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Synopsis



Book 1 of 3

At forty, Ashe's life is quietly unraveling. Trapped in a loveless marriage, he drifts through days filled with loneliness and quiet desperation. But when an unexpected phone call delivers news of his father’s heart attack, Ashe's world is turned upside down.

Returning to the small town he thought he’d left behind for good, Ashe hopes only to tend to his ailing father. But nothing could have prepared him for what awaited in the sweltering heat of Port Chasten.

Becca, once the shy little sister of his first love, is now a stunning nurse caring for Ashe's father. Becca has wanted Ashe for years. Now that he's back, Becca won't let him slip through her fingers again.

Then there’s Lily, the charming and playful 20-year-old next door. Behind her quirky charm is a young woman aching for pleasures that only an older man like Ashe can give her.

Finally, there’s Jessamin, a sultry, sharp-eyed physical therapist with a past she won’t talk about and curves Ashe can’t ignore.

The temperature keeps rising, and the nights have never been hotter. Ashe returned to Port Chasten to deal with his past. Instead, three remarkable women will show Ashe who he truly is... and the man he was always meant to be.


Chapter 1



I arrived at Chez Allard Dubois twenty minutes early. The exclusive restaurant was already full, with more people waiting in the bar for an open table.

Smoothing my tailored suit, I took a seat at the table I'd reserved a month ago. The air conditioning inside was a welcome relief after the blazing heat outside.

This summer had been a record breaker. A heat dome had settled over the Pacific Northwest and refused to move on. Daily temperatures were touching triple digits.

We're just not made for these kinds of temperatures in the PNW.

The hostess, Nina, greeted me with a friendly smile. She knew me from our regular visits over the years.

"Special occasion tonight, Mr. Brownley?"

"My fortieth birthday." I handed her a small box wrapped in silver paper. "Could you bring this out with dessert? For my wife."

"Of course. Happy birthday, sir."

"Thank you, Nina."

I ordered a sparkling water while I waited, checking my watch as the minutes ticked by. The watch was a beautiful Placido chronograph that my wife Francine had given me five years ago for my 35th birthday.

Not only was it beautiful, my watch was extremely accurate. It told me that Francine had finally arrived thirty-two minutes late.

She strutted through the restaurant in a tight red dress cut low enough to make the elderly couple at the next table avert their eyes. Her makeup was heavy, her heels higher than the occasion called for.

"This place has a terrible location." She dropped into her chair without looking at me. "I don't know why we come here. My new Jimmy Choo heels snagged in that terrible lot. We should have gone somewhere with valet parking."

I leaned across the table and kissed her cheek.

"You look beautiful, Franny."

"I'm overdressed." She glanced around at the other diners in their tasteful attire. "I'd forgotten how uptight this place is. Uptight and elderly."

She spoke loudly enough that the people seated next to us frowned and shook their heads. Francine seemed to enjoy their discomfort.

Trying to diffuse the tension, I patted my wife's hand.

"I ordered your favorite," I said.

I gestured to the waiter, who appeared with our appetizers of scallops and sautéed mushrooms.

"The duck à l'orange for you. A steak for me. They should be here soon."

"Hm. Not really in the mood for duck."

"Oh," I frowned. "I can change the order."

"Never mind. It doesn't matter."

Francine picked at a scallop, then set down her fork and pulled out her phone. The bright light illuminated her face as she scrolled, her attention completely elsewhere.

No, not this time, I told myself as I watched my wife losing herself in her phone again. Tonight is supposed to be special.

"Remember the first time we came here?" I tried. "My thirtieth birthday. I'd just made Executive Vice President."

"Mmm." She didn't look up.

"You wore that black dress with the silver threads. Everyone in the restaurant kept looking at our table."

"Was that here?" She distractedly tapped something on her screen. "I thought that was at Portofino's."

It wasn't. But I let it go. Francine began rapidly tapping on her phone. I knew it was useless to interrupt her when she was messaging her online friends.

Our main courses arrived. I watched as Francine looked up from her phone only long enough to take a picture of her food before resuming her scrolling. I cut into my steak and tried again.

"I drove by Anderson Street the other day. Remember our first apartment there? That shoebox with the broken heater?"

"God, that place was a shithole."

"But we were happy, weren't we?" I smiled, reaching for memories that felt increasingly distant. "Saving all week so we could splurge on pizza on Friday night."

"I was miserable." She speared a piece of duck. "Working double shifts at that diner while you were off climbing the corporate ladder."

"I was working twelve-hour days at the factory," I gently reminded her.

"Whatever," she shrugged. "Are you going to finish that?"

She pointed at my barely touched steak.

"No. I'm not very hungry."

"Trade me then, I don't like this duck." She waved over the waiter without waiting for my response. "I'm going to order the chocolate soufflé."

I sat back, watching her as she took my plate. Francine had let herself go, physically as well as emotionally. But the extra forty pounds didn't bother me nearly as much as the coldness that had crept into her eyes. The woman across from me bore little resemblance to the vivacious waitress who'd stolen my heart with her quick wit and warm smile.

I searched her face for traces of the woman who used to wake me with soft kisses, who'd cry during sad movies and laugh until she snorted at my terrible jokes. Was she in there, somewhere? I couldn't tell anymore.

Make tonight special, I told myself. Try harder. Don't give up!

I picked at the duck and pushed around the potatoes, trying to think of another way to engage with my wife. Francine had finished my steak quickly, wiping the juice from her chin with a linen napkin.

When the soufflé arrived, Nina placed it before Francine along with the silver package.

"What's this?" Francine asked.

"From your husband, Mrs. Brownley," Nina said with a pointed smile before retreating.

"Ashe?" Francine scoffed. "Only you would give gifts on your own birthday."

"I think you'll like this."

Francine gave me a skeptical look. She tore the paper carelessly and opened the lacquered box inside. The crystal bottle of perfume caught the light, its amber liquid gleaming.

"Remember?" I leaned forward. "Seta Gialla perfume. I got it for you when I was promoted to EVP. You wore it every day for a year."

For a brief moment, something flickered in her eyes. Was it recognition, maybe even tenderness? She lifted the bottle, turning it in her hands.

"I remember."

"I loved this scent on you," I said.

A smile ghosted across her lips. For a moment, I saw the waitress I'd fallen in love with two decades earlier.

Then her expression hardened.

"This never worked with my skin chemistry. Made me smell like old flowers." She dropped it back in the box. "Did you keep the receipt?"

"Yeah," I mumbled. "I did. But--"

"Good. I'm done here. The soufflé was mediocre."

"Don't you want your espresso? You always get one after dessert."

"Not interested. I'm just tired of this place. The whole atmosphere is stale. We should get going."

Outside in the parking lot, the night air was still thick with heat despite the late hour, another day in this relentless summer. I caught Francine's arm before she could walk away.

"I've got something planned at home," I said, pulling her gently into my arms. "Silk sheets. Rose petals. Champagne. Just you and me. Like we used to."

She squirmed away.

"It's Friday. I'm meeting the girls at Sapphire. You know that."

"Could you skip it? Just this once?" Desperation crept into my voice. "It's been so long. I want to reconnect with my wife."

"We can reconnect anytime, Asher." She sighed like I was a difficult child. "We live in the same house."

"It's my birthday," I reminded her. "Franny, please."

"We're not children anymore who need birthday parties." Her eyes narrowed. "Or birthday sex. Jesus fucking Christ, my pussy is not your birthday gift, Asher."

I stepped back, stung by the venom in her words.

"I do have something for you, though." Her tone softened a little as she reached into her purse and pulled out a small jewelry box. "Happy birthday."

She pressed it into my palm and pecked my cheek with dry lips.

"Don't wait up."

I watched her walk to her Mercedes, the one I'd surprised her with last Christmas. She drove away without looking back.

Alone in the parking lot, I sat in my own matching Mercedes. The little box felt heavy in my hand. I opened it slowly, revealing a sleek, expensive watch nestled in black velvet.

I blinked in bewilderment. A Placido chronograph. Model number 5. A classic watch.

It was identical to the one on my wrist.

Exactly identical.

I stared at it, shock turning to hollow understanding. I slipped off my current watch and examined the back. The inscription read, To my one and only. Love, Franny.

I turned over the new watch. The back was blank. No inscription. No sentiment. Just cold, empty metal.

I sat there long after the restaurant lights dimmed, holding two watches. One marked a time when my wife loved me, and one that confirmed she no longer did.
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For my morning workout, I skipped the weights and went straight to the boxing room of the gym. I punched the heavy bag with everything I had. Left, right, left, right. Jab, cross, uppercut, hook. Each blow harder than the last.

Sweat poured down my face, stinging my eyes, but I kept going. The memory of last night's dinner loomed in my mind, replaying on a loop in vivid detail.

Francine arriving thirty-two minutes late.

The way she barely looked at me.

Her phone glued to her hand throughout dinner.

The contempt in her voice when she rejected my attempt at intimacy.

My pussy is not your birthday gift.

And then that fucking watch.

I slammed my fist into the bag so hard it swung wildly on its chain. The impact shot pain up my arm, but it felt good.

"Yo dude, save some for the rest of us."

I glanced over to see a guy in his twenties watching me with raised eyebrows. Several other gym members had stopped their workouts to stare.

Feeling foolish, I nodded an apology and stepped back from the bag, chest heaving, knuckles raw despite the gloves.

Time to cool off.

The locker room was mercifully empty. I stripped and stepped into the shower, turning the dial to cold. The shock of it against my overheated skin made me gasp, but I forced myself to stay under the spray. Water sluiced down my body, carrying away sweat and the anger that had been building since last night.

Get it together, Ashe. Stop feeling sorry for yourself.

There was a lot to be thankful for. I had a good life by any objective measure. At forty, I'd climbed further than that scared eighteen-year-old kid who fled Port Chasten could have ever imagined.

Leaving that tiny town on the northwest coast of Washington State had been nerve-wracking, but the gamble had paid off. From packing cardboard boxes on the graveyard shift to Executive Vice President of Bilkins Paper. I was even pegged to become the next CEO of Bilkins.

The skinny quarterback from a nowhere town now lived in a gated community in Newport, Oregon. I drove a matching Mercedes with my wife, my house was paid off, and I had more than enough money to retire early if I wanted.

That eighteen-year-old kid would have been impressed to see what he'd become. Hell, even my father was impressed with what I'd become.

"You did good, son," he'd said last time I visited, pride contained beneath his gruff exterior.

I should visit the old man more often, I told myself. It's been too long.

I turned my face directly into the spray, letting it wash over me. The cold water numbed my skin, but my thoughts remained sharp and insistent.

I reached for the dial to shut off the shower... and that's when it hit me, a realization so clear and devastating it froze my hand mid-air.

My marriage is dying.

Not just strained or difficult. Dying. Had been for years.

The truth of it pierced through me like a physical thing. I leaned against the tile wall, water still cascading over my shoulders, and faced what I'd been avoiding.

It wasn't just the sex, though God knew that had dwindled to nothing years ago. It was everything else, too. The silence at breakfast. The separate bedrooms. The way we moved through our house like ghosts, barely acknowledging each other's presence.

The woman I'd fallen in love with, the one who'd laugh so hard she'd snort like a piglet, who'd surprise me with picnics outside the paper plant, who'd whisper her dreams against my skin in the dark... that woman was gone. In her place was a stranger who wore my wife's face but regarded me with thinly veiled contempt.

We'd been so close. Best friends and lovers. When had it all changed? When I made EVP? When the money started rolling in? Or had it been so gradual that I hadn't noticed until it was too late?

I shut off the water and grabbed my towel, roughly drying myself. The locker room had filled with the morning crowd, men laughing, talking about weekend plans, normal lives continuing while mine felt like it was imploding.

I dressed mechanically, my movements automatic while my mind raced. Francine had stumbled in after 2 AM last night. She'd be sleeping late at this hour, sprawled across the California king we no longer shared, dead to the world.

"Hope she remembered to put on her damned CPAP mask," I muttered to myself.

The thought of going home to that made my stomach clench. What kind of marriage was it when a husband dreaded his own house? When he'd rather be anywhere else than in the same space as his wife?

I walked out of the gym into the bright morning sun, keys in hand, and realized I had nowhere to go. Saturday stretched before me, empty and daunting. The heat was rising and would soon be stifling. Our usual Saturday routine of separate activities until an obligatory dinner suddenly seemed unbearable.

On impulse, I drove to the 12th Hole Diner by the golf course. The place was packed with weekend golfers, but I managed to snag a booth by the window. I ordered coffee and the full breakfast special, then sat watching people tee off in the distance.

Normally, I'd be out there with them. Golf was acceptable to Francine. It was respectable, networky, the right kind of hobby for a man in my position. But as I watched a middle-aged man shank a drive into the rough, I realized I didn't want to golf today.

I wanted to bowl.

The thought came out of nowhere, but once it arrived, it felt right. I used to love bowling. The satisfying crack of pins, the laughing crowds, the simple joy of a good roll on a lazy Saturday. I'd been on leagues all through high school, even dreamed about going pro before reality set in.

But Francine hated bowling.

"It's so trashy," she'd said early in our marriage. "Every redneck I grew up with went bowling with their beer-belly friends. And those rental shoes? Disgusting."

So I'd given up bowling, along with so many other things I'd once enjoyed. Why? To please a woman who couldn't be bothered to remember which restaurant we'd celebrated my thirtieth birthday in?

The waitress brought my food, and I attacked it with unexpected hunger. With each bite, my resolve strengthened. Today, I would bowl. Not golf, not network with other executives, not pretend to be someone I wasn't. Just bowl, like the kid from Port Chasten who knew how to enjoy simple pleasures.

Maybe it wouldn't fix anything. My marriage would still be a hollow shell, my future uncertain. But for a few hours, I could remember who I used to be before I lost myself trying to become someone Francine might love.

Forty minutes later, I pulled into the parking lot of Newport Bowl, a place I hadn't visited in years. The faded sign promised "Cosmic Bowling Every Saturday Night!" with a cartoon alien holding a bowling ball. Francine would have sneered at the childish display. I smiled at it.

The place looked deserted. I pulled out my phone to check their hours. As I scrolled through the website, I received an incoming video call. It was from Clallam County Hospital.

My heart lurched.

Pop.

My fingers fumbled as I accepted the call. The screen filled with the face of a blonde woman in blue scrubs. For a moment, I was so distracted by her striking blue eyes that I barely registered the hospital background.

"Hello, is this Asher Brownley?" Her voice was warm, professional.

"Yes, what's happened to my father?"

I gripped the steering wheel with my free hand, bracing for bad news.

"Mr. Brownley, I'm Rebecca Smith, a nurse with Clallam County Hospital." She smiled reassuringly. "Your father Thomas is stable, so please don't worry too much."

"What happened?" I repeated.

"Tom was on a ladder cleaning his gutters when he experienced what we've diagnosed as a mild heart attack. He fell and badly sprained his left knee." She paused, letting me process. "Fortunately, his neighbor was there and called 911 immediately."

I exhaled slowly. "But he's okay?"

"Yes. We've got him on a beta-blocker, aspirin therapy, and a statin." She glanced down at what I assumed was his chart. "His heart enzymes are already normalizing, which is excellent news."

I nodded, relief washing over me.

"And his sprained knee? How bad?"

"Grade two tear of the MCL. He'll need to use a wheelchair for several weeks, possibly a month, while it heals."

"A wheelchair? Pop is going to hate that."

"Oh, for sure. He seems like a very independent gentleman." Her expression turned concerned. "That's actually why I'm calling. Your father listed you as his only emergency contact. Tom will need assistance when he's discharged."

"When will that be?"

"We'll keep him for observation through the weekend, but he should be released Monday evening."

My mind raced to the old house in Port Chasten and the three steps up to the porch, the narrow hallways, the bathroom with its low-sided tub. Great-grandpa Brownley had built that house from a Sears catalog kit back in the 1930s, long before anyone thought about wheelchair accessibility.

"I'll need to make some modifications to the house," I said, thinking aloud. "Maybe a temporary ramp for the porch. A frame for the toilet..."

"So you'll be able to receive him on Monday?" Rebecca asked.

"Yes, of course." The decision came automatically. "I'll use today and tomorrow to get ready, then drive up Monday morning."

"Perfect. I get off shift at five on Monday. I'd be happy to drive Tom home with me. I can meet you at the house around six."

"You don't need to trouble yourself," I said. "I can pick him up from the hospital."

She shook her head, blonde hair catching the fluorescent light.

"It's no trouble at all. When I heard Thomas Brownley was admitted, I made sure I could help out."

"Are you a friend of my father?" I asked, puzzled.

A smile spread across her face. It was warm, slightly amused... and almost familiar.

"You don't recognize me, do you?" she grinned. "I guess that's to be expected. It's been over twenty years since we last spoke."

I studied her face more carefully. There was something about those blue eyes, the shape of her smile...

"I'm Ellen's younger sister," she said.

The revelation hit me like a punch in the gut. Ellen was my first serious girlfriend. We'd been inseparable for two years until a nasty breakup when I left for Newport. Ellen had been my first everything-- first girlfriend, first kiss, first sex. And Rebecca...

"Becca? Becca Smith?"

"Yes, it's me."

Memories flooded back of a gangly twelve-year-old with braces and wild blonde hair who always seemed to be hovering around whenever Ellen and I were together.

"Wow," I spluttered. "You're all grown up."

"That kinda happens over two decades," she laughed. "I'll contact you again Monday morning with discharge details, okay?"

"Yeah, that would be great." I was still getting over the shock of recognition. "Thanks, Becca. For everything."

"See you Monday, Ashe." She smiled once more before ending the call.

I sat in my car, grinning foolishly at my phone. Little Becca Smith, with her braces and bushy blonde hair, had grown into a stunning woman. The awkward girl who used to trail after Ellen and me was now a confident, professional nurse.

Twenty-two summers had passed. My relationship with Ellen had ended badly. She'd been furious when I left for Newport, telling me I'd ruin her life by going. There had been some ugly scenes at the end. But her kid sister Becca had seemed genuinely pleased to see me again, eager even.

A sudden wave of anticipation washed over me. I shook my head, tempering my excitement. A beautiful woman like Becca probably had a boyfriend or was married. This wasn't some Lifetime movie where I'd return to my hometown and fall in love with my ex's little sister. I was still married, albeit unhappily, and Rebecca was probably just being kind to an old acquaintance.

Still, the thought of seeing her again lifted my spirits in a way nothing had in years. Port Chasten held so many memories, both good and bad. And Becca was definitely part of the good ones.

I put the Mercedes in reverse, thoughts of bowling forgotten. I had preparations to make. Dad would need help, and the house would need modifications. And I'd need to tell Francine I was leaving for a while.

That last thought should have filled me with dread. Instead, I felt something close to relief.

As I drove home, I realized I was looking forward to Monday with an eagerness I hadn't felt in years. Going back to Port Chasten. Seeing Dad. And reconnecting with Becca Smith, who'd somehow transformed from Ellen's annoying little sister into someone I couldn't wait to see again.


Chapter 2



The 2026 Silverado's engine barely hummed as I navigated through the Sunday afternoon traffic. It was responsive and powerful, but with none of the truck-like stiffness I remembered from my old truck.

"So you've got the premium package here," the sales rep said, tapping the dashboard screen. "Heads-up display, voice-activated climate control, satellite radio with spatial audio. How's it feel to drive?"

"The suspension feels great," I said, genuinely impressed. "Hardly feels like I'm driving a truck at all. More like a luxury sedan."

The sales rep nodded eagerly. "Adaptive air suspension. Speaking of luxury sedans, I noticed you rolled up in that beautiful S-Class. What's a Mercedes man need with a truck?"

"I'm heading to my hometown to help my father recover from a fall. Need to make some home adjustments." I adjusted my grip on the leather-wrapped steering wheel. "But honestly, I've wanted a truck for a while now."

"Ah," he grinned knowingly. "The wife finally gave you permission to get a toy, huh?"

I grimaced. He wasn't entirely wrong. Francine had always vetoed my occasional mentions of getting a truck. Too blue-collar for her taste. Too reminiscent of our working-class roots that she wanted to leave behind.

"Something like that," I muttered.

We drove past a small used car lot, its rows of vehicles glinting in the afternoon sun. I chuckled at the inflatable noodle guy flapping at the edge of the lot. Those things always made me giggle.

The sales rep launched into the dealership's trade-in program when something suddenly caught my eye, a flash of burgundy red under a canopy.

I hit the brakes harder than intended.

"Everything okay?" the sales rep asked, steadying himself.

Without answering, I made a U-turn at the next light and headed back to the Chevy dealership.

"So what do you think?" the sales rep asked as we pulled into the lot. "The ZR2 package gives you more off-road capability, but for what you described--"

"I need to go," I said, already unbuckling my seatbelt. "Thanks for the test drive."

I left him standing baffled in the lot, staring after me as I climbed into my car and peeled out.

Three minutes later, I pulled into the used car lot. My heart hammered as I approached the vehicle under the pop-up canopy.

"I was right," I muttered. "Holy crap."

The truck on display was a 1981 Ford F150 XLT Lariat, fully restored to showroom condition. The burgundy red paint gleamed flawlessly in the sunlight, not a scratch or imperfection visible. Polished bumpers and trim pieces sparkled against the glassy finish. The interior featured an immaculate red vinyl and cloth bench seat with that distinct checkerboard stitching pattern I remembered so well.

I circled the truck slowly, taking in every detail from the new tires to the perfect chrome badging on the tailgate. The hood was raised and I peered in at the spotless engine bay housing the 5.8L V8.

The F150 was identical to my father's old truck, right down to the stock paint job. The truck he'd taught me to drive in. The one we'd spent countless weekends working on together. The same truck that took me from Port Chasten to my new life at the paper factory in Oregon.

After a year in Newport, I'd had to scrap the rusty old truck after its transmission finally gave out. Seeing it towed away had broken my heart.

Now here it was again, the exact same vehicle. As if my old truck had been reborn.

This is some kind of sign from above, I told myself.

"Hot as hell, ain't it? Way too hot for a Sunday!"

I turned to find an elderly man with a full head of white hair and matching beard approaching me. He looked like a skinny Santa Claus in jeans and red suspenders.

"No kidding," I said. "This heat dome will kill us all."

"Without question. So, I see you've got an eye for classics."

"I used to own a truck just like this," I said, running my hand along the gleaming hood. "A 1981 Ford F150 XLT Lariat. Best truck ever made."

The old man smiled, revealing a golden front tooth that winked in the sunshine.

"Actually, this beauty's an '82. Easy mistake. Ford barely changed a thing between those years. Same burgundy, same interior pattern."

"An '82 is close enough," I nodded, peering inside again. "God, it's in perfect condition."

"Only 40,000 original miles." He patted the fender affectionately. "Previous owner barely drove it."

"40k?" I said, still circling the truck like it might disappear if I looked away. "Huh. Just turned 40 myself."

"Well, there you go. Proves it ain't the mileage that matters. It's how well you're maintained. That's what my old lady says, anyway." He winked. "She's priced at seventy thousand. This truck, not my wife."

"I figured," I said. "Seventy grand is really steep. For the truck I mean."

"Well, you haven't met my wife!"

We shared a laugh, just two guys admiring a classic vehicle.

"This truck has been featured in magazine photo shoots and been used in several movies," he said. "For the restoration and low miles, seventy thousand is fair. But for you, I'll do sixty-five since you'll be paying in cash."

"What makes you think I'd pay cash?" I asked, amused.

He gestured toward the Mercedes I'd parked at the edge of his lot.

"Rich fella in an S-Class looking at an old truck like this? You're not here for financing. You're here because this beauty speaks to your soul."

"You've got me figured out, don't you?"

"Been selling cars for forty-five years. I know the look of a man who's found exactly what he was looking for. Even if he didn't know he was looking for it."

The old man's eyes twinkled. He knew he'd hit the mark.

Three hours later, the F150 was parked in my driveway. I stood beneath the shade of my garage, admiring the old truck. I'd taken her out for a trip to Target where I bought a few things for the road trip. She ran better than my old truck ever did.

A rising sense of excitement filled me as I loaded my bags into the back. The urge to get going was intense, but I put it off. There was something I needed to do before I went.

It was four o'clock when Francine pulled into the driveway. I was sitting at the kitchen table, sipping on a Mexican cola I got from Target. The cool glass felt good between my hands as I waited for my wife to enter our home.

"Is someone visiting?" she called out as she came into the kitchen.

"No. Just me."

Francine set down the shopping bags she was carrying. They were from her favorite clothing boutique in Corvallis.

"Whose truck is that?"

"Mine," I said. "I bought it this afternoon."

"What? Why?'

"I wanted it. Need it, too. But mostly because I wanted it. It's a classic."

"It's old and ugly, Ashe. It's the kind of vehicle Mexican gardeners drive to work. I won't have that thing parked in front of this house. Our HOA probably won't allow it anyway."

"Don't worry," I assured her. "It won't be here for long. I'm driving out to Port Chasten to see my father."

"I see," Francine said, her face softening. "That's good that you're going to visit him. I always thought you should visit him more. He'll probably need you to hire a caretaker or nurse or whatever. As he recovers from his stroke."

"Mild heart attack," I corrected her. "And a sprained knee. Like I told you last night."

"Right, right. That poor man. How long will you be there?"

"Does that matter to you?" I asked softly.

"Don't be sulky," she sighed. "How long?"

"I don't know. I'm going to be the one caring for him until he's back on his feet. That should be a month or two."

"A month or two?" Francine asked incredulously. "You can't be serious."

"I am. I intend to care for my dad, however long it takes."

Francine fell silent. She regarded me through narrowed eyes.

"Buying an old truck and disappearing for two months," she said. "You just turned forty, Ashe. Isn't that a little young to be having a mid-life crisis?"

I sipped my cola, taking a moment to calm down from my wife's verbal jab. When I set the bottle down, Francine was still watching me closely, her arms folded beneath her breasts.

I used to love those breasts. Holding them, licking them, teasing her as she squirmed and giggled. But that was a long time ago.

"It's the busiest time of year at work, but Dave Bilkins gave me his blessing to take a month off," I said slowly. "I can work remotely after that for another month or even longer. I plan to use every bit of that time in Port Chasten. And I want you to be there with me, Franny."

"Me?"

"Yeah."

I stood and went to Francine. Her eyes were cold and her body tense, but I knew I had to do this.

"Our marriage is dying," I told her. "We both know it. But I don't want to give up on us, not yet. Come up to Port Chasten, Franny. Take a few days to get things here settled, but then come stay with me in my old home. We can be together. We can reconnect. Don't you want that?"

"I'm not sure I know what I want," she admitted.

"Okay. That's fine. Take some time to think it over. I'll be at my father's house. You've been there several times. You'll know where to find me. But please come, Francine. Let's not lose our marriage."

I kissed her dry lips, surprised that she didn't turn away. With a last look into her pale blue eyes, I headed for the door.

"Ashe?" she said, just as I was about to leave.

"Yeah?"

"I'm not going to come up to Port Chasten. You should know that."

"Is that your final word?"

"It is. I'll speak plainly. I love you, but I am no longer in love with you. I no longer find you attractive, physically or emotionally. I haven't for a long time."

Her words hurt me. But the pain was dull, an ache for what we used to be. Maybe I knew this moment would come. Maybe I was ready for it.

"Well then... I guess I know where we stand."

I waited for Francine to say something, for my wife of eighteen years to speak to me as her partner. But Francine was silent.

I opened the door and stepped out into the stifling heat. I got into the F150 and started the engine. Cool air from the AC blew across my face and chest.

I put the truck in gear and headed for the road. I didn't look back, leaving behind the life I had built over the last twenty-two years.
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"Any preference for a room?" the motel clerk asked me. "We're not busy, so you can have your pick."

"As long as it's quiet and clean," I said.

"Gotcha. I'll put you in Room 121. It's on the corner farthest away from the road."

"I appreciate that."

"So what brings you to Aberdeen?" the clerk asked as he tapped on his computer. "I noticed your Oregon plates."

"Just passing through. I'm on my way to Port Chasten."

"Damn. That's way on the ass-end of nowhere. What are you going there for?"

"I grew up there."

"My condolences. You're taking the scenic route, I guess. I-5 would have been way faster."

"I'm not in a rush, just enjoying the summer drive. Also wanted to check out the Kurt Cobain Under the Bridge Memorial. Always meant to stop by, but never had a chance to."

"Sure. Lots of folks like visiting that place. It's cool, I guess. I'm more into EDM."

The clerk ran my credit card and had me sign some papers.

"Here's your room key. Check out is at 10, or later if Rosie our cleaning lady is hung over again. We'll have a continental breakfast in the lobby. Coffee and donuts, that sort of thing."

