn. He doesn’t even look winded. I keep picturing the inside of it once it’s up—the way nobody can stand up easily in there. And if I tripped, the way he’d have to catch me. Where his hands would go. I’ve spent way too long daydreaming about this scenario once I got this brilliant idea for a show.

Trevor crouches, working a stake into the ground with a mallet, and I’m full-on hovering. I’m like a golden retriever employee trying to be useful at a hardware store.

“Can I help?”

“You can stand back.”

“I can totally help.”

“You can back away from the mallet.”

“I’m offended you think I can’t be trusted, Trevor.”

“I think you can’t be trusted with a butter knife.”

Last summer, at my cousin’s birthday party, I tried to help him stake a corner and managed to smack my shin instead of the ground. He had to drive me home with a bag of frozen peas pressed to my leg, both of us pretending I wasn’t about to cry. He has evidence of my clumsiness.

I still make a noise that’s supposed to be outraged, but it comes out as a giggle. Oops.

“Also, hey,” I say. “Can we retire ‘kiddo’? I pay taxes.”

Or I should... I’ll worry about that next year.

He glances at me from under the cap brim. Doesn’t say a word, but the corner of his mouth is pulling up.

“Seriously, I’m not a kiddo anymore. Let me help. Give me a job.”

I crouch beside him, because if standing back was an option for me as a person I would not be in this situation. I tap his wrist, lightly, and he stops moving for a half-second. He looks at me from under his cap again. If he tells me to knock it off, I’ll pretend I was reaching for a stake. I can sell it. I’m a great actress.

“Okay, then hand me one.” He nods at the pile of stakes. 

I do as he says, and when he takes it, I can tell he’s making sure our fingers don’t touch. Oooh, is he reacting to me? Please, please, please be reacting to me.

“So...” I say, and my voice pitches up like it does when I’m trying to act casual. “You never asked me why I was renting this.”

That gets his attention and he meets my eyes. “Your reservation form said it was for a party.”

Dang him for reading the form. And dang him for having that quiet, grown-man energy that makes me forget I filled out a form.

“I mean. It is. Kind of.”

“Kind of.”

“It’s party-adjacent.”

“Party-adjacent,” he says slowly and sets the mallet down.

His tone holds a stern warning and suddenly my panties in these tiny shorts are flooded. 

“It’s a party in spirit.” I’m holding an imaginary shovel and digging deeper with every word. “There’s a—festive element. There will be, like. Vibes.”

“Vibes.”

“Trevor, you’re repeating everything I say.”

“I’m trying to understand what you’re saying.”

That makes two of us, buddy. I’m hearing what I’m saying from the outside. Don’t say it. Don’t say it. Don’t—

“It’s a content thing.”

He picks the mallet back up, just to pause with it in the air and I can tell when he realizes what I meant. I’d applaud if my brain was connected to any part of my body right now.

“Kayla.”

I rush out, “It’s not weird, I swear it’s not weird, it’s a livestream, I do this thing online, I bounce around, I’m topless, it’s tasteful.” His eyes narrow, and I continue on before I lose the nerve. “Don’t judge me. My subs have been begging for, like, an outdoor set and I was thinking, what is the goofiest possible thing? My brain went bouncy house because of course it did, and you happened to be the bouncy house guy, and so...”

If he laughs I’m lying face down on this lawn and letting it consume me.

His eyes drop to the bikini top, my bare stomach above the shorts, my legs, and back up to my face. The time it takes is half a beat too long for a man who isn’t admiring the view. The cap brim drops back down.

“You rented it so men online could watch you bounce around topless.” His tone is flat, and I try not to wonder what that means.

“When you say it like that...”

“Am I wrong?”

I avoid his question. “It’s a test show. I don’t know if I’ll do this again.” I bite my lip and give him the side eye. I’m not sure I should say this next part now. But go big or go home, right? “And I was going to ask, you can absolutely say no, but I was hoping you’d hold the phone for me. Be the camera man. The laptop’s already set up—that’s where the chat is, I read it from inside—but I need someone on the camera to give them the best view. You’d just have to point it at me.”

I run out of words. He’s not saying anything. Cool, this is fine. I’ll just deflate the entire castle and move to a different state.

He stares at me, and his tone is stern again. “Kayla.”

Oh, that’s not fair. He says my name in a low rumble, and my entire body buzzes and my nipples go tight. There’s no way that’s not visible.

“Trevor,” I manage, and my voice has gone breathy.

He looks up at the sky like he’s negotiating with a higher power. I press my thighs together hard, like that’s going to do anything except remind me how much I want him between them. My face is burning and my clit pulses.

“Fine,” he says, in a voice that sounds like he already regrets the decision. “Hold the camera in your direction. That’s it.”

“That’s it.” It comes out squeaky. I clear my throat. It does not help.

“Don’t make this weird.”

“I would never,” I say, in a voice that is, like, fully weird.

***
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Blown up, the castle is a red, blue and yellow monstrosity and I love it. I want to live in it. I get an extension cord and drag a patio chair closer. The laptop sits perfectly on the seat and is angled so I’ll be able to read the chat through the mesh window from inside, and make sure the stream is still going. Trevor watches me set it up with the expression of a man who has accepted his fate.

I hand him the phone. “This is the camera. The red dot means it’s recording. Just keep me in frame and try not to drop it.”

“I’m not going to drop it
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