"Understood."

I glanced out the lobby window. There was a gas station and a diner across the street.

"Is the food over there any good?" I asked the clerk.

"Janie's? It's fine. Burgers are juicy, but don't bother with their chili. It just comes out of a can."

"Thanks for the tip," I said.

I went to my room and settled in. It was basic and a little run down, but clean and quiet like the clerk had promised. The AC rumbled loudly when I turned it on, fighting against the heat outside.

My stomach rumbled. I hadn't eaten since lunchtime and the 4-hour drive along Washington's coast had tired me out. I decided to get a meal while the room cooled down. Grabbing my wallet and phone, I headed to the diner across the street.

The entry bell jingled as I pushed through the door. I was grateful for the blast of air conditioning that hit my face. The place was nearly empty, just two old men hunched over coffee at the counter and a younger guy with a filthy-looking beard occupying a booth in the far corner. The vinyl floors squeaked under my boots as I stepped inside.

"Evening! Welcome to Janie's."

A woman with warm brown eyes approached me, tucking a pen behind her ear. Her brown hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail, wisps escaping around her face. She wore a light blue uniform dress that hugged her curvy figure.

The name tag pinned above her breast pocket read "Maura". I guessed she was in her early thirties. Despite looking tired around the edges, her smile reached her eyes when she greeted me.

"Hi there," I replied.

"I'm Maura. I'll be your server. Heck, I'm the only server. Just yourself tonight?"

"I'm Ashe. And it's just me."

She grabbed a laminated menu from behind the counter.

"Counter or booth, Ashe?"

I glanced at the two old-timers, deep in conversation about fishing or politics or whatever old men discussed in small town diners.

"Booth, please."

"Good choice." She led me to a booth with red vinyl seats near the window. "Here you go. I'll grab you some water."

She returned moments later with a tall glass of ice water and set it down with another smile.

"Take your time looking over the menu. Enjoy the air conditioning. I'll be back in a minute."

As I scanned the typical diner fare, my attention drifted to Maura, who had moved to the booth where the dirty bearded guy sat.

Beardy looks like trouble.

Maura seemed to agree. She stood a few feet back from Beardy's table, arms crossed defensively over her chest. Though I couldn't hear their conversation, her frown and stiff posture told me plenty. Beardy kept gesturing with his hands, leaning forward, while she kept her distance. Not a friendly chat, that much was clear.

When Maura returned to my table, her smile seemed forced.

"Ready to order?"

"I'll have the cheeseburger and fries. And an iced tea, please."

Her smile became more genuine. "Good choice. Our burgers are the best thing on the menu."

"I heard I should stay away from the chili," I said with a grin.

Maura rolled her eyes. "Let me guess. The clerk at the Sunset Motel told you that?"

"Guilty as charged."

"That twerp worked here for one summer and did nothing but scarf down chili fries on his lunch break. Then he has the nerve to badmouth our food." She shook her head, but her eyes glittered with amusement. "I'll get your tea right away."

When she returned with my drink, Maura lingered by my table.

"So what brings you to Aberdeen? We don't get many visitors these days."

"The motel clerk asked me the same thing."

"Great minds think alike," she said. "Or in his case, occasionally functioning minds."

"Just passing through on my way to Port Chasten."

"Port Chasten? That's way out there." She leaned against the booth opposite me. "Business or pleasure?"

"Family. My dad lives there. I grew up in Port Chasten."

"Small town boy, huh?"

"That's me. Are you a small town girl?"

Her eyes crinkled as she grinned at me. Her face lit up when she smiled.

"Small town girl and proud of it."

"I hear you, Maura," I nodded. "Though this part of town has seen better days. Lots of closed storefronts on the way in."

Maura sighed and brushed a stray hair behind her ear.

"Ever since they built that highway bypass, traffic through here dropped to almost nothing. Used to be, we'd have truckers and travelers filling every seat. Now?" She gestured to the empty restaurant. "But we manage. Your burger should be up in about ten minutes."

"Looking forward to it."

I leaned back in the booth, gazing out the window at my burgundy F150 parked across the street. The late evening sun cast a golden glow across its polished hood.

My mind drifted back to another summer night twenty-two years ago, when I'd parked that same model truck at the Starlight Drive-In with Ellen.

For the life of me, I couldn't remember what movie played on that massive outdoor screen. Something with explosions, probably. What I remembered with crystal clarity was Ellen's soft laugh in the darkness, her whispered instructions, her nervous fingers fumbling with my belt.

We'd steamed up those windows something fierce as we clumsily worked things out together, all eagerness and zero technique. Our first time, totally unplanned, not even a condom at hand. Just two horny, stupid 18-year-olds trying to figure things out.

I shook my head at the memory. Strange how vividly it returned after all these years.

My thoughts shifted to Becca's face on that video call. Ellen's little sister had grown into a stunning woman. Those same blue eyes as Ellen, but warmer somehow. More open. The way she'd talked about my father with such genuine concern had touched me. She seemed truly invested in his recovery.

"Here you go," Maura announced, sliding a plate in front of me. "Our famous cheeseburger and hand-cut fries."

"Wow. That looks great."

I meant it. The burger was thick and juicy, topped with melted cheddar, lettuce, tomato, and grilled onions on a toasted brioche bun. The fries were golden brown and sprinkled with sea salt.

"I added extra pickles," she said. "You look like an extra pickle kind of guy."

"How could you possibly know that?"

"Waitress intuition," Maura tapped her temple with her finger. "Enjoy."

My stomach rumbled as I bit into the burger.

"Damn," I muttered.

The kid at the motel had been right about the food here. The beef was seasoned just right, the cheese melted perfectly, and the bun soaked up the juices without falling apart. The fries were crisp outside, fluffy inside.

Maura moved to the counter where she chatted with the old-timers, refilling their coffee cups. Every few minutes, she'd glance my way and smile when she caught me looking.

I was just finishing the last bite of my burger when a crash shattered the peaceful atmosphere. A plate lay broken on the floor at Beardy's booth. He stood up, face contorted with rage.

"You think you can just ignore me?" he shouted at Maura. "Just pretend like I don't fucking exist?"

Maura backed away, hands raised.

"Sir, please. We're done talking about this. Just pay for your meal and go."

"We're done when I say we're done!" Beardy advanced toward her, his movements jerky and unpredictable. "And I'm not done until you give me a kiss, you fucking cunt!"

My pulse quickened as I scanned the diner. The two old men at the counter stared wide-eyed, clearly wanting to help, but scared and frozen in place. An elderly cook peered out from the kitchen, gripping a spatula like a weapon.

Beardy lunged forward, grabbing Maura's wrist. She winced in pain, twisting to break free.

"Let me go!"

Her voice trembled as her eyes darted around desperately, finally locking with mine. Without thinking, I stood up.

"Let her go," I said, surprised that my voice was steady and firm.

"Mind your own fucking business, old man!"

I moved toward them, heart pounding. As I got closer, I could see Beardy's pupils were pinpoints, sweat beading on his forehead despite the air conditioning. Definitely on something.

"I said, let her go."

I reached for his hand gripping Maura's wrist. Beardy suddenly jerked forward, attempting to headbutt me. I shifted just in time, his forehead glancing off my shoulder.

Pure instinct took over. My left fist connected with his jaw in a quick jab, followed immediately by a right cross that landed with a sickening thud.

Beardy folded instantly and crumpled to the floor, unconscious. I stood over him, fists still clenched, adrenaline surging through my veins.

My stomach churned violently as my body processed what had just happened. Part of me wanted to vomit, while another part wanted to roar like some victorious animal.

I did neither, forcing myself to breathe slowly as Maura stared at me with wide, grateful eyes.

"You okay?" I asked her.

She nodded, her lips trembling.

"I am now."


Chapter 3



I watched through the diner's front window as the county sheriff's cruiser pulled away, red and blue lights flashing briefly before turning off at the main road. Beardy sat slumped in the back seat, looking a lot less intimidating with his hands cuffed behind him.

"You think he'll come back?" I asked, turning to Maura who stood beside me, arms crossed over her chest.

She shook her head. "Sheriff Colson's a real hard case. She'll probably drive him to the county line and tell him not to come back unless he wants to spend a month in her jail. Colson doesn't mess around with troublemakers."

"Good," I nodded, relieved. "I'd hate to think he might come looking for you after this."

Maura touched my arm lightly.

"Thank you again. Most people would've just watched."

"I'm not most people, I guess."

"No," she smiled. "You're definitely not. Can I get you a piece of pie? On the house. The apple is homemade."

"Thanks, but I should probably just settle my bill and head back to my room. It's been quite a night."

"Your meal's covered," Maura said firmly.

"That's not necessary."

"It absolutely is." She cut me off with a wave of her hand. "You saved me from that creep. Least I can do is comp your burger."

I started to protest again, but she held up her hand.

"Tell you what. Instead of paying for your meal, you can buy me a drink."

"A drink?" I raised an eyebrow. "I thought you were still on shift."

"I am. I need a Voltriq Energy drink. The orange can. They sell them at the gas station next door."

I blinked, confused by the request.

"An energy drink? Uh, okay. If you're sure that's what you want?"

"Very sure," Maura smiled, a playful glint in her eyes. "Take it back to your motel room. I'll stop by after my shift ends in twenty minutes."

The meaning behind her words suddenly clicked into place. I felt a flush of heat that had nothing to do with the weather.

"Voltriq Energy," I repeated. "Orange can."

She nodded, biting her lower lip.

I pushed through the diner door into the evening air. It was almost nine and the sun had just set. The temperature still hovered in the high seventies, the asphalt radiating heat like a stovetop. My shirt clung to my back as I crossed to the gas station.

Inside, the fluorescent lighting hummed overhead as I located the refrigerated section. I grabbed an orange Voltriq Energy for Maura and, on impulse, a green one for myself. I'd never actually tried one before and was curious about the taste.

Heading toward the counter, I stopped mid-stride. After a moment's hesitation, I doubled back to a small display of personal items.

Am I really doing this?

I stared at the boxes of condoms, feeling ridiculous. How long had it been since I'd bought these? Years, for sure. Franny had been on birth control until she decided sex was no longer on the menu.

Fuck it.

I grabbed a pack, feeling like a nervous teenager again as I approached the register. The cashier, a young woman with purple hair, barely glanced up from her phone as she scanned my items.

"Nineteen seventy-two," she mumbled, still scrolling through whatever had captured her attention.

I handed her a twenty, pocketed the change, and walked back across the street to my motel. I couldn't help but run my hand over the truck as I passed by, feeling the sun-warmed metal against my palm. The truck still felt like a treasure that fate had handed me.

The neon VACANCY sign buzzed and flickered as I unlocked my room door, stepping into the air-conditioned space.

Setting the energy drinks and condoms on the nightstand, I tried to temper my expectations. For all I knew, Maura just wanted company and conversation after her shift. Still, I couldn't help the anticipation building inside me.

Franny was also a waitress. The prettiest waitress I'd ever seen.

I pushed the thought away and focused on the present.

I was sweaty and my hand was sore from punching Beardy. I stripped and took a cool shower, rinsing away the day's grime. The cold water soothed my knuckles, which were already bruising.

As I stood under the spray, the last of the adrenaline finally drained from my system, leaving me slightly unsteady.

What the hell had I done? I hadn't thrown a punch since senior year when Bobby Layton made that crack about my dead mother. Now here I was at forty, decking some drugged-up asshole in a diner and then having a woman I just met over to my motel room?

If Francine could see me now, she wouldn't believe it. Hell, I barely believe it myself.

I examined my reddened knuckles as the water cascaded over them. Was this some kind of midlife crisis? Or just the heat wave making everyone crazy?

Whatever it was, I felt more alive than I had in years, even with the throbbing pain in my hand reminding me I wasn't twenty anymore.

Refreshed and still a little shaky, I toweled off and put on some clean clothes and combed my wet hair.

Through the room's window, I caught sight of Maura leaving the diner. My heart started hammering in my chest as she crossed the street and headed to my room.

Calm down, buddy. You're acting like a horny teenager about to cop his first feel.

I took a deep breath and reminded myself I was forty years old, not eighteen. I was also married. I rubbed the wedding band on my finger, thinking again about how Francine had said nothing as I walked out the door.

Maura waved at me through the window as I opened the door for her.

"May I come in?" she asked with a smirk.

"Please."

"Good lord, it's hot outside," she said as I closed the door behind her. "This air conditioning feels so good. We don't have AC at home, just fans. It takes forever to cool down the place."

"We're definitely not used to this kind of heat in the PNW," I said. "Most folks don't have AC up here. Rain and fog we can handle. This heat dome is something else entirely."

Maura nodded, fanning herself with her hand.

"Tell me about it. My apartment feels like an oven by mid-afternoon. My son's been sleeping on the kitchen floor because it's the coolest spot in the house." She glanced around the modest motel room. "This place might not be fancy, but right now it feels like heaven."

"Can I get you something to drink?" I offered, gesturing awkwardly toward the mini fridge. "I got that Voltriq Energy drink you wanted. And I have some bottled water, or there's a vending machine down the hall with sodas."

I knew I was babbling, but I couldn't help it. I was alone in a motel room with a pretty woman. Both of us could feel the tension.

"Water would be perfect, thanks. We can save that energy drink for after."

"After?" I asked, my mouth dry.

She didn't answer, just smiled.

I watched as she went and closed the curtains, shutting out the outside world. The room suddenly felt even smaller. I noticed how her dress clung to her curves, damp with perspiration from her walk across the scorching parking lot.

"Water?" she reminded me.

I went to the mini-fridge and fumbled with the bottles, nearly dropping one as I tried to act casual. She took it from me and took a long swallow, her throat working.

"Perfect," she sighed.

An awkward silence fell between us as we stood there, looking each other over. It had been a long time since I'd been in a bedroom with a woman who was not my wife. My flirting game was rusty.

Maura seemed to sense my hesitation. She put her hand on my arm, then moved down to take my hand in hers. She ran a finger across my wedding band.

"How long you been married?" she asked quietly.

"Eighteen years."

"Does that matter to you?"

"No. Not anymore."

Maura stepped closer. I could smell the peach scent of her shampoo, the clean smell of her skin.

"Are you running away from your wife?" Maura asked. "Or are you running toward something better?"

"I don't know," I said quietly. "I just needed to leave."

"At least you have the choice," Maura sighed. "Some of us don't."

I didn't know what to say to that. Instead, I reached out and stroked Maura's brown hair. She leaned her head against my hand.

"The way you handled that druggie?" Maura said. "Having a man stand up for me like that? It's been a long time."

"I just did what was right. Surprised myself, to be honest."

"You seem like a good man."

"I wish I was better."

"Don't we all?" She smiled a shy smile. "Maybe we can help each other be better? At least for one night?"

"I'd like that," I whispered.

Maura tilted her head up to me, her eyes closing as I leaned down to kiss her. I pressed my lips gently against hers, savoring the feel of her mouth against mine.

Sarah's lips parted and invited my tongue to explore. I stroked the back of her head as we kissed, my other hand sliding down to cup her ample ass.

Maura felt so different in my arms than Francine did. Maura was soft and welcoming, eager for my touch. I could feel her desire.

I broke the kiss and stepped back, holding Maura at arm's length.

"Take off that dress," I told her. "Let me see you."

Color rushed to Maura's cheeks. Her eyes lowered, her hands twisting in front of her.

"Can you turn off the light?" she asked.

"Why?'

"My body's not what it used to be."

"It's more than enough," I assured her. "Let me do it."

Maura hesitated, then nodded. She closed her eyes as I unbuttoned her dress and let it slip down her body, pooling around her feet. She was wearing a sensible bra and plain cotton panties. Her breasts were large, her belly soft, her thighs thick.

"You're beautiful," I said, meaning every word.

Maura opened her eyes, searching my face for any sign of insincerity. I held her gaze. Slowly, a happy smile spread across her face.

"Thank you," she whispered.

I leaned in to kiss her again, reaching behind her to undo her bra. Maura shrugged out of the bra and her breasts tumbled free, big and soft and capped by thick brown nipples.

Maura sighed as I cupped her tits, running my thumbs across her nipples, making them hard.

"That feels nice."

"How long has it been for you?" I asked.

"Too long. I haven't been fucked since... I don't know when. You?"

"Same. It's been a long time."

"You're wife is stupid, then. A man like you..."

I stroked Maura's hair as she helped me out of my shirt and pulled down my pants. Maura got on her knees in front of me, nuzzling the front of my boxers, breathing through the thin cotton onto my rigid cock.

"Can I suck it?" she asked.

"God, yes," I chuckled. "I can't remember the last time Franny..."

My voice trailed off as sadness washed through me. Francine used to love giving me head... until she didn't.

Maura looked up at me, seeing the look that flashed across my eyes. She nodded, seeming to understand. With a kiss against my bulge, she pulled down my boxers.

My cock sprang free, bobbing in front of her face, a drop of precum already glistening on my tip.

Maura wrapped her fingers around my shaft, her grip firm and confident. She looked up at me, her brown eyes filled with eager desire.

"That's a good cock," Maura said. "Your wife really is stupid to turn this down."

It was just a few words, but it made my confidence soar to hear them. With Maura on her knees admiring my cock, I didn't realize how starved for affection I had been. How much I needed a woman to want me.

I exhaled sharply as she leaned forward and licked the precum from my tip. Maura grinned as I shivered and then took me into her mouth. I groaned aloud, the sensation of her warm, wet tongue licking around my cockhead was so intense.

Maura bobbed her head, taking more of me with each pass, her lips stretched wide to accommodate my thickness.

"You're so fucking good at that," I murmured, my hands finding their way to her hair, fingers tangling in her soft brown locks.

"Say my name," she told me. "I like when you say my name."

"I like that, Maura. Just like that. Take it down your throat. All the way. Good girl, Maura. Take it deep, fuck yeah."

She hummed in response, the vibration sending a shiver up my spine. I could feel her saliva dripping down my shaft, her hand working in tandem with her mouth, stroking and sucking in a rhythm that had my hips bucking.

She pulled back, her lips releasing me with a pop. She looked up at me, her cheeks flushed, her eyes watering slightly.

"I love your cock, Ashe," she whispered. "And I already knew you had big balls. Can I suck them?"

I nodded. Francine never did this for me and I flinched a bit, then relaxed into the pleasure as Maura suckled on my testicles, taking one then the other into her wet mouth, rolling them with gentle suction.

"You like that?"

"I do."

"Say my name. Please."

"I love the way you suck my balls, Maura. You're incredible."

Maura's eyes lit up at my praise. It seemed like I wasn't the only one who had been starving for affection.

She gave my sack a final kiss before diving back down on my cock, taking me even deeper this time. I could feel the back of her throat, her muscles constricting around me.

I threw my head back, my eyes clenching shut as I gave myself over to the pleasure. It had been so long since I'd felt this, since I'd been wanted like this. Maura's enthusiasm was intoxicating, her cock sucking skills undeniable. I could feel my climax building, my balls tightening.

"Maura," I gasped, a warning. "Stop."

Maura pulled off my cock, strings of saliva and precum stretching from her lips.

"Not good?" she asked, concerned.

"Too good," I said, shaking my head. "I was going to lose control. Your fucking amazing."

Again, her eyes lit up. I wondered how long it had been since a man had treated her like this. She soaked up praise like a sponge.

"Lie down," I said, patting the bed. "I want to return the favor."

Maura blinked in surprise.

"You want to go down on me?" she asked.

"Yeah. I'd love to. Don't you want me to?"

"I do," she nodded. "It's just most guys don't like to."

"I love it," I grinned. "Now lay down, Maura. Lay down, relax, and spread your legs for me. Let me have that pussy."

Maura giggled like a schoolgirl as I smacked her butt, then guided her onto the bed. I kneeled on the floor between her legs and pushed her thighs apart. Like she had done to me, I nuzzled her crotch through her cotton panties, breathing in the smell of her.

"Lift up," I told her.

Maura lifted her hips and I pulled down her panties, setting them aside. I kissed Maura's inner thigh and I ran my fingers through the lush curls on her mound. Her slit was dripping, speckles of her juices glistening on her pubic hair.

"God, you're so wet, Maura."

She groaned in response as I let my breath wash over her pussy, taking my time and inhaling her scent.

"I love the way your pussy smells, Maura. Musky and clean. Like a real woman."

"Ashe," she moaned. "Oh, Ashe."

I parted Maura's folds with my fingers, exposing her glistening inner flesh. She whimpered in anticipation, her hips lifting slightly off the bed. I leaned in, flattening my tongue against her slit, licking upwards in a slow, deliberate stroke.

"Fuck," she breathed, her fingers tangling in my hair.

I circled her clit with the tip of my tongue, feeling it swell under my touch. Maura's grip on my hair tightened, her body tensing as I teased her most sensitive spot. I slid two fingers inside her, curling them upwards to hit that special place.

"Holy shit, right there," she gasped, her hips moving in rhythm with my hand. "Don't stop."

"Your pussy is so sweet, Maura."

I increased the pressure on her clit, my fingers pumping in and out of her. Her juices coated my hand, dripped down my wrist. She was close, I could feel it.

"Ashe, I'm... I'm going to..."

I sucked her clit into my mouth, flicking it with my tongue. Maura's body convulsed, her inner walls clamping down on my fingers. She cried out, her orgasm crashing over her, waves of pleasure making her shudder.

I gentled my touch, bringing her down slowly. Her grip on my hair eased, her body relaxing into the mattress. I looked up at her, a satisfied grin on my face.

"That was..." she started, then laughed, a sound full of joy and release. "That was so damned good."

"For me too, Maura. Now... are you ready for me to fuck you?"

"Oh god, yes!"

"Ask me. Say please."

"Please fuck me, Ashe! Fuck my pussy now! I've got a condom in my purse."

"No need. I picked some up at the gas station."

We both giggled wildly as I rolled a condom onto my cock. Maura spread her legs wide as I pulled her to the edge of the bed. I slapped my cock against her pussy, loving the wet smack against her lips.

"Get it in," she begged. "I need it, Ashe."

I leveled my cock at her entrance, teasing her, making her squirm, then slid into Maura's pussy, her warmth enveloping me, the tightness of her snatch gripping me like a vise. She gasped, her eyes widening, her hands clutching at the sheets beneath us.

"Go slow, Ashe," she whispered, her voice breathy and urgent. "It's been a while since I've had a cock inside me."

I hooked her legs over my shoulders, opening her up to me, allowing me to sink deeper into her. I moved slowly, gently, giving her time to adjust to my size. Her inner walls fluttered around me, her body already on the edge of release.

"You feel incredible, Maura," I murmured, my gaze locked onto hers. "That's a good pussy for my good girl."

Her cheeks were flushed, her lips parted, her breath coming in quick gasps.

"More, Ashe," she whimpered, her hips lifting to meet my thrusts. "I need more. Please."

I increased my pace, my hips moving faster, my cock driving deeper. Maura's big tits bounced with each thrust, her hard nipples begging for attention. I leaned down, capturing one in my mouth, sucking hard as I fucked her.

"Yes, Ashe," she cried out, her fingers fisting the sheets. "Harder. Deeper. Faster. Please."

I let go of her legs, her thighs dropping to my waist as I leaned over her, my hands planted on either side of her head. I pistoned my hips, driving into her with force, giving her what she begged for.

"That's my good girl," I growled. "Take that fucking cock. Take it all, Maura!"

Her eyes rolled back, her body convulsing as her orgasm hit her. She screamed, her inner walls clamping down on my cock, her release triggering my own. I threw my head back, a guttural groan escaping my lips as I came, my body shuddering with the force of my release.

"Fuck yeah!" I growled as my balls emptied. "What a good girl you are, Maura!"

Exhausted, I collapsed onto the bed beside her, my chest heaving, my body covered in a sheen of sweat. Maura crawled up to me, her body equally slick, and snuggled against me, her head resting on my chest.

"That was..." she started, her voice trailing off.

"Yeah," I agreed, my arm wrapping around her.

We kissed, slow and gentle, our breaths mingling as we held each other close.


Chapter 4



"I'll take that Voltriq energy drink now," Maura said, her breathing finally slowing to normal.

I climbed off the bed, conscious of my nakedness but not embarrassed by it. The breeze from the air conditioner felt amazing against my sweaty skin.

When I turned back from the mini-fridge with two energy drinks in hand, I found Maura sitting up with the sheet pulled to her neck.

"Why are you covering up?" I asked, cocking an eyebrow. "I've already seen everything. And enjoyed it, I might add."

Maura's cheeks flushed. "Like I said, my body isn't what it used to be."

"Are you kidding me? You should be proud of that rack." I gestured with one of the cans. "Come on, let the sheet drop."

She shook her head in mock exasperation but lowered the sheet, exposing her full breasts. They were large and a little droopy, with blue veins barely visible beneath her pale skin. I'd always been a sucker for big tits. Even after our intense fuck session, I felt a stirring in my cock.

I climbed back into bed beside her and handed her the orange Voltriq can.

"Seriously, Maura. Your tits are beautiful."

"You're good for my ego, Ashe," she said as she popped the tab on her drink.

"How long can you stay?"

"I called my mother before I left the diner. Let her know I'd be out late, so I've got an hour or so."

We both took long swigs from our cans. The cold liquid burned my throat with a sweetness that made me grimace.

"Wow," I said, surprised by the taste. "That's not what I expected."

Maura laughed. "First time drinking one of those?"

"Yeah. I'm usually a coffee guy."

"I started drinking these to stay awake during double shifts at my old job." She studied me over the rim of her can. "So what's a rich guy like you doing in Aberdeen?"

"What makes you think I'm rich?"

"You dress simply, but the quality of your jeans and shirt is obvious. That's not department store stuff."

I looked down at my clothes scattered on the floor. She wasn't wrong. Francine bought most of my clothes and she didn't skimp on the selection.

"And that truck of yours is a restored classic, isn't it?" Maura continued.

"How would you know that?"

"My ex-boyfriend was a worthless shit, but he knew a lot about classic cars. Taught me how to recognize expensive restoration jobs like yours." She tilted her head. "Am I right about the truck?"

"Yeah," I admitted. "1982 Ford F-150. Just bought it yesterday, actually."

"Cash, I bet."

"Yeah. What else did you notice?"

"The biggest tip-off was this watch you were wearing in the diner." She took my watch off the nightstand and examined it. "To my one and only. Love, Franny."

I grimaced as she read the engraving. Hearing those words spoken by another woman made my stomach twist into knots.

"My ex loved expensive watches," Maura continued. "His favorite brand was Placido, just like the one you wear. He could never afford a real one, though. Just knock-offs."

"How do you know mine isn't a knock-off?"

"You don't seem like the type who needs to impress people with fake stuff." She shrugged. "Plus, the weight of it. Replicas are always heavy, cheap metal. Yours is light as a feather."

Maura set the watch back on the nightstand. I was impressed by her observation skills. There was more to this woman than met the eye.

"So," she prompted. "What do you think of Aberdeen?"

"Like I said, just passing through on my way to Port Chasten." I took another sip of the fizzy drink. "My father's sick. Needs help."

"I'm sorry to hear that. Is it serious?"

"Serious enough for me to come back to Washington State. I got a call yesterday that he was in the hospital. He should be okay."

"A good man takes care of his own," Maura nodded, then after a pause asked, "Do you want to tell me about your wife?"

I stared at the can in my hands, watching condensation roll down the sides.

"I don't think I have a wife," I said quietly. "Not anymore."

Maura didn't push for details, just placed her hand on my forearm. Her touch was warm and comforting.

"I'm sorry," she said.

"Don't be. It's been over for a long time. I just didn't want to admit it."

We sat in silence for a moment, the only sound the occasional hum of the air conditioner fighting against the heat.

"So what's your story?" I asked. "Why are you in Aberdeen?"

"Just your typical small town story," she sighed. "I met a boy when I was fifteen, got pregnant at sixteen, dropped out of school, had my baby. A single mother at seventeen. So I started working at whatever job I could find. And now, here I am."

"Where's the father?"

"My ex left when our son was born with cerebral palsy. Couldn't handle having a special needs kid. Said he needed to 'find himself.'" She made air quotes with her fingers. "Last I heard, he found himself in Phoenix with a stripper."

"Sorry to hear that," I said.

"It's just typical shit for a place like Aberdeen. It's no mystery why Kurt Cobain hated this goddamn place. But it's home for me. It's the only home I got."

She drained her Voltriq can. I handed her mine.

"You don't like it?" she asked.

"It's fine. Just not for me."

Maura took it and sipped, saying, "The green can is not bad. My son likes the purple ones."

"So your son, how's he doing?"

"Danny? He's awesome. Smart as a whip. Getting around can be hard, but his mind is sharp." Pride filled her voice. "He's fifteen, into video games and science fiction. Wants to design video games someday."

"Sounds like a great kid."

"He is." She finished the Voltriq and set the empty can next to hers on the nightstand, letting out a gentle belch. "But enough about our personal stories. We've got an hour left, and I don't want to waste it."

Her hand slid lower, finding my cock.

"That feels nice," I said as she cupped my balls. "But I think I'm done for the night."

"Never know until you try. That energy drink has all kinds of stimulants in it. It always gets me wired."

"Maybe so, but..."

Maura slid down the bed and hunched over my cock. I was soft as she took my dick into her warm mouth. It felt very relaxing to be sucked like that, but I knew I wasn't going to get hard again.

I leaned back and closed my eyes, just enjoying the soothing feel of Maura suckling my cockhead. I twitched as she started licking my balls, gently massaging them with her tongue.

She got between my legs and put her hands under my butt, lifting me up. Then she went lower.

"Maura," I gasped as her tongue lapped my asshole.

I'd never had that done to me before, certainly not with Francine. It felt unnerving at first, but as Maura skillfully licked me down there, I could feel waves of pleasure going through me I'd never felt before.

My body was responding as well. As Maura dug the tip of her wet tongue inside me, my cock instantly hardened, jutting up from my crotch and throbbing ferociously.

"Goddamn!" I groaned. "What the fuck?"

Maura looked up at me, a huge grin on her lips.

"I knew you could do it," she whispered.

"Didn't think that was possible," I grunted, grabbing onto the headboard. "Not after what we just did."

Maura laughed, the vibrations tickling my cock.

"Guess that energy drink works?"

"No, it's you, Maura. It's you and that mouth of yours."

Without waiting for a reply, she took my dick back in her mouth. I groaned loudly. My cock was hypersensitive, the sensations almost overwhelming.

Maura's lips slid up and down my shaft, suctioning tightly as if she meant to pull my cum right out of me. She was both gentle and aggressive, and I could feel my whole body tensing as she worked my cock.

Her mouth was warm and slick, and she seemed to know exactly how much suction to use, how hard to lick, when to twist her tongue just so around the head of my cock.

"God, you're amazing at this, Maura!" I groaned, my hips bucking helplessly.

Maura hummed in response, sending jolts of pleasure through my aching balls.

Then, before I could even process what she was doing, she swung her body around and straddled my face. Her pussy hovered over my mouth, full and swollen, her scent filling my nostrils. I didn't need further invitation. I leaned forward, eagerly lapping at her folds with my tongue.

"Maura, you taste so fucking good."

I ran my tongue up and down her slit, reveling in her musky flavor. I sucked her clit between my lips, flicking it with the tip of my tongue, then delved deeper, exploring her slick inner folds. My thumbs rubbed her asshole, gently circling the tight pucker, and I smiled as her moans grew louder.

I felt her tensing above me, her hips bucking as her juices flooded my mouth. I lapped her dripping entry, my tongue seeking out every drop as she climaxed.

For a long moment, she sat above me, shaking as her orgasm ripped through her. I wished I could see her, see the pleasure twisting across her pretty face. I could hear her ragged breathing, see the sweat glistening on her back.

With a strangled cry, Maura bent back down to my cock. I felt the hot, tight suction of her mouth engulfing my cockhead once more. Maura grunted like an animal as she rammed her face down, my hips thrusting up of their own accord as she deep throated me, my balls slapping against her nose as I fucked her face.

"I'm close," I panted, bracing myself against the headboard as my release built. "Maura, I'm so damn close."

Maura's only response was to moan in affirmation, the vibrations shooting straight to my cock. It was too much.

I groaned in pleasure so intense it was almost painful as my orgasm tore through me, my hips bucking off the bed as I shot my load into Maura's greedy mouth. I buried my face in her pussy, seeking the comfort of her wet hole as my body thrashed with pleasure.

After what felt like an eternity, I collapsed back onto the bed, utterly spent.

"Goddamn, Maura..." I trailed off, unable to find the words.

Maura turned around and climbed up to me and showed me her mouth, still full of my cum. Her eyes locked on mine, she swallowed my load, her throat working to take it all down,

"Ahh," she sighed, wiping away the few stray globs of sperm that dribbled down the corners of her mouth.

"Damn," I breathed. "You didn't waste a drop."

"It's my favorite part," she said with a playful grin. "I always swallow."

I stared at her, equal parts shocked and turned on.

"The way you got me hard again?" I said. "I never would have believed I could do that."

"Maybe you should stop underestimating yourself," Maura smiled. "I need to rinse off before I go."

I nodded, still too dazed to form a coherent response. She gave me one last smile, then climbed off the bed and headed into the bathroom, leaving me lying there alone, utterly exhausted and more satisfied than I'd been in years.

As I listened to the sound of the shower turning on in the bathroom, I noticed Maura had taken her purse into the bathroom with her. I smiled at her caution. Even after what we did, she was still being careful. Growing up poor taught you to always be on your guard.

I lay on the damp sheets, staring at the ceiling and shaking my head in disbelief. My body still tingled from head to toe. Whatever Maura had done with her tongue was nothing short of magical, like she'd unlocked some secret pleasure center I never knew existed. Not once in eighteen years of marriage had Francine ever made me feel like that.

The shower shut off in the bathroom. I listened to the sounds of Maura moving around in there.

What a fucking weekend.

Just forty-eight hours ago, I'd been sitting in my car looking over the exact same watch Francine had given me five years ago. I was so stunned by her carelessness that I hadn't even told her she had given me the same gift before. What difference would it have made?

Then the call from Rebecca Smith telling me my father was in the hospital. The urgency in her voice had finally snapped me out of my self-pity and pushed me to action.

I'd walked into that used car dealership on a whim, bought the truck with cash, and driven away from my life without a backward glance. Eighteen years of marriage abandoned in less than a day.

And now here I was, in a motel room that smelled of sex and sweat, having just had one of the most intense sexual experiences of my life fucking a woman I barely knew.

I'd punched a guy in the face too, for Christ's sake. Me, Asher Brownley, Executive Vice President of Bilkins Paper, respected businessman and reliable husband.

Former husband? I corrected myself.

Regardless, I'd stepped onto a road I never expected to walk. The old Asher would have called a nursing agency, made arrangements, stayed with Francine despite her coldness. The old Asher would never have risked his comfortable life, no matter how empty it felt.

But this new version of me? I had no idea where this road would lead.

Maybe you should stop underestimating yourself.

Maura's words echoed through my head, growing larger in my mind. I repeated them to myself, feeling the weight of each word.

The bathroom door opened, and Maura emerged wrapped in one of the motel's cheap towels. She still looked damn good.

"I should get going," Maura said softly.

I watched as she dressed, an idea suddenly forming in my mind. I sat up, knowing exactly what would make this weekend complete.

"Before you go," I said, "I want to show you something."

Maura waited, a puzzled expression on her face, as I rummaged through one of my bags.

"What's that?" she asked as I pulled out a small box and presented it to her.

"Open it."

With a skeptical glance at me, Maura opened the box. She stared down at the watch gleaming in its velvet setting.

"Another Placido watch?" she asked.

"Not just another Placido. The exact same one as on the nightstand. A duplicate of the watch I've been wearing for the last five years."

"I don't understand."

"My wife gave me this watch for my birthday on Friday," I explained. "It's the exact same watch she gave me five years ago for my thirty-fifth birthday. She didn't even remember she'd already given it to me."

Maura's eyes widened. "Seriously?"

"Yeah. Except this time she didn't even bother to get it engraved. Just handed it to me in a parking lot before going off to have a night out with her girlfriends."

Maura looked at me with a mixture of apprehension and sadness. I ran a hand through my hair, still damp with sweat.

"Earlier today, I visited the Kurt Cobain memorial under the Young Street Bridge. You know it?"

"Of course," Maura nodded. "Everyone in Aberdeen knows it."

"I was standing there, looking at all those messages fans had left, messages about missing him and wishing they could meet him and hoping he was in a better place. Reading all that, thinking about loss and the burdens we carry... something just clicked inside me. I went back to my truck and got that gift box. I planned to throw the damn watch into the river."

"But you didn't," Maura said softly.

"No. It felt wrong somehow. Like the watch was meant for something more appropriate." I took her hand in mine. "And now I know what that is. I want you to have it, Maura."

Her mouth fell open. "What? No, I can't--"

"It was meant to be. Me finding that truck yesterday, meeting you today? It feels like serendipity. Or fate. Or maybe some kind of divine guidance, I don't fucking know. But I know you need to take this watch."

Maura shook her head, pushing the box back toward me.

"This is way too expensive to give away to someone you just met. This has to be worth thousands."

"You'd be doing me a favor," I insisted. "I never want to see this watch again."

I reached out and stroked her hair gently, my fingers trailing down to cup her cheek.

"Please, Maura. Please take it. Give it to your son. Or sell it. Or throw it away in the garbage, I don't care! Just take it off my hands. Please."

Maura stared into my eyes for a long moment, searching for something. Whatever she found there seemed to convince her.

"Alright," she said finally, closing the box and clutching it to her chest. "You are the most unusual man I've ever met, Ashe."

She leaned forward and kissed me, her lips soft against mine. It wasn't passionate like before, but tender, a goodbye.

"I have to go," she whispered against my mouth.

I nodded, watching as she gathered her purse and headed for the door. As her hand touched the knob, I called out.

"The paperwork and certificate are at the bottom of the box. If you decide to sell it, don't accept anything less than twenty thousand dollars."

Maura froze, then turned back to look at me, her eyes wide with shock.

"Twenty thousand?"

I nodded. "At least."

A small smile graced her lips. At that moment, she looked like a young girl again, eager and full of hope for the future.

"If you ever come back through Aberdeen, stop by the diner for some pie." She paused, her smile fading, growing sadder. "I'll still be here."

And then she turned and walked out into the heat of the night, gently closing the door behind her.


Chapter 5



"Them donuts are fresh," the clerk pointed out. "Got them in just half an hour ago."

"Thanks for letting me know. They look good."

I grabbed an apple fritter to go along with the stale-looking bagel on my paper plate. I added an orange and headed back to my room, a big cup of coffee in my other hand.

The heat was already rising outside. It was going to be another scorching day.

As I settled down at my room's desk to eat, I kept looking at the bed where Maura and I had spent so much time the night before. It was still hard to believe everything that had happened to me in the last few days.

Especially with Maura. The same day I left Francine, I'm railing a woman ten years younger than me? And she's a waitress as well? Time is a goddamn circle...

I shook my head, remembering the way Maura had moaned as she orgasmed, the way she tongued my asshole and sucked my cock, the smile on her face as she swallowed my cum.

Maura was one hell of a woman. I could still smell the scent of her pussy lingering on the sheets.

I bit into the fritter, my mind still going over the last few days. I could see the truck outside, waiting to take me home to Port Chasten. It felt good just to look at her sitting there, gleaming in the morning sunlight.

My hand was still sore from decking Beardy. It was a pleasant ache in my knuckles, one that I enjoyed feeling.

And I knew I'd made the right choice giving that watch to Maura. I felt lighter knowing it was not still with me, weighing me down like an emotional anchor.

"Long day ahead," I told myself. "Better get my mind right."

I was halfway through my apple fritter when my phone rang. It was Rebecca Smith calling me from her personal number.

I answered the call, and Becca's face filled my screen. She was driving, sunglasses perched on her nose, blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail. Even through the small screen, she was stunning.

"Good morning," I said, unable to keep the smile from my face.

"Morning, Ashe. How are you doing today?" Her voice sounded cheerful despite the early hour.

"I'm good. How's my father doing?"

"Tom's doing great. The doctor cleared him to go home after a final meeting with his PCP and a hospital social worker."

"He knows I'm coming?" I asked.

"I told him. He knows."

"I keep ringing his phone and he doesn't answer."

"His phone is at his house. I offered to let him chat with you on mine, but he just waved me off. Your father can be a little salty at times, Ashe."

"I know. I grew up with him."

"Ellen always said your father was a grouch. But I find him very endearing." She adjusted her sunglasses. "Anyway, I'll drive him to the house this evening. We should get there around six if traffic cooperates."

"That sounds like a plan. And thank you again for all your help with him, Becca. I really appreciate it."

"It's no trouble at all. You're father is a perfect gentleman. I enjoy working with patients like him." She glanced at the screen. "Where are you? That looks like a motel room."

"Yeah, I'm in Aberdeen. Stopped for the night on my way up."

"Aberdeen?" Becca chuckled. "Hope you had a restful night. And that the AC in your room worked in this heat."

"It did, thankfully." I took a sip of my coffee, watching her navigate traffic.

"Well, I should get going. I'll see you later today."

Something about her smile, the way the sunlight caught her hair through the car window, made me feel bold.

"Becca? You, uh... you look really pretty in those sunglasses, by the way."

Her eyebrows rose above the frames, and a smile spread across her face.

"Well thank you for saying so, Ashe. You're looking pretty good yourself."

We shared a lingering smile before she finally waved goodbye and ended the call.

I sat there staring at my blank phone screen, feeling like a teenager who'd just talked to his crush. I hadn't given a thought to Becca Smith in twenty years. Now, I couldn't stop thinking about her.

I gulped down the rest of my coffee and tossed my trash in the bin. After a quick check of the room to make sure I hadn't forgotten anything, I left the key on the desk and grabbed my bag.

Standing by the door, I paused to look at the watch on my wrist, then at the wedding ring still on my finger. Both were remnants of a life I was leaving behind. I twisted the ring, feeling its weight.

One step at a time.

I took a deep breath and went outside, shutting the motel room door behind me. The heat hit me like a wall, the sun already blazing despite the early hour.

Before heading to my truck, I turned to look at the diner across the street. The neon "OPEN" sign glowed in the window.

I wondered what Maura was doing right now. Was she at home getting her son ready for the day? Thinking about last night? Or had she already moved on, the watch tucked away somewhere as a reminder of our brief encounter?

Whatever she was doing, I hoped Maura was happy and that life would be kind to her and her son. She deserved that much.

With a silent wish for her well-being, I climbed into my truck and started the engine. The old Ford rumbled to life, ready for the journey ahead. I pulled out of the parking lot and headed north toward Port Chasten.

I was going home. But first, I had to do some shopping.
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"These window ACs have been selling out so fast," the cashier said as she rang up my purchase. "You got lucky with the timing. These units just arrived this morning."

"I've been feeling pretty lucky lately. Just hope it lasts."

"I know the feeling," she said, handing me the receipt. "Have a great day!"

I pushed the flat cart out of the Home Depot and loaded the three AC units into the back of the truck. The forecast said this heat wave was going to linger for a long time. With Pop being sick, I wanted to make sure the old house was as comfortable as possible.

Forks was a town midway to Port Chasten. A popular vampire novel had been set there years ago. Besides that, there wasn't much to the place, but at least it had the stores I needed.

My next stop was a durable medical supply where I picked up a lightweight folding wheelchair, a metal wheelchair ramp, and a frame with a raised seat for the toilet. The representative had made some more equipment recommendations, but I figured I'd see how my father handled things before buying more stuff.

It was nearly two o'clock by the time I finally rolled into Port Chasten. There was a new pho noodle place off the main road, but everything else looked the same as I remembered. The main drag was two blocks of storefronts, most catering to the tourists who visited during the summer.

Chasten Cove was at the end of town, a gentle slope down to a small beach surrounded by high cliffs. Two big sea stacks of rock jutted out of the water on the southern side of the cove, their tops covered with Sitka spruce and salt-spray pines twisted by the winds.

Legend had it that Chasten Cove was used by smugglers during Prohibition, but the town had actually sprung up to service the lumber mills in the area. Most of the houses of Port Chasten were built from the 1920s up to the early 60s, when the lumber industry finally dried up.

Located at the remote northwestern tip of Washington State, there wasn't much else to provide jobs besides lumber and fishing. The population of Port Chasten slowly dwindled over the years until now it was mostly just old-timers like my father.

I drove slowly down the blocks to my father's house, taking in the familiar houses and sidewalks. Again, not much had changed over the years. When I pulled into the driveway of my childhood home, however, there were some very unwelcome changes to be seen.

I sat in the truck, staring at the house I grew up in. Built in 1928 by my great-grandfather, the modest two-story house had stood proudly for nearly a century. The covered front porch had sturdy pillars at each corner, a trademark of a lot of those old Sears kit homes.

That porch had been my favorite reading spot during summer vacations. I vividly remembered the old paperback cowboy novels I found in a cardboard box in the attic. I'd sit on the porch and get lost in those stories, my cheek stuffed with licorice, a bottle of soda cooling in my hand.

Pop had always taken immense pride in this place. Every spring like clockwork, he'd be out there with fresh paint, touching up any spots that showed wear. The lawn was always perfectly trimmed, edges neatly defined. "A man's home reflects his character," he'd say while teaching me to use the mower on hot summer days.

Now the house looked neglected. The white paint had dulled to a grimy gray in places. The lawn I'd spent countless teenage summers mowing was overgrown. The house wasn't falling apart, but it looked tired and worn down.

"What happened?" I muttered.

It had been a few years since I last visited. The changes might have been subtle to an outsider, but to me they were startling. Was it going on while I was last here? Why didn't I notice it before? Was I too wrapped up in my troubles to notice my father was struggling?

Angry at myself, I got out of the truck, my eyes still taking in the neglect. As I approached the porch, I noticed there were two wicker rocking chairs on the porch. They looked fairly new, both with comfortable-looking cushions on their seats.

I was trying to figure out why Pop would have two chairs on the porch when something caught my eye. Carved into one of the pillars were a bunch of notches. They'd been painted over but were still clearly visible.

Pop had measured my height on that pillar every birthday until I left home. Running my fingers over the marks, I couldn't help but grin. There was a huge gap between the marks for fourteen and fifteen. That was my growth spurt in junior high when I shot up from 5'8" to 6' in what felt like overnight. Pop had joked that I was costing him a fortune in new pants that year.

Those marks brought back memories of high school and playing quarterback for West Clallam High School. The way it felt walking through the halls on game days, proudly wearing my jersey alongside my teammates. The anticipation building all day until we'd run onto the field under those bright Friday night lights. The whole town cheering us on as we got our asses kicked by bigger and better funded high schools.

It still was a good experience going to school out here. Everyone knew everyone. It felt stifling at the time, but now I'm sad I lost it.

I fished my house key from my pocket, hoping Pop hadn't changed the locks in the three years since my last brief visit. The key slid in smoothly and turned with a familiar click. Stepping inside, I was hit by a wall of stifling heat and stale air.

Everything looked exactly as I remembered. The living room with its worn but comfortable furniture. The small dining table where Pop and I had eaten thousands of meals together. The kitchen with its ancient appliances that somehow still worked perfectly.

There had never been many decorations in our house. No fancy artwork or elaborate centerpieces, just the essentials. After Mom died, Pop kept things simple and functional.

I'd grown to appreciate that spartan approach. Living with Francine, with her obsession for making our house look like a magazine spread, always made me feel like I was in a museum rather than a home.

Chintz pillows. Why was Franny always buying more chintz pillows?

It was a mystery that would remain unsolved, along with so many other questions I had about my marriage.

The house smelled musty, so I went around opening windows to let in some air. The breeze was overly warm, but better than nothing. The living room window would be perfect for the largest AC unit. Pop could stay nice and cool while watching the Seattle Mariners lose another baseball game.

The master bedroom was as expected. I peeked in, noting the military-precise corners on his bed, the minimal furnishings arranged with mathematical precision. From his time in the Army, Pop liked to keep things tidy. His window would fit the medium AC unit nicely.

I climbed the stairs to my old bedroom, feeling each creak on the wooden steps like an old friend. Opening the door, I found everything exactly as I'd left it. My bed, desk, and dresser were still in their familiar places.

I felt a lump in my throat. How many nights had I spent in this room, staring out that window at Chasten Cove in the distance, dreaming of the life I'd have someday?

It hadn't worked out the way I expected, had it?

I shook my head, scolding myself for wallowing in the past. I couldn't change what had happened. I could only deal with what was ahead.

My bedroom window creaked loudly as I opened it. The third AC unit would fit perfectly there once I got the screen out. The smallest AC unit would keep me comfortable through the hot nights ahead.

I went back downstairs and into the kitchen. I paused, confused at what I was seeing.

On the floor near the kitchen door was a metal bowl of water. Next to it was another metal bowl, a few pieces of kibble inside. A leash hung from the doorknob.

What's Pop doing with all this stuff?

I opened the kitchen door and stepped into the backyard. Several dog toys lay on the grass, but there was no dog to be seen.

"What the hell?" I muttered.

I went back into the house. Uncertain what else to do, I checked the fridge.

The inside was mostly empty. A few jars were in the door shelves, a gallon of milk, some eggs, a six-pack of Pop's favorite beer, Rainier, and some sodas. There were also several cans of hard seltzer and a bottle of tonic water, which was strange to find.

The freezer held ice cream, some frozen pizzas and lasagna, a pack of hot dogs.

What the heck is this?

I pulled out a bottle from the top of the freezer. It was vodka.

I was baffled. In all my life, I'd never seen my father drink liquor. He loved his Rainier beer, but anything stronger did not appeal to him.

A dog and now cocktails? Has Pop changed that much in three years?

A knock at the front door interrupted my thoughts. I closed the freezer and went to answer it.

Standing on the porch was a short, plump woman with gray hair cut in a neat bob. It was Dorothy Jones, our next-door neighbor for as long as I could remember. She wore glasses perched on her nose. Despite being in her seventies, her green eyes still regarded me with keen intelligence and humor.

Dorothy was dressed in lightweight cotton pants and a loose blouse, sensible clothes for the heat.

"Asher Brownley! You've finally graced us with your presence!"

She beamed at me, her face crinkling with genuine pleasure.

"Mrs. Jones, it's great to see you."

She stepped forward and surprised me with a quick hug.

"I didn't recognize that truck outside and wondered who was here." She turned toward her house and called out, "Everything's fine! It's Mr. Brownley's son, Asher!"

I glanced past her, unsure who she was addressing. I heard a young woman's voice shout back, "Okie dokie!"

"Would you like to come in?" I asked, stepping aside.

"Just for a minute." Dorothy walked past me into the living room. "So you've come back to help your father?"

"Yes, I was contacted by Becca Smith after his fall."

"Good. That's good." She nodded approvingly. "Your father's knee will be a bigger problem than his heart attack, which was mild, thankfully."

"That's what I've been told."

"Grade 2 knee sprain is serious business. Especially for a seventy-year-old. Trust me, I know of what I speak. Thomas will need to be diligent about his physical therapy. I hope you will be stern with him if he does not comply."

"I'll try. You seem to know a lot about Pop's condition."

"Well, I was the one who saw Thomas fall off that ladder." She shook her head disapprovingly. "I was in my garden when I noticed him cleaning the gutters. We were chatting while he worked. I was telling him about my new swamp roses. I was told swamp roses are deer resistant, but the deer apparently weren't informed of this fact. Your father was commenting on the possibility of deer netting when he suddenly got this strange look on his face. I asked if he was okay, and Thomas said his chest hurt and he felt dizzy. He started coming down the ladder but lost his balance about halfway. Fell right onto that old birdbath. Knocked it over and twisted his knee something awful."

I winced at the mental image.

"I called the ambulance right away, despite Mr. Thomas Brownley being as stubborn as a mule about not wanting help." She put her hands on her hips, a familiar gesture of exasperation. "He kept insisting he just needed a warm bath, aspirin, and a Rainier beer. Can you believe that? The man could barely move! I ignored his Thomas-foolery and called 911 anyway."

"Thank you for doing that," I said sincerely. "Pop's always been stubborn about asking for help."

"I'm well aware." Dorothy smiled fondly. "I've been visiting him at the hospital. Becca Smith says he's healing nicely, considering his age."

"I appreciate your kindness, Mrs. Jones. My father is lucky to have a neighbor like you."

"You're darn right about that!"

I chuckled, appreciating Dorothy's tart attitude. A retired schoolteacher, she had taught me English in high school. I was not a good student, but she had always been kind to me. She didn't tolerate any nonsense, but she genuinely cared about her students.

There was another knock at the front door.

"That'll be Wilson," Dorothy said.

"Wilson?" I asked, confused.

"Door's open!" Dorothy called.

The door swung open, and a young woman bounced in with a brown Labrador on a leash. The girl couldn't have been more than twenty. She had bright red hair and pale, freckled skin. She wore a yellow sundress with a matching yellow headband that had fuzzy cat ears attached to it. The effect was both childish and oddly charming.

"Hi! I'm Lily!" she announced, her voice musical and excited. "You must be Asher. Grandma Dot told me all about you."

"Asher, this is my granddaughter, Lily," Dorothy said. "She's taking a break from college and staying with me for a while."

"Nice to meet you, Asher!"

I shook Lily's hand, noting her bright smile and the way she seemed to vibrate with energy. Her green eyes darted around the room before settling back on me.

"Pleasure to meet you, Lily. And call me Ashe, please."

"Okay. But Grandma Dot calls you Asher?"

"Asher was a student of mine," Dorothy said. "I maintain the right to use his proper name. Isn't that correct, Asher?"

"Yes, ma'am," I laughed, kneeling on the floor. "And who's this handsome fella?"

The chocolate lab wagged his tail lazily, looking up at me with calm eyes. He was an older dog, maybe eight or nine, with a touch of gray around his muzzle.

"This is Wilson," Lily announced proudly. "He's super friendly, don't worry!"

I held out my hand to the dog, who immediately licked my palm.

"How long have you had Wilson?" I asked.

"Oh, he's not ours," Dorothy replied. "He's your father's."

I straightened up. "Pop has a dog? Since when?"

"About seven months now," Dorothy said.

"He never mentioned getting a dog."

"That's because Wilson chose him out of the blue," Lily said. "It was the most amazing thing! Sammy... that's my cat, she's a Maine coon cat and the sweetest most smartest cat alive... Sammy kept meowing at the side window one day. Like, super insistent meowing that wouldn't stop until I looked. And when I looked, there was this dog just sitting on your dad's porch! Mr. Brownley was asleep in his rocking chair, and the dog was lying right next to him like they'd known each other forever!"

Her words tumbled out in a breathless rush, hands gesturing animatedly.

"I went over right away. Wilson was super friendly, wagging his tail and everything. I called to Mr. Brownley until he woke up. Wilson licked his hand and Mr. Brownley nearly jumped out of his skin!" She laughed at the memory. "He asked me whose dog it was, but I had no idea. Then Mr. Brownley started petting him, and Wilson just rolled over for belly skritches! I told him, 'See? He's chosen you!'"

Dorothy nodded along with her granddaughter's story.

"The dog was wearing a collar with a tag that just said 'Wilson,'" Dorothy added. "No address or phone number."

"Your father took him to the vet to check for a microchip," Lily continued. "But there wasn't one! The vet said Wilson might have been dumped by his owner."

"Damn," I said, shaking my head. "Some people just don't take responsibility for their pets."

"Your father said the same thing. Then he took Wilson to the pound, but they said they were full and offered to..." Her voice dropped dramatically. "...un-alive him. Mr. Brownley brought him right back home after that. Wilson's been here ever since!"

"Thomas takes Wilson for a walk every morning," Dorothy added. "Often Lily and her cat Sammy join them. I do too, occasionally."

"Sammy and Wilson are best friends," Lily said proudly. "Sammy walks on a leash, too. It's like the cutest thing ever."

"We've been taking care of Wilson since your father's accident," Dorothy explained. "Bringing him home at night, taking him for walks."

I kneeled down again to pet Wilson, who responded by licking my hand enthusiastically. I'd always wanted a dog, but Francine claimed to be allergic. Looking back, I wondered if that had actually been true.

I've been reevaluating the last two decades quite a bit recently.

Wilson pressed his head against my leg, looking up at me with trusting eyes. I felt an immediate connection to this good boy.

"Yay, he likes you a lot!" Lily cheered, clapping her hands.

"I guess he does," I said softly.

First the truck, then Maura, and now this dog. It felt like the universe kept sending me signs, pointing me toward a different life than the one I'd left behind.

"Do you have any plans for dinner?" Dorothy asked, adjusting her glasses. "I'm told Thomas will be home this evening. I suspect he'll need a good meal after all that hospital food."

I ran a hand through my hair. "Honestly, I just got here. Haven't thought that far ahead. Maybe I'll put one of those frozen pizzas in the oven?"

"Nonsense!" Dot waved her hand dismissively. "I'd be happy to prepare a proper dinner to welcome Thomas home."

"Grandma Dot makes dinner for Mr. Brownley all the time." Lily chimed in. "At least twice a week. She makes the best pot roast in the whole universe!"

"It's nothing fancy," Dot said modestly. "Just neighborly. Oh, and I also have some bed rails in my closet from when my husband Karl was sick, God rest his soul. You can install them if your father needs them for his recovery."

The kindness of these women caught me off guard. I'd been living in Newport for so long, where neighbors barely acknowledged each other beyond polite nods. This felt like stepping back in time.

"That's incredibly generous of you," I said. "Is there anything I can do to help?"

"You leave it all to us," Dot insisted. "You focus on getting that ramp installed and those other things done. Thomas will need the house ready when Becca brings him home."

I must have looked overwhelmed because Dorothy reached out and patted my hand gently.

"You were always a good boy growing up, Asher. Always helping others in school. Standing up for the smaller kids when they got bullied. I noticed these things, even if you thought I didn't. Port Chasten is a small town, and small town people help each other. That's just how it works."

"Thank you," I said, my voice thick with emotion. "Seriously."

Wilson nudged my leg again, as if sensing my feelings. I scratched behind his ears, grateful for the distraction.

Lily suddenly thrust her hand toward me, standing up straight with an exaggerated formality that seemed at odds with her cat-eared headband.

"It is very nice to have met you, Ashe," she said, her voice taking on a deliberately mature tone. "As I mentioned earlier, Wilson and Sammy are best friends. I hope that you and I can be friends too!"

The brightness of her smile and the intensity of her gaze made me slightly uncomfortable. Her green eyes locked onto mine with an earnestness that was almost unsettling.

Even more unsettling was how attractive Lily Jones was. I couldn't help but notice how her pale skin and freckles contrasted with the vibrant red hair framing her face. The yellow sundress she wore showed off her full breasts and slender figure.

She's a college kid and young enough to be your daughter. Snap out of it, old man!

I took her hand for the second time. It felt small and warm in mine.

"I'd like to be friends too, Lily," I said, trying to match her formality. "Thank you for taking care of Wilson while my father has been away."

Her smile grew even wider, and she held onto my hand a little longer than necessary before finally letting go.

"Now clear out of the kitchen and stay out," Dorothy told me. "We'll let you know when everything is ready."

"Yes, ma'am."

I paused for a moment and took in the scene in front of me. A moment ago, my childhood home had been empty. Now there was a dog, my friendly neighbor, and a sweet young woman gathered around me.

Things can change really fast. There's a lesson in that, somewhere.

With an appreciative nod to Dorothy and Lily, I headed out to my truck.


Chapter 6



I stepped back to admire my handiwork. The AC unit was firmly set in Pop's bedroom window. After double-checking the seal around the edges, I plugged it in and hit the power button.

The machine hummed to life as a stream of air blasted toward me. I stood directly in front of it, savoring the sensation as the air quickly turned from room temperature to refreshingly cool.

"Perfect," I muttered, wiping sweat from my forehead.

The cool air felt like heaven against my sweat-soaked shirt. I closed my eyes for a moment, mentally checking off my accomplishments for the day.

The metal ramp over the porch stairs was securely installed. I'd even tested it by getting in the new wheelchair I bought and rolling up and down to make sure the ramp was sturdy enough.

Next, the raised toilet seat and safety frame in the master bathroom were installed and ready to go.

And now with the AC unit pumping cool air into his bedroom, Pop would be able to sleep comfortably despite the relentless heat wave.

I glanced at my watch. 5:00 PM already. Becca had said she'd bring my father home around 6:00. Just enough time to clean myself up before they arrived.

I left my father's bedroom and shut the door, letting the AC cool down the room. The sound of Lily's giggles came from the kitchen, accompanied by the mouthwatering aroma of home cooking. It was something savory with hints of beef and herbs. My stomach rumbled loudly.

I headed upstairs to the bathroom next to my old bedroom. The steps creaked in the same places they had when I was a teenager, a sound so familiar it always brought a smile to my face.

I peeled off my sweat-drenched clothes, dropping them in a heap on the floor. The bathroom looked largely untouched since I'd left home. Same pale blue paint on the walls, same wallpaper with its faded nautical pattern.

When I turned on the shower, the pipes groaned before releasing a steady stream of cool water. I stepped in, letting out an involuntary "Ahhh" as the water cascaded over my overheated skin. The temperature was perfect, just cool enough to be refreshing without being uncomfortably cold. I tilted my face up into the spray.

I reached for the soap but found none. Not surprising, considering Pop probably hadn't used this bathroom in years. I made do with just water, running my hands over my body to wash away the day's grime as best I could.

After shutting off the water, I realized I had another problem-- no towel. I shook excess water from my arms and hair, hoping there might be some towels in the hallway linen closet. If not, I'd have to use one of my clean shirts from my luggage.

I opened the bathroom door and hurriedly stepped into the hallway... only to collide with something solid yet soft.

It was Lily. A surprised yelp filled the air as Lily stumbled backward, arms flailing. I instinctively reached out, grabbing her by the shoulders to steady her before she could fall.

"Whoa! You okay?" I asked, still holding her arms.

Lily's eyes went wide, her mouth forming a perfect O as she stared at me. Her gaze dropped from my face and traveled downward.

"I... I'm f-fine," she stammered, her cheeks flushing bright pink against her pale skin.

That's when reality hit me. I was completely naked, water still dripping from my body, standing in the hallway holding on to this young woman.

"Oh God, I'm so sorry!" I released her and quickly covered myself with my hands. "I was just heading to get a towel. I didn't know anyone was up here. Sorry!"

"It's okay. Like, it was totally my fault."

I turned toward the hallway linen closet, grateful to find a stack of neatly folded towels inside. I quickly wrapped one around my waist and grabbed another to dry my hair and upper body. When I turned back around, Lily was pretending to examine a framed photograph on the wall, though I caught her stealing glances at me from the corner of her eye.

The situation was both embarrassing and, if I was being honest with myself, somewhat arousing. I could sense the desire and curiosity in the way Lily was peeking at me.

Being looked at like that was something I hadn't experienced with Franny in years, and now I'd had it from two different women in less than a day. Maura had been a thrilling encounter, but Lily was so damned young. I felt ashamed for even noticing her obvious interest.

"I came up to tell you dinner is ready," Lily said, her voice higher than usual. "It's warming on the stove. Grandma Dot and I are heading to Bingo night at the Neah Bay Rec Center."

"Yeah, okay. Thanks! Uh, let me just get dressed, and I'll come down to say goodbye to Mrs. Jones."

Lily nodded and practically skipped down the stairs, her red hair bouncing with each step. I ducked into my bedroom and quickly dressed in khaki shorts and a fresh blue t-shirt from my luggage.

Downstairs, Dorothy and Lily were waiting by the front door.

"I made beef stroganoff," Dorothy said. "Tom's favorite. There's a green salad in the fridge too, though your father won't touch it."

"Some things never change," I laughed. "I'll eat the salad, don't worry."

"And I made pudding cups with Nilla wafers!" Lily added proudly. "Mr. Brownley likes those."

"You two are amazing," I said. "I can't thank you enough for all this."

Dorothy waved away my thanks. "I'm very fond of your father, Asher. I'd like to visit often, if that's alright with you."

"Of course, Mrs. Jones. Anytime. Pop would love that."

I hugged Dorothy, and she kissed my cheek affectionately. When I turned to Lily, I extended my hand, assuming she'd want to be formal again.

Instead, she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me in a tight hug. Her body pressed against mine, her breasts flattening against my body in an uncomfortable reminder of how large Lily's chest was.

Lily got on her tiptoes to whisper in my ear.

"By the way, you are in fantastic shape, Asher. You must work out a lot!"

She pulled away with a giggle, then took her grandmother's arm and led her out the front door. Before closing it behind them, Lily turned and gave me a little wave, her cat-ear headband bobbing as she moved.

Alone again, I shook my head and chuckled to myself, flattered by Lily's attention but also feeling a twinge of guilt.

She's young enough to be my daughter, I reminded myself again.

Not that I had a daughter, of course. I loved the idea of a family, but Franny made it clear she didn't want children. It was just another regret to throw on the growing pile.

I wandered into the kitchen, admiring how tidy everything was. The table was set with plates, silverware, and glasses neatly arranged. The stroganoff simmered gently on the stove, filling the house with its comforting aroma.

Wilson lay by the kitchen door, regarding me with his calm eyes.

"Hey, boy. Pop's gonna be home real soon."

Wilson's tail thumped up and down against the kitchen floor.

I looked around. The empty house didn't feel so empty anymore. It felt like a home again, warm and inviting, just waiting for my father to return.
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I settled into the wicker rocking chair on the porch. Even in the shade, the heat was oppressive. This summer was like nothing I'd ever experienced before.

Becca had texted that she was a few minutes away. I was looking forward to seeing my father and assessing his condition.

But I was also eager to meet Becca again after all these years. Our conversations by video call had left me thinking about her and what she would be like in person.

I stood from the chair as a blue minivan turned into the driveway. My heart skipped a beat when Becca stepped out, her blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail.

She was wearing hospital scrubs that somehow still managed to accentuate her curves. She smiled and waved as she walked around to the passenger side.

"Hey, Becca." I jogged down the steps. "Right on time!"

"Hey, Ashe." Her eyes lingered on mine, a huge smile on her face. "Tom had me pushing the speed limit. Your father's eager to get home."

Rebecca Smith looked even prettier in person. I saw hints of her sister in Becca's face, but she had her own unique beauty. With her clear blue eyes and full lips, Becca was a natural stunner. Her shyness just made her more appealing.

It took an effort to tear my eyes from her and focus on my father. Pop sat patiently in the passenger seat, watching my interaction with Becca. When Becca opened the passenger door, my father looked up at me with a hint of a smile.

"'Bout time you showed up, son."

"Good to see you too, Pop!" I laughed, clasping his hand in mine.

I brought out the new wheelchair and helped my father into it. He was wearing a brace on his leg. He leaned on my arm for support as he got out of the minivan. His body felt lighter than I remembered, more fragile, but his grip was still strong.

"Easy does it," I said.

"That lightweight wheelchair is going to be a godsend," Becca said. "The transport chair from the hospital is an absolute dinosaur."

"Yeah. I figured hospital wheelchairs would be pretty lousy."

"Where'd you get this ramp?" Pop asked as I guided the wheelchair up the metal ramp I'd installed over the stairs.

"A DME shop in Forks. They had some folding models, but this one seemed more solid."

"Looks expensive. You save the receipt?"

"Don't worry about it, Pop."

"I pay my way. Always have--"

"Always will," I finished for him, knowing my father's sayings well.

Pop sniffed the air as we reached the porch.

"That Mrs. Jones's beef stroganoff?"

"Sure is. She and Lily made dinner before heading to Bingo. You hungry?"

"Nah. Had dinner at the hospital before we left." Pop settled back in his wheelchair. "Wouldn't mind sitting out here for a bit, though. Enjoy the breeze."

"Absolutely. Want a Rainier?"

"Now you're talking."

I turned to Becca. "He can have a beer, right?"

"Well... maybe just one," Becca grinned.

"Can I get you something, Becca? Beer? Soda? There's some hard seltzers in the fridge."

"Seltzer sounds perfect." Her smile lit up her face, making my stomach flip.

Inside, I grabbed Pop's beer, a hard seltzer for Becca, and another cola for myself. When I returned, Becca had taken one of the rocking chairs beside my father. I handed out the drinks and sat in the remaining chair, completing our little semicircle.

"So how you feeling, Pop?"

Pop took a long swig of his beer and muffled a belch.

"Like I got mauled by a grizzly. Which I was." He chuckled. "This big woman, hands like baseball mitts? She comes in at nine this morning, right after breakfast. 'Time for your sponge bath, Mr. Brownley!' Nearly jumped out the window first time I heard that."

Becca burst out laughing. "Nurse Jenkins is six feet tall and built like a linebacker."

"Woman's got a grip that could crush walnuts," Pop added, shaking his head. "And don't get me started on the food. Called it chicken, but I've never seen a drumstick that shade of gray."

I laughed, watching Pop's eyes twinkle with humor despite his condition. The three of us relaxed in the evening heat, sipping our drinks while the sun began its slow descent behind the trees.

"Mrs. Jones told me about your fall," I said, watching Pop take another sip of his beer. "She said you were trying to clean the gutters?"

"It wasn't anything serious. Just got dizzy and slipped off that old stepladder. Been meaning to replace it for years. Fell on that damned birdbath." He gazed out at the yard, a small smile playing on his lips. "I'm glad Dorothy was there. Good woman, that Mrs. Jones."

"She's always been great," I agreed. "Good teacher, good neighbor. How was the hospital?"

"Besides the pain in my knee, it wasn't too bad an ordeal. Especially with Rebecca taking care of me. She's a terrific nurse, a real professional. And easy on the eyes, too."

Becca laughed, her cheeks flushing slightly.

"Mr. Brownley, behave yourself." She tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. "I just wanted to make sure Ashe's father was getting the care he needed."

Pop nodded, then turned to me with a serious expression.

"How long can you stay, son?"

"I'll stay as long as it takes. One month, two months, more if necessary."

From the corner of my eye, I noticed Becca's face brighten, her eyes lighting up at my words. The sight sent a warm flutter through my chest.

"Your job though?"

"I got it all worked out. One month leave, then working remote as long as I need to. I mostly do meetings and strategic planning nowadays. I can do that online."

Pop nodded slowly, processing my answer.

"And Francine?" he asked. "She okay with you being gone so long? Or is she coming to visit?"

An emotional weight settled in my gut at the mention of my wife's name. Images flashed through my mind of Francine's stony stare as I packed my bags, her dismissive shrug when I told her I was leaving. The memory of her voice, flat and uninterested.

"I no longer find you attractive, physically or emotionally. I haven't for a long time."

I tried to hide my discomfort, but when I glanced at Becca, I could see her studying me closely, her brow furrowed with concern. She was reading me like an open book, but there wasn't much I could do about it.

"Francine will stay back in Newport," I said, forcing a pained smile. "She has, uh... other priorities."

An uncomfortable silence fell over us. Pop looked like he wanted to say something, but thought better of it. Becca's gaze lingered on me, filled with questions she was too polite to ask.

The tension was broken by a scratching sound at the front door, followed by a muffled whine.

"Oh!" I slapped my forehead. "I forgot Wilson was inside."

I jumped up and opened the door. Wilson burst onto the porch, his chocolate brown coat gleaming in the evening light. He made a beeline for my father, resting his head on Pop's lap with a contented sigh. My father's weathered hand immediately began stroking the dog's head.

"Thought Wilson was at Mrs. Jones's house," Pop said, scratching behind the dog's ears.

"She brought him over earlier," I explained, settling back into my chair. "Hey Pop, why didn't you tell me you got a dog?"

"I kept thinking I'd find another owner for him, but I kept putting it off." My father shrugged. "Besides, a man's got to have some secrets, even from his son."

Wilson's tail thumped rhythmically against the porch floor as my father continued to pet him, the two clearly comfortable in a relationship they'd established over time. The sight of my gruff father showing such affection to this animal made me smile.

I turned to Becca, drinking in the sight of her.

"You look great, Becca. I can't believe it's been so long."

"You look good too, Ashe. Twenty years is quite a while."

"Yeah. It is."

We held each other's gaze, grinning and not knowing what else to say. I could feel the tension building between us. It felt good.

"I think I want a nap," Pop said quietly. "I couldn't sleep a wink in that damn hospital room. All those machines beeping and people coming in and out at all hours. Plus the old man in the other bed snored and farted all night."

"I'll get you inside," I said, finally looking away from Becca. "I got a frame and elevated seat put on the toilet to make things easier for you. I ordered a shower bench, but the DME in Forks didn't have one in stock. They said they'll call me when it comes in."

"Don't think I need all that," Pop grumbled.

"It will help make these first couple of weeks easier," Becca said. "Your son did a good job on such short notice."

I gave Becca a grateful smile and she winked at me. She held the door open as I wheeled my father into the house.

"And I also got a special surprise for you," I said as I pushed him to his bedroom. "Check it out!"

The bedroom's air was crisp and fresh, a welcome relief from the heat outside. My father looked over the AC unit humming in his bedroom window.

"I never thought I'd need one of those," Pop said.

"No one out here did. But the weather has been changing, no question about it." I pushed him into the room. "You'll sleep cool, even in this damned heat wave."

"I guess I will. Thanks, son."

"You bet. Now, are you sure you don't want any of Mrs. Jones' stroganoff?"

"I'll eat some tomorrow for sure. That hospital food is just sitting in my belly like a rock."

"Okay. Do you uh, do you need me to help you with the bathroom?"

My father snorted and shook his head.

"The day I can't get myself to the bathroom is the day you take me out to the barn and put me down."

"We don't have a barn," I pointed out.

"Behind the garden shed will do."

"You're just as salty as ever," I said, patting my father's shoulder. "You're going to be fine, Pop."

"Of course I will. Never doubted it. But I'm glad you're here, Asher. Just wish it was under better circumstances."

I could tell my father wasn't just talking about his medical problems. My marriage with Francine was an unspoken cloud hanging over me.

"I'll make sure I put a bottle of water on your nightstand," I said. "Your pajamas are laid out in the bathroom for you."

"Okay. Good. Asher?"

"Yeah?"

"Did that young girl Lily make any dessert for me?"

"She did," I said with a grin. "Pudding cups with Nilla wafers. She said it was your favorite."

"She's right," Pop said. "Smart girl. I'll have some tomorrow."

The memory of Lily pressing her body so tightly against mine arose in my mind, making me feel uncomfortable all over again.

"Let me know if you need anything else," I said, clearing my throat. "I'll be right outside. Your phone is charging beside your bed. You can call me to get my attention."

"Alright, son. Enough fussing. Now get out of here and let an old man get some rest."

"Have a good nap, Pop."

"I'll try, but no promises."

I took one last look at my father sitting in his wheelchair. Despite his circumstances, I could still see the man who had raised me by himself all those years ago.

Turning away, I quietly closed the bedroom door behind me. I went down the hall and into the living room. Becca stood near the front door, waiting for me.

I stopped, not knowing what to say. An awkward silence fell between us. Becca's shy smile reflected my own feelings in that moment, both of us realizing that we were together again for the first time in over twenty years.

It was Becca who finally broke the silence.

"Welcome home," she said quietly.


Chapter 7



"It's good to be home," I said with a grin. "And thanks again for everything you did for Pop. This happened so fast, and you stepping in like that was so helpful. I can't tell you how much I appreciate it."

"I think you just did, Ashe."

"Ha. Yeah. I guess so."

I cleared my throat and looked around the room, trying not to stare at Becca so much. For the second time in less than twenty-four hours, I was alone with an attractive woman who was not my wife.

"Well... I should probably get going," Becca said.

"No, wait!" I blurted out. "Don't go yet."

"No?" she asked, a teasing look on her face.

"I mean, you just got here. And we haven't seen each other in so long. I'd like to catch up."

"I'd like that too."

"Have you eaten yet?"

"I've got some leftover Chinese waiting for me at home."

"Well, if you're willing to pass that up, Mrs. Jones made an amazing beef stroganoff."

"Oh, I can't eat that," Becca protested. "She made that for Tom."

"She made enough for six Toms," I joked. "Seriously, there's a ton of food. Way too much for just Pop and me. Plus there's a big bowl of salad and about six cups of pudding for dessert. What do you say, Becca?"

"I don't know..."

"Come on. You're not going to let an old friend eat alone, are you?"

"I mean, you weren't really my friend," she teased. "You were my sister's boyfriend... even though I had a huge crush on you. Did you know that?"

"I did," I admitted. "It was cute. With hindsight, maybe I picked the wrong sister?"

"I was twelve and you were eighteen," Becca said, rolling her eyes. "You didn't even know I existed."

"I always enjoyed your company. Even when I pretended not to."

"You were always nice to me. Which just made me crush on you even harder." Becca let out a playful sigh. "Okay. I won't let you eat alone on your first day back to Port Chasten in what? Three years?"

"Yes, and that was only for a couple of days at Christmas," I said. "I should have come back more often. Maybe I would have if I had known you were such pleasant company."

"Ooh, what a charmer!" Becca joked. "I already agreed to stay. You don't have to lay it on so thick."

"Just happy to see you again, Becca. And grateful for all you did with my father. Pull up a seat at the kitchen table."

I dished up Mrs. Jones's beef stroganoff. The rich, creamy sauce coated perfectly cooked ribbons of pasta. Tender chunks of beef and earthy mushrooms nestled among the noodles, the whole dish fragrant with herbs and a hint of wine. The salad was a colorful array of fresh greens, cherry tomatoes, cucumbers, and red onions, all glistening with a light vinaigrette.

"This looks amazing," Becca said, taking her plate.

"I guess Mrs. Jones is quite the chef," I agreed, taking my seat across from her. "No way Pop had all these ingredients at hand. She must have brought in her own ingredients. I can see why my father likes eating with her."

"Well, she is an attractive woman," Becca said. "A silver vixen."

"Mrs. Jones?" I made a theatrical grimace. "Can't think of my high school teacher that way. Bleh."

"She was my teacher, too. Everyone liked Mrs. Jones."

We fell into easy conversation as we ate. Becca told me about the hospital being overwhelmed with heat-related emergencies.

"We've never seen anything like it," she said between bites. "The temperature's been over ninety for a week straight. Port Chasten just isn't built for this kind of heat."

"No kidding. Most houses here don't have air conditioning."

"Exactly! We've got elderly folks coming in with heat stroke because they're sitting in ninety degree homes. It's dangerous."

"That's why I brought those units," I said. "Three window boxes. Only had time to install one of them, but Pop will be sleeping cool tonight."

"Smart thinking. Where are you putting the others?"

"Living room and my bedroom. Should keep the core of the house bearable at least."

Becca nodded approvingly as she finished her second hard seltzer.

"Your dad's lucky to have you."

"We're lucky to have each other."

"For sure. Oh, and I left his medicines in the living room. Instructions are there as well. Tomorrow afternoon, you'll be getting a preliminary visit from the at-home physical therapist. Her name is Jessamin Martinez. I'm told she's really good."

"Understood."

We chatted happily as we finished our meal. After dinner, the kitchen felt stuffy from cooking, even with the window open.

"Want to sit outside?" I suggested. "It's cooling down a bit. We can have dessert out on the porch."

"For sure, great idea."

I grabbed two pudding cups from the fridge while Becca fetched herself another seltzer and a cola for me. We settled onto the porch rocking chairs, the evening air a welcome relief against our skin.

"Mrs. Jones and Lily outdid themselves," Becca said, spooning creamy chocolate pudding into her mouth. "I might need to start coming over for dinner regularly."

"You're welcome anytime. Seriously. AC and cold drinks always available here at Casa Brownley."

"Very tempting. These seltzers are too good," she sighed. "Got me feeling quite tipsy."

"It's the heat. Makes everything more extra."

"I guess so."

"So tell me about life in Port Chasten these days," I said. "What's Rebecca Smith been up to all these years?"

She laughed and shrugged. "Well, I still live in my parents' house. They're both in Arizona. They don't miss the wet, cold winters up here."

"It does get pretty raw out here on the coast," I agreed. "So you're living there by yourself? How do you spend your days?"

"Work, mostly. The hospital keeps me busy."

"You gotta have a social life, though. Dating? Relationships?"

"A few guys here and there, nothing serious."

"Really? I find that hard to believe."

"Well, Port Chasten isn't exactly teeming with eligible bachelors." She twirled her spoon in the pudding cup. "Dating here is like fishing in a kiddie pool."

"You never thought about leaving?"

"Sometimes. But I love Port Chasten. The community, my job... it's home."

"I can see the appeal, more and more. So, uh... you're between boyfriends or...?"

I was trying to be casual about it, but Becca saw right through me.

"Are you asking if I'm seeing someone?" she teased.

"Just making conversation."

"Well, I am most definitely single." She held my gaze, a playful smile on her lips. "Your turn. Tell me about life after Port Chasten."

I leaned back, collecting my thoughts.

"You know the story. After high school, I had no scholarship offers, so college wasn't an option. Newport had the paper plant hiring, so I packed up and went."

"Ellen was furious," Becca said.

"Yeah, that was a rough breakup."

"She raged for so long, and then suddenly she wouldn't talk about you. Pretended like you never existed, just totally erased you from her life."

I nodded, remembering.

"Ellen sent me letters for weeks afterward. Started with 'please come back,' moved on to 'I hate you,' and finally ended with a ten-page screed about how I'd ruined her life. I still have them all in a box somewhere. Couldn't bring myself to throw them away, even after all this time. It was messy, but we were kids. I had to go where the work was."

"For sure. You were both so young."

"We were. Anyway, I started at the bottom in Newport, doing literal grunt work. But I kept my head down, worked hard, took night classes when I could. Eventually moved into management. I had some amazing luck. Things got better."

"Luck?" Becca prompted.

"I figured out a new process for cardboard manufacturing that cut costs by about twenty percent," I said, trying not to brag. "I patented it, and my compensation was substantial. Plus ongoing royalties."

Becca's eyes widened. "So you're like, what? Secretly rich?"

"I do alright," I laughed.

"That's the kind of thing a rich guy says."

"Maybe so."

"Sounds like you've got it all figured out."

I stared at my pudding cup. "Financially, sure."

She picked up on my tone immediately. "And personally?"

"That's... complicated."

"Your wife?" she asked gently.

I met her eyes. "I don't think I have a wife anymore, Becca."

The admission hung in the air between us. She didn't push, just waited.

"Is that why you're staying here instead of hiring someone to help your father?"

"Partly." I set my empty pudding cup aside. "I want to be here for Pop. Make up for lost time. But I also need space to think. Figure out what's next."

The porch creaked softly as we rocked in our chairs.

"Port Chasten seemed like the right place for that," she said.

"It has good memories." I looked at her. "Good people."

"Like old crushes who grew up to be nurses?"

"Especially them."

The tension between us was palpable now. Her eyes held mine, searching. I looked back, feeling my stomach flutter as I gazed into her blue eyes.

Becca eventually looked away, staring out at the darkening sky and the first stars glimmering in the dusk.

"I should probably go," she said, though she made no move to leave.

"Probably," I agreed, equally still. "Are you okay to drive?"

Becca looked down at the empty seltzer can in her hand. It was her third of the evening.

"Shit," she muttered softly.

"No worries, Becca. I've only been drinking these colas. I can drive you home."

"But how will you get back?"

"I don't mind walking. It's just a couple of miles and it's a nice summer night. Besides, I used to walk to your place all the time while I was dating Ellen."

"And Tom?"

"He's got his phone by his bedside. He can call me if he needs me."

Becca ran a hand through her thick blonde hair, then nodded.

"Okay. Let's do it. You ready?"

"Good to go."

I checked on Pop before leaving, peering into his dimly lit room. He was fast asleep, snoring softly with his phone within easy reach on the nightstand. The air conditioner hummed quietly, keeping the room comfortably cool despite the lingering heat outside.

Becca waited by her minivan, keys dangling from her fingers.

"Is he sleeping okay?"

"Out like a light," I said, taking the keys she offered. "AC's working great. I left him a quick note in case he wakes up."

"Thoughtful."

"That's how I roll."

The minivan was neat and organized, with a faint scent of vanilla air freshener. As I adjusted the seat and mirrors, Becca buckled herself in.

"This is weird," she said. "Being driven home in my car."

"Good weird or bad weird?"

"Just weird, weird." She smiled. "But I appreciate it."

I pulled away from the house, slowly navigating through the familiar streets of Port Chasten. The town was quiet at this hour, streetlights just starting to cast pools of yellow on the sidewalks.

"Remember that time my parents caught you in Ellen's bedroom?" Becca asked suddenly, breaking the comfortable silence.

"God, how could I forget?" I groaned. "Your dad looked ready to murder me."

"He totally did!" Becca laughed. "You should have seen your face. You went white as a sheet."

"I was terrified! I thought he was going to punch me in the face."

"Dad just liked to act mean. You know what happened after you left?"

"What?"

"He started laughing about it. Like, really laughing. Said the look on your face was priceless."

I nearly missed a stop sign.

"You're kidding."

"Nope. Mom got so mad at him for joking about it. She was all, 'Robert, this is serious!' But Dad couldn't stop laughing."

"I can't believe it. I was convinced he hated me."

"Oh, he liked you fine. Said you were polite, at least."

"The funny thing is," I said, turning onto Becca's street, "Ellen and I weren't even doing anything. We were just listening to music. We hadn't even kissed yet. Your dad caught us about two weeks too early for that."

We both laughed, and I felt a warm nostalgia wash over me. Not for Ellen, but for those simpler times when getting caught in a girl's bedroom was the worst of my problems.

I pulled into Becca's driveway. Motion-activated lights triggered, illuminating the front of the house. It was the same single-story ranch I remembered, but the pale yellow paint had been replaced with a soft blue-gray.

"That's new," I said, nodding toward the lights.

"Installed them myself," Becca said with pride. "Along with wifi cameras. A woman living alone, you know? Better safe than sorry. Even in Port Chasten."

We both climbed out of the minivan. I stood for a moment, taking in the house.

"Different color, but otherwise it looks the same."

"I've updated the inside quite a bit. But yeah, same house."

"And you have it all to yourself."

"It's nice, for sure," she said. "So, uh... thanks for driving me home. I really appreciate it."

"Least I could do after all you did for Pop."

We stood facing each other in the driveway, neither of us quite ready to say goodbye.

"Well..." she started.

"Yeah..." I replied.

Then, as if by mutual decision, we stepped toward each other. My arms went around her waist as she encircled my shoulders.

The hug was friendly at first, but I couldn't ignore how perfectly she fit against me. The warmth of her body, the subtle scent of her hair, the softness of her curves pressed against me. It all registered with startling clarity.

What happened next caught me completely off guard. As we pulled apart, Becca rose slightly on her toes and pressed her lips to mine. The kiss was brief, gentle, but unmistakably sensual.

We both froze, staring at each other with wide eyes.

"I..." Becca touched her fingers to her lips. "Wow. I must be tipsier than I thought."

"Yeah," I agreed, forcing a laugh that sounded hollow even to my ears. "Those seltzers sneak up on you."

"They really do."

We stepped apart, the moment broken but not forgotten.

"Have a safe walk home," she said, backing toward her front door. "Text me when you get there so I know you made it."

"Will do."

I waited as she unlocked her door, wanting to make sure she got inside safely. She gave a small wave before disappearing into the house.

I turned and took a few steps down the driveway, my mind replaying the kiss on a loop. The softness of her lips. The hint of chocolate pudding. The surprised look in her eyes afterward.

"Ashe!"

I turned around. Becca stood in the doorway, silhouetted against the light from inside.

"Yeah?" I called back.

"I've wanted to kiss you for the last twenty years!" she shouted, her voice carrying through the quiet neighborhood. "And I'm glad I finally got the chance!"

"Uh, okay. Thanks for telling me!"

"Good night!" she giggled, before closing the door with a decisive click.

I stood frozen for a moment, then broke into a grin so wide it almost hurt.

Twenty years? She'd wanted to kiss me for twenty years?

As I began the walk back to my father's house, my steps felt lighter than they had in ages. As I walked, my lips still tingled from Becca's kiss. Her words echoed in my head:

I've wanted to kiss you for the last twenty years.

Twenty years. While I'd been grinding away at the paper mill, marrying Franny, building my career, Becca had been here, carrying that torch all this time?

That sounds like Lifetime movie bullshit. Don't go getting a swelled head, thinking of gorgeous Becca Smith pining away for you for two decades. She's lived her life just like you've lived yours.

So had those feelings just reignited when she first called me about Pop? That seemed much more plausible. After all, that's what happened to me. Until I picked up that video call, I hadn't thought of Becca Smith in decades. Now she was always on my mind.

I checked my phone. 8:30 PM. The summer sun had finally sunk below the horizon, the deepening dusk settling in. That's one thing I'd forgotten about Port Chasten summers, how the endless twilight seemed to stretch well into the evening.

I took a deep breath and tried to focus on my surroundings. My feet traced the familiar route home. It was the same path I'd walked countless times after saying goodnight to Ellen.

Before Dad let me drive the old F-150, this sidewalk had been my highway. The nostalgia hit me in waves as I passed by houses I still recognized after all these years.

Nothing much had changed. The Hendersons' white birch tree had grown taller. The Millers had replaced their picket fence with a stone wall. But otherwise time seemed suspended here, like the town existed in its own pocket dimension.

I passed darkened windows illuminated by flickering blue TV glows, heard distant laughter from backyards. These quiet lives just carried on unfolding at the northwest tip of Washington State.

Seattle was only four hours away, but it might as well have been another planet. Here, everyone knew your name, your business, your history. The pace was deliberate and unhurried.

For a young man, it was stifling. Now that I was forty, the appeal of Port Chasten was growing stronger.

I made a mental note to visit Chasten Cove soon. God, that place was beautiful with its rugged coastline, the sea stacks rising from the water like ancient sentinels. Maybe Pop would enjoy going there. We could take a thermos of coffee, park his wheelchair by the driftwood logs, watch the waves. Simple pleasures.

It took forty-five minutes to get home. The miles passed quickly. Rounding the corner to my street, I spotted the lights of my childhood house. The sight filled me with gentle warmth. It really was my true home.

But as I got closer, the neglect became impossible to ignore. The once-vibrant paint had faded. Gutters sagged. The front steps needed replacing.

Pop would never have let things slide like this before. He'd always taken immense pride in maintaining the house my mother had loved before she died. This decline was just another sign of how much he'd been struggling.

I should have been here for him.

I climbed the creaky steps, making another mental note: create a repair list. Fresh paint would be first. Hire contractors to replace the gutters. Fix the steps. Trim back the overgrown rhododendrons.

One project at a time, I'd bring this place back to life.

I pushed open the screen door, then the front door, amused that locking up wasn't even necessary in Port Chasten. The thought of leaving a door unlocked in Newport would have been unthinkable.

Wilson waited patiently inside, his tail wagging at the sight of me.

"Hey buddy, need to go outside?" I asked.

Wilson's tail wagged faster, his entire rear end wiggling with enthusiasm.

"Alright then," I said, stepping aside to let him pass.

Wilson trotted onto the porch and down the metal ramp I'd installed earlier that day, his nails making a rhythmic clattering sound against the metal. I leaned against the porch railing, watching as he sniffed around the yard with methodical precision.

After a thorough investigation of several spots, Wilson finally lifted his leg against the overgrown rhododendron. Mission accomplished, he continued his patrol around the perimeter of the yard, nose to the ground.

As Wilson reached the far edge of the property, a figure emerged from the shadows.

"Hiya, Mr. Brownley's son!" Lily called out, skipping toward the house.

"Evening, Lily," I replied, watching as she kneeled to pet Wilson, who greeted her with a friendly nudge.

"He likes to make sure the property is secured every evening," Lily said, scratching behind Wilson's ears. "Isn't that right, Wilson? Good guard dog!"

"How was bingo night?" I asked.

Lily sighed dramatically.

"Grandma Dot is super irritated. She hasn't won anything in like two weeks. Says the caller is purposely avoiding her numbers. She might be right!"

"How could the caller do that though?"

"Magnets," she said in a conspiratorial whisper. "You can do anything with magnets!"

"Uh, yeah," I said, trying not to laugh. "That sounds frustrating."

"Oh, she has a great time though. Always does. And I like chilling with the old people there, too. They are all so analog."

"Analog," I nodded, pretending to be hip to Gen Z slang. "Totally analog."

Lily stood and smoothed down her plaid skirt. She was dressed in an outfit that looked like one of those Japanese schoolgirl uniforms. The skirt was very short and Lily was wearing thigh-high socks. Her white dress shirt was tied in a knot below Lily's full breasts.

And of course, Lily was wearing cat ears. It seemed she never went anywhere without them.

"Grandma Dot used to try to get your dad to go to bingo with her all the time, but he never would."

I laughed, trying to picture my father sitting in a room full of elderly people with bingo daubers and cards spread out in front of them.

"Yeah, that doesn't sound like Pop's kind of scene."

"What about you? Would you go to bingo night?" Lily asked, her green eyes wide and curious.

"Probably not my scene either," I admitted. "So what do you do while Mrs. Jones plays bingo?"

"Oh, I talk to the regulars there. They all know me. Then I just play games on my phone or watch anime," she said with a shrug. "Do you play games on your phone?"

"Not really. I mostly read sports news or check headlines. I play Bejeweled sometimes."

"Bejeweled? Oh my god, that's so old! Do you also play like Candy Crush and Angry Birds?"

"Hey now, I'm not totally clueless," I protested. "In fact, about a decade ago, I got pretty hooked on a computer game called 'Red Sun, Dead Sun' online."

Lily's face lit up like I'd just handed her a present.

"No way! I have like three alts on RSDS! It's still totally relevant. It's such an awesome MMORPG!"

Her enthusiasm was infectious. I couldn't help but smile.

"They just came out with a huge expansion a few months ago," she continued, words tumbling out rapidly in her familiar breathless chatter. "There are underwater realms now. And flying mounts! And Honor Points for the Auction House! The guild wars are super intense, and the new raid bosses are insane!"

"Sounds like it's gotten even better," I said, genuinely impressed. "I might have to log on again. Though I doubt my work laptop can handle the new graphics."

"You can come over to my house and play on my PC!" Lily offered immediately. "I have a custom-built rig with an RTX 4080 and 64 gigs of RAM. You could join my guild, and we could go on raids together!"

Her excitement was charming, and I found myself nodding.

"You know what? I'll definitely get a gaming machine soon, and when I do, I'd be happy to play with you."

"Or you could just come over tonight," she pressed, leaning forward slightly. "My bedroom has great wifi, and I have an extra gaming chair. I have the upstairs all to myself, like you. It's very private for us to play together. We can go all night if we want to."

I shifted uncomfortably under Lily's intense gaze. Once again, the way she looked at me made me acutely aware of our age difference.

She's too young, Ashe. Twenty. Not even old enough to buy her own alcohol.

Wilson saved me by trotting back up the ramp, apparently satisfied with his security sweep of the yard.

"I should get inside," I said, patting Wilson. "But I promise I'll get a gaming computer set up soon. I'll be looking for that Guild invite."

"Okay," Lily said, looking slightly disappointed. "Night, Ashe!"

"Good night, Lily."

I stepped back into the house, closing the door behind me. The kitchen still smelled of beef stroganoff, reminding me I needed to put the leftovers away for Pop to eat tomorrow. But first, I wanted to check on my father.

I went down the hallway to his bedroom. I could hear his soft snoring. Peeking in, I saw him fast asleep, the sheet pulled up to his chest, one arm flung across the bed. The air conditioner hummed softly, keeping the room at a comfortable temperature despite the heat outside.

The wheelchair sat beside the bed, an ugly reminder of his current condition. My throat tightened as I looked at it. My father had always been strong, capable, independent. Seeing him vulnerable was jarring.

It struck me suddenly that Pop had been living alone in this house for over twenty years since I left. My mother had died in a car accident when I was just eight years old, leaving him to raise me by himself. He'd never remarried, never even dated anyone seriously that I knew of. He'd faced every challenge, every hardship, alone.

I told myself I wouldn't let him go through this alone. I'd stay as long as he needed me.

Maybe even longer, I thought, as the memory of Becca's kiss floated back into my mind, her words echoing.

I've wanted to kiss you for the last twenty years.

Shaking my head at how quickly my life had changed since I left Newport, I shut the door quietly and headed into the kitchen to clean up and get the dishes soaking.

But before I did that, I checked my phone for any messages from Francine.

Nothing. Guess I'm not surprised.

I put the phone back in my pocket and took a deep breath. Outside, night had fallen over Port Chasten. Sunrise came quickly during the summer and the heat dome was still smothering the Pacific Northwest.

Another hot day lay ahead.


Chapter 8



Early morning and the sunlight was streaming through the kitchen window. I looked out at the neighborhood slowly coming to life. Outside it was already in the upper seventies. Forecasts were calling for another day of over ninety-degree heat.

I've wanted to kiss you for the last twenty years.

Becca's words kept echoing through my mind, along with the memory of her soft lips kissing me, the joyful surprise in her bright blue eyes.

I exhaled sharply and refocused on the task at hand. Wilson was curled up on the floor in a patch of sunlight. He cocked an eyebrow at me as I passed. The old dog didn't seem to mind the heat. It probably warmed his bones.

My father was sitting in his wheelchair at the kitchen table. I'd helped him out of bed and into the chair earlier, a process that involved more cursing than I'd heard since my high school football days.

"Alright, Pop," I said, holding up the plastic pill organizer Becca had left with me. "Pretty simple system here. Top row is morning pills, with breakfast. Middle row is lunch pills. Bottom row is for evening, with dinner."

My father scowled at the container in my hands.

"Nice. They put little pictures on them. Sunrise, sun, and moon. Like we're all idiots who can't read 'morning,' 'afternoon,' and 'evening.'"

"It's just easier," I shrugged. "Universal symbols and all that."

"Designed for idiots and senile old folks." He tugged at his pajama pants. "And I don't see why I have to wear these damn pajamas all day. Feel like I'm in a nursing home."

"You want to try putting on jeans again? Remember how that went this morning?"

The memory of our twenty-minute struggle to get his jeans over his knee brace hung between us. Pop had nearly fallen twice, and we'd both been sweating and swearing before we gave up and got the pajamas.

"Pajamas are easier," I said. "At least until your knee gets stronger."

"Fine," he grumbled. "But I'm not wearing these if people come over. I'm not goddamn Hugh Hefner."

"You absolutely can wear jeans if you want," I said innocently. "But just remember, if you need to use the bathroom, I'll have to help you get them down and back up. I can even help you wipe while I'm--"

"I'd rather shoot myself in the head," Pop interrupted. "I'll wear the damn pajamas. For a couple weeks only."

"That's the spirit."

I patted his shoulder and headed to the coffeemaker. The familiar scent of brewing coffee filled the kitchen, the same smell that had started our mornings in this house for as long as I could remember.

"Sorry, it's not some fancy beans," Pop called after me. "Just Costco coffee in a can."

"Please," I laughed, pouring two mugs. "I grew up drinking the tar you brew. My taste buds were destroyed years ago. Costco coffee is gourmet compared to what you used to make."

I opened the fridge for half & half. Behind the carton, I spotted a small bottle of French Vanilla creamer. I pulled it out, surprised.

"Since when do you use French Vanilla?" I asked, holding up the bottle. "You always said flavored creamer was for people who don't actually like coffee."

My father's face flushed slightly. He cleared his throat.

"I don't use it. It's, uh... Mrs. Jones likes it in her coffee. When she visits."

"Ah, I see. Good to have on hand then."

I brought the coffee mugs and half & half to the table. Pop pointed to the old radio sitting on the counter near the TV.

"Turn that on, would you?"

I flicked it on and local sports talk radio filled the room. Pop got his iPad out and started scrolling through the local news site.

"Remember when we used to sit here on weekends?" I asked, settling into my chair. "You with the newspaper spread out, me with the comics section?"

"Yeah. Miss that sometimes. The feel of actual paper. The smell of it. The ink on your fingers."

"The way you'd snap the pages when you turned them," I added.

"Digital's convenient," Pop conceded, tapping his iPad. "But it's not the same. Now, the Seahawks having a crappy O-line? Well some things never change!"

We were both laughing when we heard a knock at the front door. Wilson's ears perked up and he trotted eagerly out of the kitchen.

"That'll be Lily," Pop said. "She likes to take her cat for a walk. Wilson likes to go with her."

I went to answer the door and there stood Lily, beaming at me. At her feet sat a huge cream and white Maine Coon cat who looked more like a small lion than a house cat. That must have been Sammy, the cat Lily had mentioned yesterday. The cat wore a green harness that matched Lily's outfit, with a thin leash looped around Lily's wrist.

"Good morning!" Lily chirped.

"Morning," I replied, trying to keep my eyes fixed on her face.

It wasn't easy. Lily wore a green sundress that dipped low in front, revealing the pale, freckled skin of her chest and the swell of her firm breasts. A green hairband with fuzzy green cat ears sat atop her red hair, perfectly matching her dress and accenting her bright green eyes.

I forced my gaze upward, but not before Lily noticed my wandering eyes. Her smile widened, clearly pleased at having caught my attention.

The realization hit me that she'd chosen this dress specifically to show off her body to me. I took a breath and reminded myself again just how young she was.

"I was wondering if you wanted to take Wilson for his walk with us?" Lily asked, twirling the end of Sammy's leash around her finger.

"Uh, I need to stay and take care of my father," I said, gesturing back toward the kitchen.

"Go take the dog for a walk!" Pop called from the kitchen. "I'm not going anywhere."

Wilson barked once, as if agreeing with my father's assessment.

"Good morning, Mr. Brownley!" Lily called into the house.

"Morning, Lily," Pop called back.

"Well, I guess I know when I've been outvoted," I said. "Let me get Wilson's leash. Come on in."

Lily followed me to the kitchen, Sammy padding alongside Wilson as if they were siblings. The cat and dog seemed perfectly comfortable with each other.

"How are you doing today, Mr. Brownley?" Lily asked, stopping at the kitchen table.

"Been better," Pop said, tugging at his pajama top. "Sorry about the pajamas. I'm usually more presentable."

"Oh, I'd wear pajamas all day if I could," Lily said. "Did you know Shelby Foote always wore pajamas? Every single day. I read his novel 'Shiloh' last year in college. It was part of our Civil War literature module. He wrote the whole thing in pajamas, or at least that's what my professor said."

While Lily continued her charming stream of consciousness, I ducked into my father's bedroom to grab his phone. When I returned, I placed it on the table within his reach.

"Just in case," I said.

I slipped on my shoes by the back door, clipped Wilson's leash to his collar, and grabbed my phone from the counter.

"Call me if you need anything, okay?" I told my father.

"I'm not a damn invalid," he grumbled. "But since you're going out, pick up some cinnamon rolls from the bakery in town."

"You sure you'll be alright?" I asked again.

Pop waved his hand dismissively and tapped his iPad.

"The only trouble I'll have is reading about the damn Seattle Mariners being damn terrible as usual." He sipped his coffee. "Go on, get out of here."

Wilson barked again, tail wagging furiously as he looked from me to Lily and back again.

Lily and I left the house and started down the sidewalk.

"I love this time of day," Lily said. "Everything seems fresh and new in the morning. But I also like the evenings when everything is mysterious and brooding."

Lily chattered on as we walked down the quiet streets of Port Chasten, the morning heat already rising around us. This part of the neighborhood hadn't changed much since my childhood, either. It was the same modest homes with their neatly trimmed lawns, American flags hanging from porches, and the occasional wind chime tinkling in the breeze. Most houses had sprinklers running, fighting a losing battle against the heat wave.

Wilson and Sammy walked side by side, an unlikely pair that seemed perfectly comfortable together. The massive cat padded along with surprising grace, occasionally pausing to sniff something interesting.

"They've developed their routine," Lily explained, gesturing to the animals. "Sammy walks for a while, then she gets tired and climbs up on my shoulders. She's heavy, but I don't mind carrying her. I love cats."

"Is that why you wear the cat ear headbands?" I asked, nodding toward the fuzzy green ears perched on her head.

Lily beamed. "I've always been a cat girl. I love dressing as a catgirl, if you see what I mean. It's fun and playful and it makes me feel cute and cuddly, like Sammy. Do you think that's weird?"

"Doesn't matter what I think," I said. "If you like it, that's all that matters."

"I agree! Dang, you're so cool and understanding. And caring too, being here for your father. I admire that so much. Gandma Dot says you were like that in school, too. Just really caring and brave and sweet."

I cleared my throat and focused on the sidewalk ahead, uncomfortable with the adoration in Lily's voice.

"So, will you be going back to college in the fall?" I asked, trying to change the subject from me to something more neutral.

Lily's animated expression suddenly fell. She looked down at the sidewalk.

"I'm taking a break from academia."

Her voice had lost its bubbly quality. I sensed I'd stumbled onto a sensitive subject.

"So what do you do for fun, besides taking Mrs. Jones to bingo?" I asked, changing the topic yet again.

Her bubbly energy immediately returned.

"I do art. I draw! Digital mostly, but also ink and paper. I post them on my socials. I've got a decent following for my fan art of 'Moon Princess Academy' and 'Cyber Samurai Defiance Chronicles.' Those are anime shows," she added. "I'm saving up to go to AnimeNorthwestCon in Seattle later this summer. I'm going to be a vendor for my art. Plus Kazuo Matsushita himself will be there! It's going to be sick!"

I smiled, charmed by her enthusiasm. If I'd known someone like Lily in high school, I probably would have had a massive crush on her. Now it seemed like she was developing one on me. I reminded myself to be friendly with my young neighbor, but not to lead her on.

"That's great that you have so much online interaction," I said. "Growing up here, we just had dial-up internet because Port Chasten was so remote. When we finally got DSL, it was like a miracle. Imagine being that thrilled about 15 megabits per second."

"Wow. Like, do you also remember when you got color TV?" Lily teased.

"Ouch," I laughed. "I'm not that old. I just look old."

"You don't look old. I saw you nekkid. You look amazing."

"Uh, thanks."

We paused while Wilson thoroughly investigated a tree. When we started walking again, Lily went quiet for a moment before speaking in a casual tone.

"In college, one of my classmates told me I had DSL." She glanced at me. "Do you know what that means, besides the internet connection?"

I did know, but decided it was better to play dumb.

"No idea," I shrugged.

"It stands for Dick Sucking Lips," Lily said matter-of-factly. "They meant it as a compliment."

"Huh."

"I had to look it up online. I was shocked at first, but then I thought it was kind of flattering."

We walked in silence for a bit longer. The only sounds were the clicking of Wilson's nails on the sidewalk and distant lawn mowers.

"Do you think they were right?" Lily asked suddenly.

"Right?"

"About me having DSL." She turned to face me. "Do you think I have Dick Sucking Lips?"

I hesitated, trying to figure out how to handle this. When I glanced at Lily, she was staring at me with that intense, focused gaze I found a little unnerving. I looked at her full lips, glistening in the morning sunlight.

"I think your lips are beautiful," I said carefully.

Lily's face lit up.

"Thank you," she said softly, looking pleased.

Sammy suddenly meowed and stretched out in front of Lily. Lily scooped up the cat and settled Sammy on her shoulder. Without missing a beat, Lily resumed her chatter about anime and art and the funny videos she had seen online that morning.

I listened and nodded, enjoying the energy Lily brought with her. The sudden outbursts of flirting were clumsy and kind of charming. Lily was a unique girl. When was the last time I'd been as excited and joyful about anything as Lily was about her art? It had been a long time.

We rounded the corner onto Main Street, the heart of Port Chasten's small downtown. The two blocks of storefronts were just starting to come alive for the day. Weathered brick buildings with vintage-style signs lined both sides of the street, most dating back to the early 1900s.

The small general store was already open, its owner sweeping the sidewalk out front. Next door, Marianne's Gift Shop had a display of beach-themed trinkets and hand-painted signs with sayings like "Life's Better at the Beach" in the window. Further down, the local bookstore was just unlocking its doors, and the ice cream parlor was setting up its outdoor tables.

"This place hasn't changed much," I said, looking around at the familiar storefronts. "Things kind of stand still here."

"Oh, but we have a new pho restaurant!" Lily exclaimed, pointing toward the edge of town. "It's by the highway diner. The owners moved here from Seattle last winter. People say they're super nice!"

"Is the pho any good?" I asked.

"I haven't tried it yet," she admitted, adjusting Sammy on her shoulder. "I don't have anyone to go with and I get anxious when I go out alone. But maybe we could go together? Everyone says it's amazing."

"That would be great," I said, not thinking much of it.

Lily's face brightened. "Sweet! It'll be fun to go on a date. I haven't been on a date with a guy in a long time."

I nearly stumbled on the sidewalk.

"Oh, uh, it's not a date," I clarified quickly. "Just two neighbors having a meal. Maybe Mrs. Jones can come along too."

"Maybe she will." Lily shrugged noncommittally. "Anyway, I always split the bill on a date, so I hope you won't be upset or feel emasculated by that. Some guys do, or so I've heard, which is so crazy! There was a funny TikTok I just saw..."

Lily rambled on and I realized with a sinking feeling that she still thought we were going on a date. Why had I agreed to go have pho with her? I mentally scolded myself for unintentionally leading her on.

Thankfully, we reached Port Chasten Bakery, saving me from having to respond. The small storefront had a fresh coat of blue paint and hanging flower baskets framing the door.

"We can tie the pets here," Lily said, pointing to a wrought iron tree sculpture outside the bakery designed for leashing pets.

We secured Wilson and Sammy to the metal tree. Wilson whined excitedly, his tail wagging furiously.

"He knows he's getting a treat," Lily explained with a smile. "Irma always gives him a biscuit."

The bakery's bell jingled as we stepped inside. The small shop was immaculate, with gleaming glass display cases and the delicious aroma of fresh bread, cinnamon, and vanilla. Trays of pastries lined the shelves behind the counter. There were flaky croissants, golden danishes, and plump muffins. The display case held rows of cookies, eclairs, and tarts decorated with fresh berries.

Behind the counter stood Irma, a woman in her sixties with silver hair pulled back in a neat bun. She was wearing a flour-dusted apron.

"Good morning, Lily!" Irma called out. Then her eyes widened as she spotted me. "Asher Brownley! Is that you?"

"Morning, Irma," I said with a smile.

"You're back."

"I am."

"For good?"

"Uh..."

"Never mind, I'm being too nosy, aren't I? How's your father doing? I heard about his fall."

"He's doing well, thanks. Getting stronger every day."

"I'm glad to hear it," Irma said, already reaching for a box. "He wants the usual, yes? Of course he does. My cinnamon rolls will help him regain his strength. Nothing better for healing. I'll pack four since you're here, Asher."

As she packed four enormous cinnamon rolls into a white bakery box, I glanced around at the familiar displays.

"Do you still make those donuts with the butterscotch pudding inside?" I asked.

Irma laughed, securing the box with clear tape. ='

"Goodness, I haven't made those in years! You used to love those as a kid."

"They were the best."

"Tell you what," Irma said, her eyes twinkling. "As soon as I get the ingredients, I'll make a batch, just for you."

"That would be amazing. Thanks, Irma."

She handed me the box of cinnamon rolls and I paid. Then she reached under the counter and produced a bone-shaped biscuit.

"For Wilson," she said, passing it to me. "Tell Thomas I'm wishing him the best and looking forward to seeing him up and on his feet real soon. And welcome back to Port Chasten, Asher. I hope you'll stay a while."

"I hope so too."

Outside, I gave Wilson his treat, which he devoured in a few quick bites. We untied the leashes and started back toward home.

"I never heard of Irma's butterscotch filling in donuts," Lily said as we walked.

"It was before your time," I replied. "Like color TV."

Lily giggled and bounced on her toes.

"Oh, by the way! I got on Red Sun, Dead Sun last night and saw they released a huge expansion! The Crimson Tides update added so much stuff."

I listened as Lily enthusiastically described the changes to the game I'd once loved.

"They completely overhauled the crafting system. Now you can build custom weapons with special attributes based on the materials you use. And they added three new underwater biomes with these amazing bioluminescent creatures that you can tame as pets, once you have enough Reputation points. Oh, and the flying mounts! You can bind these giant thunderbirds that shoot lightning at enemies while you ride them!"

"Wait, they finally added underwater worlds and flying mounts?" I asked, suddenly excited. "That's awesome! Everyone was always asking for that. Damn, I spent so much time on RSDS. I was pretty serious about it for a while. Ran a top-tier guild for PVE content and did some competitive PVP too."

"You sound like you loved it," Lily said. "Why'd you stop playing?"

I cringed inside, remembering Francine's constant criticism.

"Video games are for children, Asher."

"Don't you have something productive to do?"

"Are you going to waste another evening on that stupid game?"

Eventually, I'd given up RSDS to make my wife happy. It was just one more thing I'd sacrificed for a marriage that gave me little in return.

"I had to stop. Just work and other pressures," I mumbled. "Didn't have the time anymore."

"Well, now is the perfect time to get back into it! So many peeps still stan RSDS. The community is so active and fun. When can you play?"

"I'm headed to Forks later today to pick up that shower bench I ordered for Pop," I said. "There's a Best Buy off the highway. I'll stop and grab a gaming PC."

"Oh my god, yes!" Lily clapped her hands together. "We can play together!"

"I don't have any max-level characters anymore."

"I'll help you level up! We'll Leroy Jenkins the hell out of some Epic Instances!"

We walked the rest of the way home, the smell of cinnamon rolls mingling with the salt breeze coming off the nearby beach. Lily chattered excitedly about her favorite in-game locations and strategies as I asked questions about the crafting mechanics.

The heat was getting bad and I was sweating. I mentally reminded myself to install the other two AC units ASAP.

When we reached my house, I saw that Pop had maneuvered his wheelchair onto the porch. He was sitting there with his coffee mug and his iPad, enjoying the morning despite the heat.

I unclipped Wilson's leash, and the dog trotted up to the porch, flopping down at my father's feet. Pop reached down to scratch behind Wilson's ears.

"I enjoyed our walk," Lily said, setting Sammy on the ground. "We should do it again soon."

"Definitely," I agreed.

"Call me as soon as you get your gaming computer set up, okay? I can't wait to play with you online."

"I will," I promised. "The wifi here--"

Before I could say more, Lily wrapped her arms around me in a tight hug, nuzzling her face against my chest. Her body pressed against mine, soft and warm. The hug lingered way longer than a friendly goodbye should have, her small hands splayed across my back, her breasts flattened against my belly.

When she finally released me, her cheeks were flushed pink. She looked up at me with a dreamy smile on her face. She was so close, I could count the freckles across her nose.

"Call me," she repeated.

Lily waved to Pop and called out, "Have a good day, Mr. Brownley!" Then she turned and headed toward her house, Sammy walking regally beside her.

I watched her go, flustered by the girl's obvious attraction. Lily was like no one I'd ever met. She was quirky, enthusiastic, and completely authentic.

Part of me was looking forward to playing RSDS with her. Another part knew I needed to be careful not to encourage her infatuation.

"You bringing those cinnamon rolls up here anytime soon?" my father called.

"On my way," I said, shaking the thoughts of Lily out of my head. "Irma at the bakery sends her regards."

"Irma's a good woman," Pop said as I set down the bakery box beside him.

"Any news from Seahawks mini camp?" I asked, glancing at his iPad.

"Our center already sprained his knee. Now they're talking about putting in an undrafted rookie to be our starter. Third center in four years! I swear, being a Seahawks center is like being the drummer for Spinal Tap."

We chuckled together as I opened the box and handed my father a cinnamon roll.


Chapter 9



"That damn thing looks like something out of Star Wars," my father said.

I looked down at the laptop I was balancing on my knees. Pop had a point. The PC gaming laptop was angular and aggressively styled, with glowing LED light strips running across the glossy sides.

"It's made for playing games," I said. "Gamers prefer a certain look, I guess."

"Gamers? You mean kids."

"Now you sound like Francine. She was always giving me grief about playing video games."

"Well, that would be the least of her shortcomings."

I paused and looked at my father. He held my gaze, an eyebrow cocked.

"You never did like Francine, did you?"

"You want the truth?" he asked. "Or nice words?"

"Neither," I sighed. "I know how you feel about her. I guess you were right, Pop. Does that make you feel vindicated?"

"It makes me feel good that you're here, son. That's all."

I nodded, not knowing what else to say. Both of us looked across the yard, not speaking, just listening to the birds chirping in the trees. One bird in particular was letting out a grating call.

"I hate that damned bird," my father grunted. "Listen to it, squawking like a toddler whining. I seen it before. It's got these demonic red eyes. I don't know what it is, just call it the Damien bird. After that old movie."

"Let's see what its name is," I said.

I pulled out my phone and tapped on the screen. My father watched me curiously.

"Spotted towhee," I read off the phone. "Common to this area."

"Your phone told you that?"

"I have an app that listens to bird songs and identifies the bird."

I handed my phone to him. He looked over the picture and description that the app had provided.

"I've had that app for a while now," I said. "Try to use it when I have time."

"Well, you've got all the time in the world now. And all the birds of Port Chasten."

Pop handed me back my phone and I set it down on the small table between us.

"Technology can do some amazing things these days," I said. "After I drove to Forks to pick up your shower bench, I stopped at Best Buy to get this gaming laptop and a new wifi mesh system for the house. You already had a good cable modem. Now your wifi is blazing fast too."

"Seemed good enough before. I could watch my Netflix and read my news on my iPad."

"Now you can get your news even faster."

"You get that computer and wifi so you can play games with the neighbor girl?"

"I suppose. Like you said, I've got plenty of time now. And I've wanted to get back into video games again. The company laptop I brought with me is for work. This one is for play."

"Sure, just as long as you play like a gentleman with Lily Jones," Pop said with a frown. "She's a pretty girl and very sweet. She's also very young."

"I'm aware, Pop."

"Then you're probably also aware that she seems to have a crush on you. The way she looks at you, the way she was dressed this morning? I know you won't take advantage of that."

"I won't," I promised, feeling like a teen again. "She's strictly a friend. Besides, I'm still married."

"If you say so."

I sighed as I focused on the laptop and downloaded updated drivers for the graphics card. The specs on the laptop were all top of the line. The kid at Best Buy had been right. This machine was a beast.

My phone buzzed on the table. I picked it up, puzzled at the unfamiliar number with a Seattle area code.

"Hello?"

"Hi, this is Jessamin Martinez from New Options Home Care. I'm calling about Thomas Brownley? I'm scheduled to do a home evaluation today."

I smacked my forehead, irritated that I had forgotten this appointment. The memory of Becca's goodnight kiss had apparently scrambled my brain.

"Right! Rebecca Smith mentioned you'd be coming. The physical therapist."

"That's me. I'll be conducting both physical and occupational therapy assessments to create a comprehensive rehab plan for Mr. Brownley."

"Great. I'm Asher, Tom's son. I've made some modifications to the house already. I've installed a shower bench, toilet frame, and a ramp at the front door."

"Wow, you've been busy! That's excellent. I'm looking forward to checking it out. I'm less than five minutes away from your location now."

"Perfect. We'll see you soon then."

I hung up and turned to my father.

"That was your physical therapist. She'll be here in a few minutes to check out the house and set up your rehab plan."

"Another nurse to manhandle me?" Pop groaned. "That big one at the hospital nearly scrubbed my skin off during that sponge bath."

"They can't all be as good-looking as Becca."

"That's for damn sure."

A few minutes later, a battered Chevy hatchback with peeling paint pulled up in front of the house. I walked down from the porch to greet the physical therapist.

The woman who stepped out of the car made me stop in my tracks. She was stunning. She was about 5'6" tall with wide hips, thick thighs, and a tiny waist. She had long black hair and warm brown eyes. She wore pink yoga pants and a matching sports bra that barely contained her overflowing breasts. A diamond stud in her navel caught the sunlight and sparkled as she moved. Perspiration glistened on her tanned skin.

Goddamn, I thought to myself. What's a sultry beauty like her doing out here in the boonies?

She smiled at me, slung a backpack over her shoulder and walked toward me with confident strides.

"I'm Jessamin Martinez."

She extended her hand. I shook it, surprised by how strong her grip was. Judging by her toned arms, flat belly, and muscular calves, Jessamin was a woman who put a lot of time in at the gym.

"Asher Brownley. But please call me Ashe."

"Then you can call me Jess." She smiled, revealing perfect white teeth. "Everyone does."

She smoothed a few stray strands of hair back and fanned herself with her hand.

"Pretty brutal heat this last week," I said, trying not to stare at the beads of sweat trailing down her neck toward her impressive cleavage.

"¡Dios mío, es un infierno! My car's AC is such garbage that I don't even bother running it anymore. I just roll down the windows and embrace the sweat."

That glistening cleavage was like a magnet pulling at me, but I kept my eyes locked on hers with a deliberate effort.

"My father is up on the porch. Let me introduce you."

I led her up the steps, and she immediately sat in the chair next to my father, extending her hand.

"Mr. Brownley, I'm Jessamin Martinez. I'll be your physical therapist."

My father shook her hand, his expression brightening.

"Well now, my insurance must be paying top dollar to get such a pretty therapist. Is there an extra charge for that?"

Jess laughed, a warm, rich sound.

"Your insurance is excellent, sir, but I assure you my services cost the same regardless of appearance. Though I appreciate the compliment."

"Just speaking the truth," Pop said, sitting up straighter than he had all morning.

I sat back in my chair, watching as Jess pulled a folder from her backpack and flipped it open.

"So, Mr. Brownley, I want to go over your file and make sure we're all on the same page about your recovery plan."

She spoke with calm authority as she reviewed the details. I found myself impressed by her professionalism, which contrasted with her casual athletic wear.

"The minor heart attack you experienced requires several lifestyle adjustments," Jess explained. "You'll need to take your prescribed medications consistently. That's the blood thinner, beta blocker, and cholesterol medications. We'll focus on a heart-healthy diet with reduced sodium and saturated fats. Light but regular exercise will be crucial, starting with supervised exercise."

My father nodded along, his expression serious.

"As for your knee injury from the fall, we'll need to strengthen the surrounding muscles and improve mobility through targeted exercises." Jess looked up from her notes. "The most important thing is monitoring your overall health. Both conditions can worsen if not properly managed."

"I understand," Pop said.

"I should warn you that sedentary patients typically have worse outcomes," Jess added. "Regular movement is essential."

My father scoffed. "I've never been sedentary a day in my life."

"You do look fit."

"If I stay still, I get bored and start to rot. So I've always stayed busy."

Jess smiled and turned to me.

"Is that true? Has your father always been active?"

"Too active, if you ask me," I said with a laugh. "That's why he's in this situation. He was cleaning the gutters himself when he fell off the ladder. At seventy years old."

"I see where the problem is," Jess said, giving my father a playful look. "We need to channel that energy into appropriate activities."

Pop shrugged. "Gutters don't clean themselves."

"That's what sons are for," I said.

Jess closed her folder.

"I'd like to see the modifications you've made to the house, if that's alright."

"Of course," I said, standing up.

"I'll be back to check on you, Mr. Brownley," Jess told my father.

"Make sure you offer her something cold to drink, Ashe," Pop instructed. "Can't have her dehydrating in this heat."

"Yes, Pop. I will."

I led Jess into the house, the screen door banging shut behind us. The interior was noticeably cooler than outside.

"Can I get you some water or a soda?" I asked.

"Water would be great, thanks."

I opened the refrigerator and grabbed a cold bottle of water, handing it to her. She immediately pressed it against her forehead and sighed with pleasure.

"Dios mío, that feels amazing," she said, her eyes closed. "Your house is so wonderfully cool. I've been driving around in that hot car all day."

"I installed that AC unit today," I explained, nodding to the one I'd put in the living room window. "It's so my dad can be comfortable while watching TV. I also put one upstairs in my bedroom. Yesterday, I made sure to install an AC in my father's bedroom."

Jess twisted the cap off her water bottle and took a long drink.

"That's excellent. Older people are much more susceptible to heat stroke. This heat wave is particularly dangerous for seniors."

I watched as she drank, a droplet of water escaping the corner of her mouth and trailing down her neck. I quickly looked away.

"Let me show you the bedroom setup," I said, leading her down the hallway.

In my father's room, I pointed to the window unit humming steadily.

"AC unit here. Water and meds at hand. I also make sure his phone is charging near him at night. The bathroom is through that door."

Jess followed me into the bathroom where I showed her the modifications. I was suddenly aware of how close we were standing in the smaller space of the bathroom. I could feel the heat radiating off Jess's body.

"Toilet frame and raised seat here," I said. "And this is the shower bench I picked up in Forks today."

Jess ran her hand along the bench, testing its stability.

"Good quality. Very sturdy."

"My father hates the idea of using it," I admitted. "I had to convince him by saying if he didn't use the bench, I'd have to wash him myself."

Jess laughed, the sound echoing in the small bathroom.

"That would motivate a man like your father, I imagine." Her eyes met mine, a hint of teasing in them. "Although sharing a shower can be a very relaxing thing. Very sensual."

I blinked in surprise, but she turned away before I could respond, moving back into the bedroom.

"The one suggestion I would make," she said, all business again, "would be to have temporary bed rails installed. They'll make it easier for your father to get in and out of bed safely."

I cleared my throat, trying to regain my composure.

"My neighbor Mrs. Jones has offered to lend us the bed rails she used when her husband was sick. Before he passed away."

"Perfect," Jess said, making a note in her folder. "Tom doesn't require an adjustable hospital bed, so those rails are exactly what he needs. You've been incredibly thorough with these modifications."

"I want to make sure Pop has everything he needs," I said.

Jess nodded approvingly. "Most family members aren't nearly this prepared. It's refreshing to see someone who takes such good care of their parent."

Her compliment warmed me. After years of Francine's constant criticism, hearing someone appreciate my efforts felt surprisingly good.

"It's the least I can do," I said. "He took care of me my whole life."

Jess smiled, and I noticed for the first time a thin scar running from her hairline down to her ear, partially hidden by her hair. She caught me looking and subtly shifted her hair to cover it more completely.

"Let's head back to the porch," she suggested. "I just have a few more questions for your father."

We returned to the porch where my father sat watching a pair of sparrows squabbling in the branches of the old cedar tree. He glanced up as we approached, his eyes tracking Jess with interest.

"How's my house measure up?" he asked.

"Ashe has done an excellent job with the modifications," Jess said, settling into the chair beside him. "You're very fortunate to have such a conscientious son taking care of you."

"Ashe has always been reliable," Pop said with a nod. "Even when he was just a little squirt."

"Is that so?" Jess looked at me with genuine interest.

Pop sat up straighter, his eyes brightening.

"There was this one time," Pop said. "Claire, that was Ashe's mother, had been gone about two years by then. I was working double shifts, trying to keep us afloat. One night, I came down with a nasty flu. Fever of 103, couldn't keep anything down."

Jess leaned forward, listening intently.

"I was too sick to even call for help," Pop continued. "Asher, this little ten-year-old boy, he got me into bed, put cold washcloths on my forehead all night. Every hour, he'd wake up and check my temperature with the thermometer. Made me drink water, even when I didn't want to."

"That's impressive for a child," Jess said.

"That's not all. When morning came and I wasn't better, he called my supervisor. Then he called our neighbor, Mrs. Jones, and asked her to drive me to the doctor. Had my clothes laid out, my insurance card ready. Doctor said if I'd waited another day, I might've ended up hospitalized."

I felt my face flush with embarrassment, but there was also a warmth in my chest at the pride in my father's voice.

"I was just doing what needed to be done," I said with a shrug.

Jess looked at me with new respect in her eyes.

"That's quite remarkable for a boy so young. Especially one who'd lost his mother."

I held her gaze for a moment before looking away.

"Well," Jess said, opening her folder again, "I just have a few more questions to establish Mr. Brownley's support network. Who can you rely upon for care and help on a daily basis?"

"Ashe is here now," my father said. "And Mrs. Jones next door is a good friend. Spends time with me most days."

"That's excellent," Jess said, making a note. "Now, I need to run through a standard questionnaire to assess your mental health. Is that alright?"

"Fire away," Pop said.

Jess nodded. "Okay. Over the past two weeks, how often have you had little interest or pleasure in doing things? Would you say not at all, several days, more than half the days, or nearly every day?"

"Not at all. I enjoy my routines."

"How often have you felt down, depressed, or hopeless?"

"Not at all. I'm too ornery to be depressed."

She smiled at that. "How about trouble falling asleep, staying asleep, or sleeping too much?"

"Sleep like a baby. Always have."

Jess continued through the questions, and my father answered each one good-naturedly, occasionally adding a quip that made her laugh.

When she finished, she closed her folder with a satisfied nod.

"Mr. Brownley, you're doing very well. Your physical situation requires attention, but your mental health is excellent. And you have a good support network with your son and Mrs. Jones."

"Told you I was fine," he said. "Just need to get this bum knee working again."

"That's what I'm here for," Jess said, standing up. "I'll be back in a couple days to start your physical therapy sessions. We have to let the inflammation reduce before we start rehabbing that knee. In the meantime, continue taking your medications as prescribed. It was very good to meet you, Mr. Brownley."

"Tom. If we're going to work together, you're going to have to call me Tom."

"Alright," Jess smiled. "Tom it is. See you soon."

Jess shook my father's hand and gathered up her backpack. I rose to walk her to her car. As we stepped off the porch, I noticed how the sunlight caught in her dark hair, highlighting strands of deep brown among the black.

As we walked toward her car, Jess looked at my truck parked in the driveway.

"That's a beautiful old truck," she said, pausing to admire it. "You've taken amazing care of it."

"Actually, I just bought it a few days ago," I admitted. "It's a 1982, same model my dad used to have when I was growing up. When I saw it for sale, it just called to me. Couldn't resist."

"I get that. Some things just speak to you." She ran her hand along the polished fender. "Wish my car had half this character."

When we reached her battered Chevy, Jess turned to face me.

"It was nice meeting you, Ashe. I'm genuinely so impressed with how you've prepared everything for your father. Most families I work with are overwhelmed, but you've thought of everything."

Her compliment pleased me more than it should have.

"Thanks. I'm just trying to do right by him."

"Doing well from everything I've seen so far." Jess's eyes dropped briefly to my left hand. "Your wife must be a very lucky woman, having someone so thoughtful and capable."

I grimaced involuntarily, the mention of Francine souring my mood instantly. Jess caught my expression and her eyes widened.

"I'm sorry, I shouldn't have assumed--"

"No, it's okay," I said quickly. "We're just... going through some things."

She nodded, not pressing further.

"Well, I should get going. I have another patient to see before the day ends."

We shook hands again, her grip firm and warm.

"I'll schedule an appointment to start your father's therapy sessions."

"We'll be here."

I watched as Jess climbed into her car and turned the key. The engine sputtered but didn't catch. She tried again with the same result, muttering something in Spanish under her breath. On the third attempt, the engine finally roared to life, belching a small cloud of exhaust.

She gave me a thumbs up through the window, then carefully backed out of the driveway. We waved at each other as she pulled away, her car disappearing around the corner.

I returned to the porch where my father sat watching me with a knowing look.

"What?" I asked, dropping into the chair beside him.

"Nothing," he said, the corner of his mouth twitching. "Just thinking I was dreading these physical therapy sessions, but now I'm looking forward to them."

"Yeah, Jessamin Martinez seems like an excellent motivator."

"That's one way of putting it," he chuckled. "You ready for more of Mrs. Jones' beef stroganoff? She left enough to feed an army."

"Sure. You hungry?"

"For Dot's cooking? I'd eat it every day if I could." He patted his stomach. "Heart attack be damned."

"Let me push the wheelchair. Becca said no unnecessary exertion for at least another week."

"Always following the rules," he grumbled, but didn't protest when I took hold of his wheelchair.

"Undo the brakes," I told him. "Let's roll!"
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Late that night, I hunched over my new gaming laptop. I was playing Red Sun, Dead Sun for the first time in years. Everything about playing the MMORPG had come back to me, like muscle memory for an athlete.

I was fully absorbed in the vibrant fantasy world and my character, a level 38 Battle Swordsman named Ashbringer. Lily's character was right beside me, a petite Elven Spirit Ranger called KittyKlaw.

"Boss is coming!" Lily's voice came through my cheap earbuds. "This time we take the big dum-dum down!"

The massive demon lord appeared on screen, swinging a flaming sword at our small party. I frantically pressed keys to attack, spinning out sword combos and using my special abilities while the demon lord sprayed fire at us.

"We're getting critical hits!" I shouted, dodging and weaving while keeping an eye out as our health bars dropped. "Here comes his area effect! Ready?"

"Ready and steady, Freddy!"

A rain of fire fell on our characters, setting us ablaze.

"Light's Heal!" I said into the tiny mic.

"What? I can't hear you!" Lily's voice crackled.

"Light's Heal!"

On screen, Lily's character cast Light Wheel instead, a damage spell when we desperately needed healing.

"No, Light's HEAL!" I repeated louder.

Too late. The boss unleashed his ultimate attack, wiping out our party. The screen flashed red with "YOU DIED" in gothic lettering.

"Damn it," I muttered.

Lily sighed dramatically. "That's the third time we've wiped on this boss."

"Sorry about that miscommunication," I said, adjusting the earbud that kept slipping out. "I'll try to speak more clearly."

"Maybe you should get better headphones than those cheap earbuds you're using," Lily suggested.

I paused, confused. "How do you know I'm using earbuds?"

"Look out your window, silly."

I glanced toward the window with the AC unit installed, seeing only the empty street below.

"Not that window," Lily laughed. "The other one."

I turned toward the narrow slit window to my right, the one facing Dorothy's house. To my surprise, a light was on in the upstairs window across the way, and Lily was waving enthusiastically at me. I waved back, feeling oddly exposed.

"How long have you been watching me?" I asked.

"All night!" She giggled. "I've been waiting for you to notice, but you were too focused on the game."

"I never knew that room was even used," I said. "When I was growing up, I never saw anyone in there."

"It was always just a storage closet, but I converted it into my gaming space. I can be as loud as I want without disturbing Grandma Dot." She gestured around her. "I record all my social media videos here, too."

"Oh."

Lily held up a pair of gaming headphones.

"Here, you can borrow these until you buy your own. They'll work way better than those earbuds."

"Oh, that's not needed--"

Before I could finish, she disappeared from the window. I sat there for a moment, confused, before realizing she was bringing them over. I pulled out my crappy earbuds and hurried downstairs, nearly tripping over my own feet.

Wilson raised his head from the sofa, his eyes following me questioningly.

"It's okay, buddy," I whispered. "Sorry to wake you."

I flipped on the porch light and opened the front door just as Lily bounded up the steps. My mouth went dry.

She wore only a loose tank top and a pair of skimpy panties. No bra, no shorts, nothing else.

"Here you go!" she grinned, holding out the headphones. "These will solve our communication problems."

I took them, trying desperately to maintain eye contact. The headphones were bright pink with plastic cat ears attached to the top.

"Put them on," she urged. "I want to see how they look on you."

Feeling ridiculous, I slipped them over my ears. Lily clapped her hands in delight.

"Perfect! You look like a tomcat out on the prowl."

Wilson padded to the door, tail wagging. Lily immediately crouched to pet him, her tank top drooping forward. Looking down, I caught a full view of her breasts swaying freely beneath the thin fabric.

I knew I should look away, but I couldn't tear my eyes from the sight of Lily's tits and her red puffy nipples. When I finally did, heat crawled up my neck.

When Lily straightened, a sly smile played on her lips. Had she caught me looking? Of course she had. She knew her tits were exposed. It had been deliberate.

"With these headphones, we'll take down that boss for realz," she said. "And split some epic loot."

"Yeah," I managed. "Definitely."

"I'll see you back online." She leaned forward and kissed my cheek. "For luck."

As she turned to leave, I caught a glimpse of her backside. Her panties were a thong, leaving her firm, rounded butt almost completely exposed in the porch light.

She glanced over her shoulder, catching me staring again. She giggled as she skipped back toward her house.

I quietly shut the door and turned off the light, my heart hammering. Blood had rushed to my cock, making my shorts bulge.

Wilson nudged my hand with his cold nose, startling me from my preoccupation. Wilson looked at me with those brown eyes. The dog couldn't speak, but he seemed to judge me.

"I know she's only twenty, for crying out loud," I whispered, scratching behind the old dog's ears. "I know, okay?"

I headed back upstairs to my room. There was a notification on my phone. It was a message from Becca. I read it twice, a grin slowly spreading over my face. I tapped out a reply and hit Send.

When I looked up, I saw Lily was at her window. She waved to me and I waved back. Unbidden, the image of her swaying tits and bare ass flooded my mind again.

What the hell am I getting myself into?

Still smiling, I plugged in the headphones and got back to gaming.


Chapter 10



"Oh, this air conditioning feels heavenly!" Dorothy sighed. "Outside is unbearable, even in the shade."

"I'd be happy to install a unit in your house, Mrs. Jones," I offered. "They've made a huge difference in here, as you can feel. Getting an AC in your bedroom would be no problem at all."

"I could help with the install," Lily said brightly.

The young redhead was wearing another outfit that looked like some kind of schoolgirl's uniform. It was a different color, but the skirt was at her mid-thigh and her shirt was tied in a knot below her breasts, just like before. Once again, I had to struggle to focus on Lily's freckled face instead of staring at her youthful body.

"They just got a new shipment of AC units in at Forks," I said. "I checked online just now."

"Surely that's not necessary," Dorothy said. "This heat dome will pass soon enough."

"Not if the damn weather keeps changing," my father said. "It's past six and the temperature is still stupid hot. We'll soon have Northern California weather up here permanently. To go along with all the Californians moving up here."

"Well, I don't see many Californians in Port Chasten," Dorothy chuckled.

"As it should be. My property taxes keep going up. Seeing the new rates probably triggered my heart attack!"

Dorothy and Pop shared a laugh. The two of them were seated in the living room facing the TV. Bowls of chilled strawberries and slices of fresh melon were arranged on the table. Several sub sandwiches sat on a nearby cutting board, right next to a pitcher of fresh lemonade.

Dorothy also had a cocktail at hand. I'd finally realized who that bottle of vodka in the freezer was for. She apparently spent a lot more time with Pop than I realized.

It was evening and Dorothy had come over to watch television with my father. Lily was seated on the sofa, conspicuously leaving a space next to her for me to sit in.

Today she was wearing a hair band with pink, fuzzy cat ears. The eager look on Lily's face made me squirm a bit, knowing I wasn't going to be joining them.

"Thanks again for coming over," I told Dorothy. "And thanks for bringing the fruit. It looks amazing."

"Try some, Asher. I got them from the Farmer's Market in Neah Bay."

"I will when I get back tonight. Promise."

"You're not staying?" Lily asked, disappointment etched across her face.

"I'm meeting a friend for dinner," I said. "I'll be back later this evening."

"But the last three episodes--"

Dorothy cut off her granddaughter's complaint by putting her hand on the girl's wrist.

"You run along and enjoy yourself, Asher. We'll take good care of your father. The last three episodes of Silver Creek Station will keep us entertained for the evening."

"Don't you want to find out who killed Caleb?" Lily asked me quietly.

"I'm sure Asher can find out on his own time," Dorothy said.

"I'll watch when I can," I confirmed. "No spoilers! You got your phone, Pop?"

My father waved his mobile phone, then set it on the arm of his wheelchair.

"Don't hesitate to call me if you need anything," I said.

"We will," Dorothy assured me.

I nodded and waved as I headed out the front door. Looking back, I saw the way Lily was watching me go and felt a twinge of guilt at how forlorn she looked. I paused with my hand on the doorknob.

"Castle Skullbones run tonight?" I asked Lily with a grin. "We can group up with randos to take down King BlerBerg."

Lily's smile was radiant.

"Heck yes!" she said. "I need those Epic vambraces he drops."

"See you tonight, then."

The happiness on Lily's face made me feel lighter as I stepped out into the outside heat. Dorothy had been right, it really was unbearable.

I rushed into my truck, wincing at the heat that had built up in the cab. I started the engine and turned on the AC. It was past six and the sun was still high in the hazy sky. I put on my sunglasses and put the truck in gear.

Ten minutes later, I was pulling into Charley's Diner at the edge of town. The place was as run down as I remembered it, but that was part of the old diner's charm.

The pho noodle place next door looked much more modern. There was already a good-sized crowd inside, maybe fifty people with huge bowls of noodle soup in front of them.

Even in this heat, nothing beats a good bowl of pho. That stuff is like crack.

I remembered my promise to Lily. I'd take her out for a bowl of pho as soon as I got the chance. It would be nice to hang out with the energetic girl, especially over a bowl of delicious noodles.

As I headed into Charley's Diner, I passed a familiar minivan parked outside. There were a lot more empty parking spaces in front of the diner than the pho place.

I stepped into Charley's and the familiar scent of grilled burgers and fresh fries greeted me like an old friend.

The interior was stuck in a time warp of wood-paneled walls yellowed from decades of cooking, red vinyl booths cracked in places but still comfortable, and the same faded photographs of local fishing triumphs lining the walls.

The linoleum floor had worn paths to the most popular tables, and the chrome-trimmed counter with its spinning stools looked exactly as it had when Pop would bring me here after my Pee-Wee football games.

"Well, look what the cat dragged in!" a raspy voice called out.

Stella, her silver hair pulled back in the same tight bun she'd worn for thirty years, approached with a coffeepot in hand. Her face had more lines now, but her eyes were still as lively as ever.

"Evening, Stella."

"I heard you were back in town taking care of your daddy," she said, giving me a once-over. "How's the old grump doing?"

"On the mend and salty as ever," I replied with a smile.

"That's good to hear." Stella nodded approvingly. "You tell him I expect to see his ornery behind in here real soon for the Sunday meatloaf special. Nobody skips our meatloaf, not even after a heart attack."

"I'll pass along the message."

"Rebecca Smith is waiting for you." Stella gestured toward the back with a smirk. "Didn't you use to date her older sister, Ellen?"

"That was a long time ago."

"It was. But I still remember. Not much else to do but gossip in a small town like Port Chasten."

"I suppose so."

"Anyway, I got you and Rebecca the booth in the back. Thought it might be a little more private."

"Thanks, Stella."

I made my way through the sparsely populated diner, nodding to a few familiar faces whose names escaped me. Old Mr. Peterson, or was it Pedersen? The woman who used to run the hardware store. A couple of guys who might have been a few years behind me in school.

When I reached the back booth, my breath caught in my throat. Becca sat there, scrolling through her phone, a glass of iced tea in front of her. Even in hospital scrubs, she was stunning. Her blonde hair was pulled back, revealing the elegant line of her neck.

Those blue eyes looked up and caught mine, her full lips lifting into a smile that made my heart stutter. The baggy scrubs couldn't hide the curves of her body as she stood to greet me.

How the hell could such a beautiful woman still be single?

"Am I late?" I asked.

"No. I'm just early. I rushed here after work."

We hugged, Becca's body pressing firmly against mine. Her hand caressed my back as her breasts brushed against my chest.

Becca whispered in my ear, "Seems like I'm always waiting for you, Asher Brownley."

"Well, I'm here. And I'm all yours."

"We'll see about that."

We sat down in the booth, facing each other over the old wooden table.

"Oh wow, is that a root beer float?" I asked, seeing a glass mug set on the table.

"I ordered it for you," Becca said. "Your favorite, right? I remember Ellen used to say you'd always have a root beer float before the food even arrived."

"And one after," I said. "I can't believe you remembered that."

"I remember a lot about you. Even if you didn't pay much attention to me back then."

"Becca..."

"I know, I know. I was only twelve! And you were all wrapped up in my sister. I'm just saying that I was paying attention. Including remembering the root beer floats."

I took a sip. It was sweet and creamy and fizzy, just like I remembered.

"Good?" Becca asked.

"Fantastic," I sighed. "It brings back so many memories of coming to this place. It's just a shame I can't drink this root beer float."

"What? Why not?"

"I have Type II diabetes," I said regretfully. "This is way too much sugar for me. But I appreciate the thought."

"Oh, no," Becca said, her face falling. "I'm so sorry, Ashe. I didn't know."

I held her gaze for as long as I could. Her eyes narrowed as she saw the grin I was trying to hold back.

"Asher, you jerk! You're not diabetic!"

She playfully slapped my hand as I broke out into laughter. She joined me, the two of us giggling together.

"Sorry," I grinned. "I couldn't resist. The look on your face."

"You always were a cheeky one," she scolded.

Becca slapped my hand again, but this time I caught it. Our giggles faded as we stared into each other's eyes, our hands clasped on the table.

I haven't held hands like this in a long time.

Becca must have been thinking the same thing. She tightened her grip in mine, her thumbs caressing the back of my hand.

"Ready to order? Or do you need to see a menu?"

Stella stood at our booth, an eyebrow raised as she looked at the two of us holding hands. Becca cleared her throat and casually pulled her hand away, pretending like nothing was going on.

I also acted nonchalant, but I could tell Stella knew better. I figured Becca and I would soon be the hot gossip among the locals of Port Chasten.

"Double cheeseburger," I ordered.

"Some pink or no pink? I don't recall how you like your burgers."

"No pink, thanks."

"And your side?"

"I'd like onion rings."

"You sure you want onion rings?" Stella asked. "It lingers on the breath. Could make getting close to someone a little unpleasant."

I could see Becca squirm in her seat, the color rising in her cheeks. I had to keep from laughing aloud.

Becca is a small-town girl, through and through. And small towns like Port Chasten never change.

"You know what? I've changed my mind. I'll go with fries instead."

"Good choice. And you, Rebecca?"

"Cobb salad," Becca said meekly.

After Stella left us, Becca let out an exasperated sigh.

"I don't know why I invited you here," she said. "Everyone knows Stella, and Stella knows everyone in Port Chasten. She'll be spreading the news that Asher Brownley and Rebecca Jones were holding hands in Charley's Diner. Like high school gossip!"

"It's why Ellen didn't like coming here," I said. "Too much scrutiny."

"No, Ellen just hated Port Chasten," Becca said. "She couldn't wait to get out of here. Well, she got her wish. Bremerton is not a big city, but it's bigger than this town."

"And Seattle's right across the water," I said. "Ellen always used to dream about living in Seattle. How did she end up in Bremerton?"

"Just circumstances," Becca shrugged. "She lived in Seattle for several years, but kept losing the jobs she had. She finally got into the Bremerton Naval Shipyard and has been there ever since. Data entry and record keeping. She likes her job."

"Good for her."

"For sure. I'm glad she's got stable employment. Ellen can be difficult to work with."

I nodded, remembering the tumultuous two years that we dated. Ellen had been a beautiful and fun girl, but high-strung and emotionally erratic.

Becca seemed to be just the opposite of her older sister. Just as beautiful, but calmer and sweeter.

"Do you remember Robby McKenzie?" Becca asked.

"Sure," I grimaced. "Played football with him my Sophomore year. He was an asshole."

"I dated his kid brother, David."

"Oh Jesus," I groaned. "I heard David was even worse than Robby."

"He was. I don't know what I was thinking going out with him. It was only for a short time. Our last date was actually here, in Charley's Diner. That was the night David goosed Stella's butt."

"What?" I said, my eyes widening. "You're kidding."

"Dead serious," Becca laughed.

"Tell me everything!"

"Okay, so David brought me here," Becca started, her eyes twinkling with amusement. "He was wearing his brand new Varsity jacket with that football patch he'd just earned. God, he was so proud of that jacket. He kept adjusting it so everyone could see it."

I chuckled, picturing teenage David strutting around like a peacock.

"We'd just finished our burgers when Stella came by with dessert. She was carrying this huge slice of pie with a mountain of whipped cream on top." Becca gestured with her hands to show the size. "As she was setting it down, she accidentally smeared whipped cream all across the back of his precious jacket."

"Oh no," I winced, knowing how those McKenzie boys were about their status symbols.

"Stella was mortified. She grabbed a napkin and started wiping it clean right away, apologizing the whole time. David was trying to play it cool, saying it was fine, but I could see his jaw clenching. His face was getting redder by the second."

"Classic McKenzie temper," I nodded.

"When Stella finished cleaning it, she apologized again. Everybody in the diner was watching by then. David put on this fake smile and said, 'Don't worry about it, it's okay, sweetie.' Sweetie, he calls her! And then..." Becca paused for effect, "...then he reached around and patted Stella on her ass."

"Holy crap, he didn't!" I gasped, glancing over at Stella, who was now taking an order from another table.

"Oh, he absolutely did. The whole diner went silent. Stella just froze for a second, and then slowly turned around with this look on her face."

Becca's expression changed to mimic Stella's glare.

"I swear, Ashe, I've never seen David McKenzie shrink so fast in my life. He practically melted into the booth."

"What did Stella say?"

"She looked him dead in the eyes and said, 'Listen closely, David McKenzie. I've been serving burgers here since before your balls dropped, and I'll be here long after they shrivel back up. Touch me again and you'll be eating through a straw, you greasy little cunt.'"

"Sweet Jesus!"

"I know! We left so fast that David forgot to pay the bill. I never went out with him again."

"I don't blame you. I'd have dumped him, too."

"Actually," Becca said, "it was David who avoided me afterward. He was too embarrassed that I'd seen him get taken down so thoroughly by a middle-aged waitress. His reputation as the big tough football star couldn't handle it."

"That tracks," I grinned, shaking my head. "McKenzie ego was always their weak spot. I have a yearbook with a photo of Robby holding up some kind of trophy. Not a football trophy because our team always sucked hard. Anyway, when we got the yearbooks, everyone noticed Robby's sweaty armpits in the picture. It was no big deal, just some minor teasing, but Robby went ballistic. I had to stop Robby from beating up a nerdy kid who laughed at the picture."

"I'd love to see that picture. The McKenzie brothers always were hotheads. They're both in other states now. Both working as prison security guards."

"What a surprise," I deadpanned.

Becca and I chatted and laughed as we ate our meal. The burger was as good as I remembered and the second root beer float was a perfect complement on a hot day like today.

"Next time we should try the pho place," Becca said.

"Sure, maybe later," I replied, remembering my promise to try it with Lily.

We sat and talked and the hours flew by. We got so lost in our conversation that Stella left a carafe of coffee at our table so she wouldn't have to keep refilling our mugs.

"Oh wow, look at the time," Becca said.

I was as shocked to see that almost 3 hours had passed. It was almost nine.

"We should get going," Becca said.

I paid at the counter, making sure I left a generous tip for Stella. I grinned as she handed me back my credit card, trying to imagine her face when David patted her ass.

"You two enjoy the rest of your evening," Stella told us. "Come back and linger as long as you please, I'll keep the coffee fresh for you. And say hello to your father for me, Ashe."

"I will, Stella. Thanks and good night!"

Becca and I stepped out into the parking lot. The sun had set, but it was still hot outside.

"Thanks for the meal, Ashe. And the conversation."

"My pleasure. What are your plans for the rest of this evening?"

"I don't know," she shrugged. "The last three episodes of Silver Creek Station are out tonight. Maybe I'll watch one before bed."

"I have a better idea, if you're game."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah. Why don't you come over to my house? I've got my high school yearbooks in my closet. I'll show you that picture of Robby. There's also some cool pictures of your sister and me."

"Ooh, I'd love to see that. Ellen never bothered getting yearbooks. Said she didn't want any reminders of her time at West Clallam High School."

"Her loss. Let's go."

Becca trailed behind me as we drove back to the house. I kept glancing in my rear-view mirror, excited that Becca was coming over. My phone buzzed with a message, but I couldn't look at it while I was driving.

Maybe Francine finally bothered to text? That would be a surprise.

As we pulled into the driveway, I noticed the lights were off inside the house. I looked at my phone and saw a message from Lily.

"Ashe, your dad got tired from his medicines and so Grandma Dot helped him into bed and then we cleaned up and left after we made sure he was all good... Still on for Castle Skullbones? King BlerBerg gonna go down boyeeeee!!!!"

I winced as I recalled my promise to play RSDS with Lily tonight. She was really looking forward to it.

Reluctantly, I messaged Lily that I wouldn't be available tonight. Her reply was immediate, a sad face emoji.

"Everything okay?" Becca asked, standing beside my truck.

"All good," I said.

I got out of the truck and slipped my phone into my pocket. I offered my arm as we approached the wheelchair ramp. Becca slid her arm through mine and twined her fingers with mine.

For the second time that night, we were holding hands.

"Shall we?" I asked, nodding toward the porch.

"Lead the way."


Chapter 11



The house was dark and quiet. The AC unit in the window had been shut off recently, and the air was still cool.

"Another early night for Pop," I said.

"Has he been resting well? He's been through a lot."

"Sleeping like a baby through the night. Won't let me help him do anything, even if it takes twice as long."

"If he's resting, maybe I should go?"

"No, not at all. You were his nurse and he likes you, Becca. In fact, why don't you come help me check on him?"

I led Becca down the hall to my father's bedroom. I could see light coming from under the door. I knocked softly.

"Pop? You awake?"

"Yup. Just reading. Come in."

I pushed the door open gently. Pop sat propped up in bed, iPad balanced on his lap, his weathered face illuminated by its glow. His wheelchair was parked nearby.

"Everything okay, Pop?"

He looked up, frowning. "Mariners just traded Castillo. Can you believe that? Best arm in the rotation, gone. They'll never make the playoffs now."

"That's rough," I said, leaning against the doorframe. "Hey, I brought a visitor."

Becca peeked around me with a warm smile.

"Hi, Mr. Brownley. How are you feeling tonight?"

Pop's expression brightened immediately.

"Well, look who's here. I'm doing fine, just fine. These meds make me tired is all."

"Any pain?" Becca asked, slipping into nurse mode.

"Only the pain of watching the Mariners destroy their chances this season."

He chuckled, and we joined in.

"How were those last three episodes of Silver Creek Station?"

"Only watched the first one. Dot and I are saving the other two for later."

He shifted in bed, and I noticed the metal rails flanking either side. They hadn't been there this morning.

"You got bed rails?" I asked.

Pop cleared his throat, looking slightly embarrassed.

"Dot brought these over. She and her granddaughter installed them while you were out." He ran his hand along the nearest rail. "I feel like a damn baby in its crib. Makes it a hell of a lot easier getting in and out, though."

"That was sweet of her," Becca said. "I nursed Mrs. Jones's husband Karl a few times before he passed. Sweetest patient ever."

"Karl was a good man," Pop said gruffly, looking down at his iPad.

"Need anything before we leave?" I asked.

"All set. Gonna read a bit more, then sleep."

"Remember to message me if you need anything during the night, okay? That's what the phone is for."

Pop looked at Becca. "You staying a while?"

"Just going to look through some old yearbooks with Ashe," she replied.

Pop fixed me with a stern look.

"If you're going to have a girl in your room, you leave that door open at all times, you hear?"

I laughed. "Sure thing, Pop. Good night."

"Yup. Night."

"Good night, Mr. Brownley," Becca added.

"Good to see you again, Rebecca."

I closed the door behind us and guided Becca toward the stairs. She leaned close, her voice dropping to a whisper.

"What was that about leaving doors open?"

"That was his standard line whenever I had a girl over to study or listen to music in my room," I explained as we climbed the creaky staircase. "Ellen used to tease me about it. Said Tom was on a mission to keep his son pure."

"Did it work?"

"Not exactly. We still kissed and fooled around plenty. You could hear him coming up these stairs from a mile away." I tapped my foot on a particularly noisy step. "That one right there was our early warning system. Gave us about ten seconds to look innocent."

We reached the top of the stairs, and I led her to my bedroom. The house felt different with Becca in it, warmer somehow, despite the AC. The familiar surroundings of my childhood home took on a new feel with her presence.

"Have a seat," I said, pulling out the chair from my desk.

Becca sat and looked around my room as I got my yearbooks from my closet.

"Okay. Let's check these out. I haven't looked at them in years."

I sat on the bed. Becca surprised me by coming to sit next to me, close enough that our legs were resting against each other. I swallowed hard as Becca leaned close to me, looking down at the yearbook in my lap.

"It's so weird to see these yearbooks after all this time," Becca said, running her fingers over the cover of one. "I can't wait to see teenage Ashe in all his glory."

"Be prepared to see a lot of spiky hair and puka shell necklaces."

"Oh, I'm counting on it. Come on, show me your awkward years."

"First, the main reason we're here. Robby McKenzie's sweat-stained pits!"

"Oh, god! I can see why he was teased!"

I flipped through the yearbook, pointing out people we both knew.

"God, we all look like babies."

"Look at Karen Miller! She had braces back then." Becca leaned closer, her shoulder pressing against mine. "She's a dental hygienist now. Isn't that funny?"

"Talk about life coming full circle." I turned the page to the sports section. "And here we are, the mighty West Clallam High School football team."

"Oh my god!" Becca grabbed the book, pulling it partially onto her lap. "Look at you in your uniform!"

There I was, number 12, looking serious in my team photo. My hair was shorter then, my face a bit leaner. The action shots showed me mid-throw, eyes focused downfield, or huddled with the team.

"I remember watching you play," Becca said, tracing her finger over a photo where I was releasing a perfect spiral pass. "Ellen brought me to a game against West Kitsap. You threw this amazing touchdown pass in the fourth quarter."

I nodded, the memory flooding back.

"That's the game. We were down by seven points with two minutes left. I threw that pass to Mikey Johnson. Forty-yard TD."

"The crowd went absolutely wild."

"They did. Pumped us up so much to hear them roar like that. That was our chance to finally defeat West Kitsap. So we went for the two-point conversion to win instead of kicking for the tie."

"And you almost made it," Becca said softly.

"Almost." I shook my head. "Got tackled right at the goal line. I still see that play in my dreams sometimes, wondering if I should have pitched it to Donnie instead."

"Ellen told me everyone treated you like a hero afterward, even though you lost."

"For about a week, I was the most popular kid in school. Even got free milkshakes at the diner. My homework suffered, but teachers gave me extensions on assignments." I tapped the photo. "Funny how losing the right way can feel better than some wins."

We flipped to the activities section. The cheerleading squad posed in their blue and white uniforms, pompoms raised high.

"There's Ellen," I said.

I pointed to her in the front row. She was smiling wide, blonde hair in a high ponytail, looking exactly like the girl every guy wanted to date.

God, she was pretty.

"You two were the couple everyone talked about."

"Yeah, we knew." I pointed to Ellen's wrist in the photo. "See that bracelet? It was a stainless steel ID bracelet. Big trend back then for guys to give their girlfriends."

"I remember Ellen wearing it all the time," Becca said. "You guys looked so good together."

"I had a crush on her since grade school, but she wouldn't give me the time of day. Then junior year, everything changed." I smiled at the memory. "It was like I finally won her over. Never figured out why, just was happy it happened."

"Junior year?" Becca shifted beside me, her eyes fixed on the yearbook. "That was when you became starting quarterback, right?"

I froze, staring down at Ellen smiling at me from the photo. She'd always been cold to me, never showing any interest. Not until my Junior year. The year I became quarterback and team captain.

The connection I'd never made suddenly clicked into place with painful clarity.

"What are you saying?" But I already knew.

Becca looked pained. "Ellen told me once... that was why she changed her mind about you. Because you became popular."

The revelation hit me like a blindside tackle I never saw coming. Was I stupid? All these years, I'd believed Ellen had finally seen something in me, the real me. How could I believe that bullshit?

"She dated me because I was the quarterback?" The words felt strange in my mouth.

Becca nodded, her eyes sympathetic.

"I'm sorry. I thought you knew."

I closed the yearbook and set it aside, suddenly not interested in revisiting more memories. The silence stretched between us as I processed this new understanding of my past.

"There's a lot I didn't know about Ellen, apparently," I finally said. "Just like I never really knew Francine, even after all these years together."

I rubbed my face with my hands, feeling foolish and deeply ashamed.

"Maybe I'm just shitty at understanding women in general."

"Or maybe you just haven't found the right woman to understand yet," Becca said quietly.

I looked at her then, really looked at her. Unlike Ellen's calculated interest or Francine's cold indifference, Becca's eyes held genuine warmth.

"You know what's funny?" I said. "Ellen's little sister has turned out to be more honest with me in one evening than Ellen was in our entire relationship."

"I've always believed in being straightforward," Becca replied. "Even when the truth isn't pretty."

"I appreciate that." I reached over and squeezed her hand. "Thanks for not sugarcoating it."

Her fingers intertwined with mine, and for a moment, we just sat there, holding hands again like we did in the diner. Only now there was no Stella to hover over us. We were alone in my bedroom and no one was watching.

I looked into Becca's eyes, taking in her beauty. I could still see traces of the twelve-year-old girl I remembered, echoes from twenty years ago in the woman she had become.

"Damn, Becca. You're so gorgeous. How the hell are you still single?"

Becca flushed, looking down and smiling. Her hand gripped mine even tighter.

"I'm picky," she shrugged. "Guess I'm just waiting for the right guy."

"I don't know if I'm the right guy," I said. "But I am right here."

Becca threw her head back and laughed. I held her hand as she grinned at me.

"Okay, smooth talker!"

"I'm doing my best."

"Sure," she said. "Okay. Go ahead."

"Go ahead?"

"Go ahead and kiss me, Ashe. I know you want to."

"That's a big assumption, Rebecca Smith," I teased. "You might be getting a little ahead of yourself."

"Am I wrong?"

I answered her question with a kiss. Her lips met mine, soft and yielding at first, then pressing more firmly as she responded. I cupped her face with one hand, savoring the moment.

When she parted her lips, the kiss deepened, and a rush of heat surged through me. My fingers threaded through her blonde hair and I marveled at its silky texture. She stroked the back of my neck, her touch sending tingles down my spine.

Without breaking the kiss, Becca shifted backward onto the bed, pulling me with her until I was above her, our bodies pressed together. Her hands roamed my back as our kisses grew more urgent, more demanding.

She took my hand and guided it beneath her scrub top. I expected to encounter the barrier of a bra, but my palm met the warm, soft curve of her breast. I pulled back slightly, surprised.

"You're not wearing a bra?"

"Took it off while driving over," she whispered against my lips, her blue eyes filled with glee. "I'm excellent at multi-tasking."

"That's incredibly dangerous," I murmured, brushing my thumb across her nipple and watching her eyes flutter closed.

"Worth the risk," she breathed, pulling me down for another kiss.

I traced my fingers over the soft curve of her breast, captivated by how perfectly she fit in my palm.

"Did you do this with Ellen?" Becca whispered. "Right here on this bed?"

I winced and pulled back, looking into her eyes.

"I don't want to think about Ellen right now. Just you, Becca."

Her smile was all the answer I needed. I gently pulled her scrub top over her head, revealing her perfect breasts. I lowered my head, taking a nipple into my mouth, circling it with my tongue. Becca arched beneath me, her fingers threading through my hair.

Her hand slid between us, finding me through my pants, stroking my dick. I felt the blood throbbing in my cock.

"God, Ashe," she moaned. "You're so hard."

"Because of you," I murmured.

I reached for the waistband of her scrubs, slipping my fingers beneath the elastic. Becca caught my wrist.

"Wait," she whispered, her cheeks flushed. "I can't. I'm on my period. I don't want to make a mess."

I withdrew my hand. "I understand."

"I'm sorry," she said, looking genuinely disappointed.

"Don't be. Besides," I laughed softly, "I don't even have protection up here. Just some condoms I left in the truck."

"You keep condoms in your truck?" she asked. "You picking up hitchhikers or something?"

"Just wanting to be prepared," I laughed, my mind flashing back to Maura and the motel and the things we did together.

Becca gently pushed me away, her hands warm against my chest. I sat up, forcing my disappointment into a comforting smile.

"It's okay, Becca. We don't have to--"

"Stand up," she said, her voice soft yet commanding.

I hesitated, then swung my legs over the edge of the bed and stood, thinking the intimate moment between us had passed.

Becca had other ideas. She slid off the bed and kneeled in front of me. My breath hitched in surprise as she reached up and rubbed my erection through my pants.

"It would be rude of me to leave you in such a state," she murmured, her eyes locked onto mine. "Wouldn't it?"

"Becca, you don't have to--"

"Shh," she whispered, unbuckling my belt. "I want to. I've wanted to for years."

She unzipped my pants, her fingers brushing against my skin, sending a shiver of anticipation through me. She tugged my pants and boxers down, freeing my cock. I was rock hard, aching with need.

Becca wrapped her hand around my shaft, her grip firm and sure. She looked up at me, her blue eyes glittering.

"You've got a beautiful cock, Ashe. I knew you would."

I couldn't form a coherent response, my mind drowning in the sight of her on her knees, her hand stroking me. Becca leaned in, her tongue flicking out to lick the tip. I groaned, my hips jerking involuntarily.

"You like that?" she asked, her breath warm against my skin.

"Yes," I managed to choke out.

"Can you do something for me, Ashe?"

"Yeah?"

"Can you take off that wedding ring? This doesn't feel right with you wearing it."

I hesitated only for a moment. It had been almost two decades since I'd first put that ring on.

I slipped it from my finger. At first it resisted, as if trying to stay put. A gentle twist finally set it loose.

I set the ring on my nightstand, right next to the Placido watch my wife had given me five years earlier.

To my one and only. Love, Franny.

I frowned at the memory, then exhaled sharply as Becca took me into her mouth, her lips sliding over my shaft. The sensation was incredible, a wet heat that enveloped me completely. I tangled my fingers in her hair, guiding her gently as she moved, her head bobbing in a steady rhythm.

She took me deeper, her tongue swirling around my shaft. I could feel the back of her throat, the soft, wet suction of her mouth. I groaned again, my grip tightening in her hair.

"Becca, that feels so good."

She hummed in response, the vibration sending a jolt of pleasure through me. I could feel the tension building, the pressure in my balls intensifying as Becca worked me with her eager mouth.

"Becca, I'm close," I warned, giving her a chance to pull away.

But she didn't. She increased her pace, her hand and mouth working in tandem, driving me closer to the edge.

I couldn't hold back any longer. With a low groan, I exploded, pumping my cum into her mouth. Becca swallowed, her throat working as she took everything I gave her.

When she finally pulled away, she looked up at me, her lips glistening, a satisfied smile on her face.

"That was..." I trailed off, at a loss for words.

"Good?"

"Amazing," I corrected, wrapping my arms around her and pulling her close. "You are amazing."

I pulled Becca to her feet, my heart still racing. Her lips lifted into a satisfied smile as I drew her closer and kissed her deeply, tasting myself on her tongue.

When we finally broke apart, she laughed softly.

"Most guys wouldn't want to kiss a girl after what I just did."

"Then most guys are idiots," I said, brushing a strand of hair from her face. "I can't imagine ever turning down a chance to kiss you, Becca."

She pressed her body against mine, her bare breasts warm against my chest.

"You're different than I expected, Asher Brownley."

"Good different or bad different?"

"Definitely good." She kissed me again, then reluctantly pulled away with a sigh. "I should get going."

"Stay a little longer," I said, not ready for this moment to end.

"I wish I could." She reached for her scrub top, pulling it over her head. "But I have to work tomorrow."

"When can I see you again?" I asked, watching as she adjusted her clothes.

"Work is crazy with this heat wave. People coming in with heat exhaustion, dehydration." She smoothed her hair back. "Give me a few days? By then, Aunty Flo will have packed her bags and left town."

I grinned, buttoning my pants.

"I'll be counting the hours."

We made our way downstairs, trying to be quiet. The old steps creaked beneath our feet anyway. I glanced at my father's closed door as we passed, relieved to see no light beneath it.

Outside, the night air hit us like a wall of sticky heat. The temperature had barely dropped from the daytime highs. Becca leaned against me as we walked to her minivan, her body a welcome weight against mine.

I opened her door and she turned to face me, her features softened by the dim glow of the streetlights.

"Thank you for tonight, Ashe. For the dinner, the yearbooks... everything."

"Thank you for being so amazing," I said, meaning every word. "I have to see you again. Soon."

She reached up, her fingers tracing my jawline.

"We have all summer."

We kissed again, not wanting to let go. When she finally slipped into the driver's seat, I closed her door and stepped back. She started the engine and rolled down her window.

"Sweet dreams," she called.

"They will be now."

I stood in the driveway, watching her taillights disappear around the corner, the night suddenly empty without her.

I lingered, then retreated into the house. I climbed the stairs to my room, my body still humming with satisfaction. The taste of Becca lingered on my lips, and I couldn't stop smiling. The night had gone better than I could have imagined.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out and saw a text from Lily.

Your minivan friend just left so are you ready to play Red Sun, Dead Sun now? King Blerberg isn't going to defeat himself!

I frowned, looking at my phone. How did she know Becca had just left? I glanced around my room and noticed the narrow window facing Dorothy's house. The curtain was tied back, giving a clear view across the way.

Movement caught my eye. I stepped closer to the window and peered out. There, in the closet window sat Lily. When she saw me looking, she waved enthusiastically. I waved back, my stomach dropping.

Had she been watching Becca and me this whole time?

I went and sat at my desk and opened the gaming laptop I'd bought earlier. The machine hummed to life, its keyboard glowing with multicolored lights. I put on the headphones Lily had lent me yesterday.

The game loaded. Almost immediately, a notification popped up that "KittyKlaw" had joined my party.

"Hey there, Ashe!" Lily's voice came through the headphones, bright and cheerful. "I saw your face when you spotted me. Sorry if I startled you."

"It's okay," I said, still wondering exactly what she'd witnessed. "I just didn't realize you were there."

As if reading my thoughts, Lily laughed.

"Don't worry, I didn't spy on you and Nurse Hottie. I just noticed you had company earlier. I heard her minivan drive away, so I figured you might be free now."

Relief washed over me. "Well, it's only eleven. We've got plenty of time to raid Castle Skullbones."

"Yes!" Lily cheered, her character jumping up and down on my screen. "We're totally going to take down King Blerberg this time! I've been practicing all day!"

I glanced out the window again. I could just make out Lily's silhouette in her closet, hunched over her computer. The small space was dark except for the blue glow of her monitor illuminating her face.

"I'm ready when you are," I told her, adjusting the ridiculous headphones.

"I'm always ready, Ashe," she replied, her voice dropping to a more sultry tone. "You should remember that."

I paused, my fingers hovering over the keyboard. Was she talking about the game, or something more? Before I could decide, her character charged forward on the screen.

"Come on, slowpoke! These trash mobs aren't going to slay themselves!"


Chapter 12



"And then when Lich King Lembast started cocooning for his big surge attack, all the noobs lined up behind the main pillar even though that doesn't work anymore! Not since the new patch, like oh my god! That's why we wiped and sucked so bad. I swear, we need to make like our own Battle Guild or transfer to a new server."

I nodded and smiled as Lily recounted our last Raid. We were on our morning walk, something that had become a daily routine for us these last few days.

Today Lily was wearing a bright orange hair band with matching cat ears. An orange sundress with a plunging neckline showed off her freckled cleavage. Orange Chuck Taylor low tops completed the outfit.

We'd been walking for over a mile now. The sun climbed through a hazy sky and the temperature was already rising. The heat wave that had settled over the coast showed no signs of relenting. Sweat beaded at my temples and trickled down my back. My t-shirt was clinging uncomfortably to my skin despite the coastal breeze.

Wilson panted ahead of us on the sidewalk, his tongue lolling as he paused occasionally to sniff at the parched grass. I wiped my brow with the back of my hand, feeling the heat radiating from the ground beneath our feet. Even the normally cool morning dew had evaporated, leaving everything dry and brittle under the relentless sun.

"This heat dome is something else," I said for the thousandth time since arriving in Port Chasten. "Pop says he's never seen anything like it in all his years in Port Chasten."

Lily nodded in agreement, her cheeks flushed from the combination of animated storytelling and the climbing temperature.

Sammy seemed to be feeling it too, the cat moving more sluggishly at the end of his leash than usual, seeking out whatever patches of shade she could find along our route.

Lily and I had been spending our nights together playing Red Sun, Dead Sun, often going well past midnight as we roamed the MMORPG's famously vast landscape. Three nights of late gaming sessions had reconnected me with a part of myself I'd forgotten existed, the part that could get lost in something purely for fun.

"So anyway, I've been farming Lembast for like two thousand years now, and he never drops my Boots of Eternal Freedom." Lily adjusted Sammy's harness as the cat paused to investigate a fallen leaf. "I need those boots so bad. Getting rooted during raid fights is such hot garbage."

Wilson trotted ahead, occasionally glancing back to make sure we were following.

"What about you?" Lily nudged my arm. "What epic are you hunting?"

"Gloves of Perfect Striking. I want to try a Dexterity build for my Shadowblade."

"A Dex build?" Her eyes widened. "That's hardcore. Most people can't handle the rotation timing. You know they don't allow macros anymore, right?"

"I played a lot a long time ago and got server ranked. Never used a single macro. Some skills stick with you."

"Wow, Ashe. You're like an OG RSDSer."

I smiled, watching her face light up with renewed respect. Francine wouldn't have understood anything I said about the game, much less cared. It was a small disconnect between us, just one of many that had built up over nineteen years of marriage.

And she still hasn't messaged me. Not even to ask how Pop is doing.

I shook my head, forcing myself not to think of my wife. Was she working on divorce papers at this moment? The notion didn't anger me, just made me sad.

Lily and I reached the wooden walkway overlooking Chasten Cove. Below us, the rocky beach stretched in a wide crescent, dotted with massive driftwood logs bleached silver by salt and sun. Gentle waves lapped against the shore, and beyond them, sea stacks rose from the water, their tops crowned with wind-twisted pines. The morning light cast long shadows across the cliffs on either side of the cove.

Lily and I leaned against the railing, our elbows touching. Wilson flopped down in the walkway's shade while Sammy sat surveying her domain.

The silence between me and Lily felt comfortable. In-game and in person, Lily was usually happily chattering away about gaming or anime or K-pop, but she also enjoyed just being quiet and taking in the moment.

"Usually this place is packed with tourists," I said. "The heat's keeping them away. Usually, heat drives people to the coast. But now I guess they just want to stay indoors with AC."

"The malls must be doing crazy good business," Lily said. "They have air con. And frozen yogurt. Not much else to do there. Malls are such ghost towns."

I suppressed a grin, remembering how much I looked forward to going to the mall when I was a kid.

"I like it better this way." Lily tucked a strand of red hair behind her ear. "Less people. At UF, there were always crowds everywhere. Cafeteria, library, dorms. Like absolutely nowhere to just breathe."

Her voice dropped slightly at the mention of her school. I'd noticed she rarely talked about her time there.

"You thinking about heading back for fall semester?" I asked, keeping my tone casual.

She shook her head, eyes fixed on the horizon.

"Looking into online courses instead. Maybe through OSU or something."

I recognized the shift in her demeanor. Whatever had happened in Florida remained a sore spot. Lily's usual animated personality had paused, replaced by something more subdued.

"Online's flexible," I offered. "Could fit around your gaming schedule."

That earned me a small smile.

"True. Can't interrupt our climb up the duo rankings."

"We make a good team," I said.

"We do," she agreed, her shoulder brushing against mine as she turned to look up at me. "Really good."

I nodded in agreement and looked out over the beach below us. Gaming with Lily at night and then starting the day walking with her to town or the beach? It was a great way to start and end the day. Being around Lily made me feel energized. She was a bundle of energy and quirky enthusiasm.

It was hard to ignore Lily's feelings for me. I was so much older than her and I didn't want to lead her on. At the same time, I enjoyed spending time with Lily. I brightened up every time we spoke, whether on the game or on our walks.

She makes me feel like a kid again.

I chuckled at the notion. I was only forty, not a doddering geezer.

"What's funny?" Lily asked.

"Nothing," I said. "Just thinking of how old I'm getting."

"You're not old. You're seasoned. Coming back to care for your dad? Low-key iconic."

"It is good to be back in Port Chasten," I said. "I never realized how much I missed this place."

I took in a deep breath of sea air, letting the memories wash over me. This place held so many fragments of my past. Playing on this beach as a kid, walking here with Ellen, then leaving town for what I hoped would be a better life.

A light touch on my left hand startled me from my thoughts. Lily was gently stroking my ring finger, tracing the pale band of skin where my wedding ring had been.

"Why did you take it off?" she asked softly, her green eyes meeting mine. "Was it because Nurse Hottie asked you to?"

I laughed, surprised by the question and the nickname.

"Why do you keep calling her 'Nurse Hottie?'"

Lily shrugged, a smile playing at her lips.

"That's what everyone in town calls her. Every guy in Port Chasten has tried their luck with Rebecca Smith, and none have gotten far." She raised an eyebrow. "No one until you, that is. So is that why the ring came off?"

I wondered exactly how much she'd seen that night from her window. The thought made my cheeks warm. Whatever was happening between Becca and me felt too new, too uncertain to discuss.

"I took it off because it doesn't mean what it used to," I said finally. "Wearing it made me feel like I was being fake, pretending something was true when it wasn't."

I rubbed the pale skin where the ring had been.

"It felt strange at first, but now it feels natural."

"Do you think that might change?" Lily asked, her voice quieter now. "You might get back with your wife?"

I shook my head, watching a seagull dive into the water below.

"I don't think so. We've grown too far apart." I swallowed against a sudden tightness in my throat. "Still, nineteen years is a long time. It hurts."

"I'm sorry," Lily whispered, wrapping her arms around me in a hug.

I patted her back, grateful for the comfort. But instead of pulling away, she snuggled tighter against me, pressing her face into my chest. I found myself stroking her red hair, loving the way it gleamed like copper threads in the sunlight.

The sound of laughter broke the moment. An older couple was power walking toward us, matching visors shading their faces.

Lily reluctantly stepped back from our embrace as they approached.

"Morning, Lily!" the woman called out. "Hot one today, isn't it?"

"And getting hotter by the minute from the looks of things," the man added with a smirk.

"Good morning, Mr. and Mrs. Yellin," Lily replied, a blush rising across her pale skin.

"Asher Brownley?" Mrs. Yellin asked. "We heard you were back in town. We're all glad to hear your father will be okay. Give him our best."

"Thank you," I said. "I will."

The Yellins power walked past us, heading down the steps to the beach.

"We should probably get back," I said.

Wilson stretched and yawned as we left the wooden walkway. Sammy was already perched on Lily's shoulder, done with walking for the day.

"So tonight!" Lily said, slipping her arm through mine. "Are we raiding the Lunar Graveyard or Magatron Fortress?"

"Why not both?"

"OMG! You're so real for that!"

Lily's giggles floated through the air as we strolled through the heat of another summer day at Port Chasten.
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"Did you get the beer?"

"Oh damn!" I said, slapping my head. "Knew I forgot something."

"Very funny, wise guy."

My father had parked his wheelchair at the kitchen table. He was browsing the news on his iPad. The salami sandwich I made him for lunch was still sitting half-eaten in front of him.

"Bread, milk, eggs, sausages, hamburgers, onions, lemons for lemonade..."

I listed off the groceries as I brought them in, setting everything down in the kitchen. I brought the two cases of Rainier beer in last.

"You didn't finish your lunch?" I asked as I put away the groceries.

"Damn pills make my belly ache. The Mariners lost again, by the way. Day game in Boston. Swept by the Red Sox."

"Some things never change. So the sandwich was okay?"

"It was fine. I plan on finishing it. A beer will help settle my stomach."

I glanced at my watch. It was almost two.

"You should hold off on that beer until after Jess comes by."

"Who's Jess? Have I met him?"

"Jess is Jessamin, the physical therapist."

"Oh yeah," Pop nodded. "The sexy brunette with the huge..."

He held his cupped hands in front of his chest.

"Behave. And yeah, that's her. Your first rehab appointment is at two."

"You're the one who should be behaving. Between Jess and Rebecca Smith, you're spoiled for choice."

"Hardly," I snorted. "Becca's a friend and Jess is your physical therapist. She's a professional. And a stunner like her is probably married anyway."

"She wasn't wearing a ring. I checked. And neither are you."

I rubbed my bare ring finger, unsurprised that my father had clocked the change. He'd always been an observant man.

"Just trying it out," I said quietly.

"Does it feel right?"

"It does."

"Then keep doing it. You've got your hands full taking care of an old man. You don't need to carry any more dead weight."

"You're not dead weight, Pop."

"Never said I was! Now your wife..."

"You never liked Francine, did you?"

"It didn't matter whether I liked her or not. She was your wife. That's all that mattered. If she's not your wife anymore? Well, that changes things, doesn't it?"

We were interrupted by the sound of Jess's car pulling into the driveway. Pop looked out the window at the battered hatchback and shook his head.

"That gal needs a new ride."

I had to agree. The little Chevy looked rough.

What didn't look rough was the woman getting out of the Chevy. Jess was wearing hospital scrubs today, not the sports bra and yoga pants she had on last time that left such an impression on me and my father.

Despite the baggy scrubs, Jess's curvy body was still impossible to ignore.

I opened the front door as Jess bounded up the porch steps. She had her glossy black hair pulled up in a high ponytail, revealing more of her face than I'd seen before. The thin scar that ran from her hairline down to her ear was visible, a pale line against her olive skin.

"Hey there, handsome!" She flashed me a bright smile. "Qué calor del infierno! It's hot as balls out here!"

I laughed, stepping aside to let her in.

"You're Spanish must come in handy with a lot of your patients."

"Nah, I mostly just know the swear words," she said. "My mother was Anglo and would slap the hell out of me if I swore in English. But swearing in Spanish? All good. Besides, cursing is the most useful part of any language."

As she passed me, I caught a whiff of something citrusy and fresh. She was wearing a summer perfume that smelled amazing. Was she wearing that the first time she came by? I didn't think so.

The air conditioning hit Jess and she let out a dramatic sigh of relief.

"Thank God you got these AC units working. Half my patients are melting in this heat wave. Driving around in my car is like driving around in an oven. Rolling down the windows just makes it worse."

"I can imagine. It's ninety-five degrees out there."

I led her into the living room where Pop sat in his wheelchair, looking more alert than he had in days.

"Well hello there, Jess," Pop said, straightening up. "You're a sight for sore eyes."

"Tom! Looking good today." Jess set her backpack down and crouched in front of his wheelchair. "How are you feeling?"

"Been worse," Pop shrugged. "Been better too."

"Honest. I like that." Jess nodded approvingly. "Today we start the real work. But first, let me check that knee to make sure the inflammation's gone down."

I leaned against the doorframe, watching as Jess gently lifted Pop's pajama pant leg. Her hands moved with practiced efficiency as she loosened the knee brace and pulled it off. Pop winced slightly, but didn't complain.

"Does this hurt?" she asked, her fingers probing around the swollen joint.

"A little. Throbs at night mostly," Pop admitted. "Otherwise it's fine."

Jess hummed thoughtfully, her brow furrowed in concentration. I found myself studying the scar on her face, wondering about its story.

It's not a surgical scar, too jagged for that. An accident maybe?

"Well, Mr. Brownley," Jess said. "You look good to go for therapy. The swelling's down enough that we can start getting you mobile again."

Pop nodded, looking pleased.

"Whatever you say, boss."

Jess stood up and caught me watching her. She held my gaze for a moment, her brown eyes bright with something I couldn't quite read.

"Come watch what I do," she told me. "That way you can help your father with these exercises when I'm not here."

"Sure thing. Can I record you on my phone? That way I can review it to make sure I'm doing things right."

Jess nodded, looking impressed at my suggestion. I grabbed my phone and launched the camera app.

Jess moved to position herself at a good angle for the camera, her professional demeanor taking over. I hit record and gave her a thumbs up.

"Alright, so we're working with Mr. Thomas Brownley, who has a grade two MCL sprain," Jess explained, looking directly into my phone camera. "The medial collateral ligament connects the thigh bone to the shin bone on the inner side of the knee. In a grade two sprain, the ligament is partially torn but still intact."

She turned to Pop, who was watching her with rapt attention.

"First exercise is gentle range of motion. Mr. Brownley, I want you to slowly extend your leg as far as is comfortable, then bend it back." She supported his calf as he performed the movement. "Perfect! Notice I'm not forcing anything. We're respecting pain boundaries while gradually increasing mobility."

Pop grimaced, but completed the movement.

"Next, we're doing isometric quad sets." Jess placed her hand on Pop's thigh muscle. "Mr. Brownley, I want you to tighten this muscle without moving your leg. Hold for five seconds, then release."

Pop's quadriceps tensed under her hand.

"Excellent! This strengthens the muscles that support the knee without putting stress on the ligament."

She then demonstrated straight leg raises, helping Pop lift his straightened leg a few inches off the wheelchair.

"These work the quad without bending the knee. We'll do three sets of ten repetitions, twice daily."

Jess moved on to hamstring sets, having Pop gently press his heel down against her hand.

"The goal is to maintain muscle strength while the ligament heals. We'll progress to more challenging exercises as healing advances."

She finished by showing how to properly apply ice.

"Twenty minutes daily after exercise. Always with a cloth barrier between the ice and skin."

Jess looked back at the camera.

"These exercises should never cause sharp pain, just mild discomfort at most. If there's swelling or increased pain, back off and rest. Recovery takes patience, but with consistent work, most people regain full function."

I stopped recording. She gave a bright smile.

"Any questions?"

"That was perfect, thanks."

"No problemo," Jess said. "Just doing my job."

Pop looked between us with an impressed smile.

"She's good at what she does, isn't she, Ashe?"

"Excellent," I agreed, pretending not to notice the flush that colored Jess's cheeks.

I watched as Jess continued to guide Pop through the exercises. For the next half hour, she patiently demonstrated each movement, correcting his form with gentle touches and encouraging words.

Despite the AC running full blast, Pop was soon sweating with exertion, his face flushed with effort.

"Let's take a break," Jess suggested, noticing Pop's labored breathing. "You're doing fantastic, Tom."

"Feels like I'm back in boot camp," Pop grumbled, but I caught the hint of pride in his voice.

"One more set," Jess urged. "Then we're done for today."

Pop nodded and straightened his leg again, his jaw set with determination.

I felt a surge of admiration for my father's grit. Even at seventy, he wasn't one to back down from a challenge.

When they finally finished, Pop slumped back in his wheelchair, exhaustion written across his features.

"Water break," I announced, heading to the kitchen.

I returned with three cold bottles and passed them around. Jess took a long drink, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

"Mr. Brownley, patients like you make my job easy. You're a hard worker."

"Had to be," Pop replied, gulping down his water. "Raised this knucklehead on my own."

Jess reached into her backpack, pulling out a folder.

"Here's all the information on the exercises we did today, plus my schedule for visits." She handed it to me, our fingers brushing briefly. "Let me know if any day doesn't work for you guys."

"Will do," I said, flipping through the neatly organized papers.

"I should get going," Jess said, checking her watch. "Got two more patients to see before the day's done."

"I'll walk you out," I offered.

"Good work, Tom. I'll see you soon."

"You got it, Jess. Drive safe."

Pop waved as we left. The heat hit us like a physical force as we stepped onto the porch. The air was thick and still, the sun a glaring white disc in the cloudless sky.

"Jesus Christ," Jess muttered, shielding her eyes. "It's like walking into a sauna."

We made our way to her car. Our shoes were sticking to the scorching asphalt.

"You're doing a wonderful job with your dad," Jess said, glancing up at me. "Not everyone steps up like you have."

"It's the least I can do," I replied. "He did the same for me growing up."

"You'd be surprised how many families either can't help their parents or just don't care to." A shadow crossed her face. "The latter always makes me sad."

"Must be tough, seeing that side of people."

Jess nodded. "So, how are you liking being back in Port Chasten?"

"I didn't realize how much I missed it until I came back," I admitted. "There's something about this place that gets under your skin."

"I know what you mean. I travel all over these coastal communities, but Port Chasten is my favorite. There's a realness to it."

We reached her car, and Jess fumbled with her keys.

"Well, keep up the good work, Ashe. I'll see you soon."

"Take it easy. Hope you survive the heat."

Jess slid into the driver's seat and turned the key. Instead of the engine roaring to life, there was only a rapid clicking sound. She tried again with the same result.

"Shit," she muttered, her cheeks flushing with embarrassment. "Not again."

"Has this happened before?" I asked, leaning down to her open window.

"Yeah, the mechanic said my starter's worn out. I'm saving up to get it fixed, but..."

"I might be able to help," I said. "Give me a minute."

I jogged back to the house, grabbed a wrench from the toolbox in the hall closet, and headed back outside.

"Everything okay?" Pop called from the living room.

"Yeah, just remembered something from the old truck you gave me!"

Back at Jess's car, I popped the hood and propped it open. The engine was an older model, similar enough to my old Ford that I recognized the layout.

"I'm going to try something," I told Jess, then crawled underneath the car. "Turn the key when I tell you."

I positioned myself so I could reach the starter motor, feeling the hot asphalt through my t-shirt.

"Now!" I called.

As I heard the clicking, I gave the starter a solid tap with the wrench. The engine immediately roared to life.

I crawled out from under the car, brushing dirt from my clothes, and closed the hood. Jess looked at me with wide, grateful eyes from behind the wheel.

"What did you do?" she asked, her voice filled with wonder.

"Tapped the starter. It jars the internal brushes into proper contact and loosens up carbon buildup inside." I shrugged. "It's just a temporary fix, but it should be okay for a little while."

"Thank you," Jess said, her smile lighting up her entire face. "Seriously, you're a lifesaver."

I stepped back and waved as Jess backed out of the driveway. The battered Chevy disappeared down the street, leaving me standing in the sweltering heat, wrench in hand, watching long after she was gone.


Chapter 13



"Welcome! Come in!"

I held the door open as Dorothy and Lily entered. A wave of heat followed them in. It was just past six and the sun was still blazing in the hazy sky.

"Good lord, this AC is such a blessing," Dorothy said. "Everything is so crisp and cool in your house."

"We make do with fans in the windows," Lily said. "We run them all night to suck in cool air and then close all the windows and draw the shades during the day. It's like a vampire survival game in reverse, where we hunker down when the sun is out! We have to be very quiet and eat our rations. Like this. I brought ambrosia salad!"

Lily bounced on her toes as she showed me the big bowl in her arms. She was wearing a purple hair band with matching cat ears, along with a gauzy caftan dress.

"I love Lily's ambrosia salad!" Pop called from the living room.

Dorothy had already joined my father in front of the TV. She fanned herself as cool air blew over her from the window AC unit.

"We're starting a new series called Bay Cities," Dorothy told me. "Highly recommended online. A true crime documentary."

"Pop loves those kinds of shows," I said. "I didn't know you watched true crime, Mrs. Jones."

"I usually don't. But reviews say this show is more philosophical than most."

"I hope that doesn't mean it's boring," my father chuckled.

"If you don't want to watch that show," Lily said, "I thought we could hang out and talk about our raiding strategy. There's also a trailer for the big Red Sun, Dead Sun expansion coming in like a couple of months. It dropped last night. It's a cinematic trailer, but they have like actual gameplay footage. I read on socials that they show their new PVP arenas, too."

I glanced at Lily's eager face and felt a twinge of guilt. Her eyes were wide in anticipation of our gaming session.

"I'm sorry, Lily. I'm actually heading out tonight."

Her smile faltered. She clutched the ambrosia salad bowl tighter.

"Oh. Okay. Will you be back later? We could still play for a bit if you're not too tired."

"I don't know what time I'll be back," I said gently. "It might be pretty late."

Lily opened her mouth as if to ask more questions, then pressed her lips together. She nodded, her cat ears bobbing slightly with the movement.

"Lily will be just fine with us," Dorothy said from her seat beside Pop. "We've got snacks, shows, and stimulating conversation."

"Pop's phone is on the coffee table if you need anything," I said. "And you both have my number. Drinks are in the fridge. I bought a fresh bottle of tonic for you, Mrs. Jones."

"Thank you, Asher. Have a good evening, dear."

"I'll save you some ambrosia salad for when you get back," Lily said.

Her voice was bright, but I could tell Lily was forcing herself to be cheerful. She flashed a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes.

"Thanks, Lily. That's really thoughtful of you."

I felt bad about disappointing Lily again. This was the second time she'd come to the house hoping to spend time with me. I had grown very fond of this energetic young woman. Our morning walks were always a pleasure. Lily Jones was a joy to be around.

But it's more than that, isn't it? More than just her companionship?

I had to admit to myself that I was growing attracted to Lily. It wasn't just her charming personality. With her red hair and big green eyes and those freckles on her pale skin, Lily was a fresh, young beauty who brightened my day.

The way she looked at me was hard to ignore. And when a girl like Lily is so obviously attracted to you, it's hard not to reciprocate that attraction. The huge age gap still made me uneasy, but I couldn't help but be drawn to Lily.

"Good night," I said quietly. "Hope the new series is good."

"Have fun out there," Lily said.

With a wave and a nod, I headed out the door, the image of Lily's sad smile lingering in my mind.

Outside, the temperature was still oppressive. The sun was still out and the hazy sky was tinged with yellow from the wildfires burning in Canada, another bonus of this crazy heat wave.

"I should offer to install an AC unit for Mrs. Jones again," I mumbled, glancing at their house. "Or maybe I should just buy one and bring it to her place. This heat is crazy. She's done so much for Pop, it would be a nice way to thank her. And Lily."

The interior of my truck was still baking, even with the windows down. I fired up the AC to full as I pulled out of the driveway and headed down the road.

Five minutes later, I pulled into the driveway of Becca's house. I grabbed the box of hard seltzer beside me and quickly checked my reflection in the rearview mirror before getting out.

Becca opened the front door before I knocked.

"Right on time," she smiled.

My eyes widened. Instead of the hospital scrubs I was used to seeing her in, Becca was wearing a white tank top tucked into denim shorts. She wasn't wearing a bra and her cleavage was on full display, her nipples clearly outlined beneath the thin fabric.

Becca noticed my expression and laughed.

"Ashe, if you stare any harder, your eyes are going to pop out of your head."

"Yeah, sorry. It's just... you look amazing, Becca."

Becca rolled her eyes, but I could tell she was pleased by my compliment.

"Come inside. I don't have any AC, but I've got the fans going."

I followed Becca into the house. A strong breeze flowed through the living room. Two box fans had been placed in opposite windows, both going at full speed.

"That one sucks in from the shady side of the house," Becca said, raising her voice above the hum of the fans. "The other one blows out to the hot side."

"Good thinking. If you ever want to install a window AC unit, I'm your man."

"I've thought about it. We've never needed it here on the coast, but maybe that's changing."

"It's been a game changer for us. Pop would be miserable without it."

"You take such good care of him, Ashe. I don't know if you know this, but it's very sexy."

"Helping my father out is sexy?" I laughed. "How is that at all sexy?"

Becca put her hand on my arm and smiled up at me.

"It shows you're a kind man. Kindness and responsibility are deeply sexy." She kissed me, a light peck on the lips. "And you're handsome. And you have a nice cock. That's sexy, too."

She patted my butt and took me by the hand.

"It's been over twenty years since you were last in this house. Bring back memories?"

"It's different," I said, looking around. "Less cluttered. New furniture."

"After my parents moved to Arizona, I did some redecorating."

"You did a good job. It looks fresher."

"Want to look upstairs? You used to spend a lot of time there with Ellen."

"I'd like that."

Becca squeezed my hand and led me up the stairs. The banister felt smooth under my palm, worn from years of hands sliding along its surface.

"This is my bedroom now," Becca said, opening the door to the master bedroom.

I stepped inside, taking in the tasteful decor. The room was painted a soft peach, with a large bed covered in a white comforter. Gauzy curtains billowed in the breeze from an open window.

"It felt strange at first," Becca admitted. "Growing up, this was the forbidden zone. Mom and Dad's private sanctuary that we weren't allowed to enter without permission."

"I remember Ellen complaining about that," I said. "She thought your parents were hiding something scandalous in here."

Becca laughed. "Just their sanity from two rambunctious daughters."

I glanced at the bed. "I hope you changed the mattress."

"God, yes. That was the first thing I did. Bought a new bed frame, mattress, everything. I couldn't sleep on my parents' bed. Too weird."

"I understand completely."

She tugged my hand. "Come on, more to see."

The next room was smaller, with simple furnishings and neutral colors.

"This is my old bedroom. It's a guest room now, for when my parents visit."

"Do they come up often?" I asked.

Becca shook her head. "They haven't left Arizona in years. Dad's arthritis makes travel difficult, and Mom doesn't like to leave him. But I keep it ready, just in case."

She walked to the window and looked out.

"I used to spend summer evenings right here, watching the town. All those lights twinkling as the sun went down."

I joined her at the window. Port Chasten spread out below us, nestled in the cliffs ringing the coastline.

"Unlike Ellen, I never wanted to leave," Becca said softly. "She was always restless, always planning her escape. But I loved it here. Still do."

"It's a beautiful town," I agreed. "Maybe it takes being away from here to realize how special Port Chasten is."

"Ooh, you're being so deep, Ashe."

Becca giggled as she bumped her shoulder against mine.

"Just speaking my mind."

"Good enough. Now come on. I saved the best for last."

She led me down the hall to the last bedroom. When she opened the door, I froze in the doorway.

"Holy shit," I whispered.

Ellen's bedroom looked almost exactly as I remembered it. The same twin bed with its purple comforter. The same battered dresser covered with makeup and trinkets. The closet door stood open, revealing clothes packed tightly together.

"It hasn't changed much, has it?" Becca asked.

"The Backstreet Boys are gone," I noted, looking at the walls where posters had once hung.

Becca chuckled and reached into the closet. She pulled out a cardboard tube and removed the rubber bands holding it closed. She unrolled it to reveal the familiar faces of Nick, Brian, AJ, Kevin, and Howie.

"She took them down when she went to work in Seattle, but couldn't bear to throw them away," Becca explained, carefully rolling the poster back up. "Britney's in here too."

"Why keep her room like this?" I asked.

"Ellen always said she wanted to redecorate, but never got around to it. I think she likes having it stay the same. A little time capsule of her youth."

I sat down on the edge of the bed, memories washing over me.

"I feel like I just stepped back twenty years. Even the smell of her makeup and perfume..."

My voice trailed off as I took in Ellen's bedroom. When I came to the house, I hadn't expected to be transported back into my teenage years.

"She's had a restless life since you two broke up," Becca said, sitting beside me. "Always moving, changing jobs, starting over. I think she was happiest in high school, with you."

I didn't know what to say to that. It made me sad to think of Ellen still clinging to the past. Despite her faults, Ellen had been full of life as a young woman.

"Does she ever come back here?"

"She visits sometimes, stays a few days, but then gets antsy and leaves again."

"Sounds like her." I ran my hand over the purple comforter. "I wish things had ended better between us."

"You two were inseparable during senior year."

"We'd sit right here," I said, patting the bed. "Just holding hands, listening to music or studying together. I thought we'd be together forever."

"Forever is a long time," Becca said.

"Yeah," I sighed. "We were just kids."

"And now you're all grown up. We both are."

Becca leaned in and kissed me. Her lips parted and her tongue found mine. She tasted fresh and minty and I realized she had brushed her teeth and used mouthwash before I came over.

Becca playfully sucked my tongue and her hand stroked the back of my head, pulling me closer. I stroked her blonde hair, running the fine strands through my fingers.

But then I pulled back, gently disengaging. Becca blinked in confusion.

"What's wrong?" she asked.

"Not here," I said apologetically. "Not in this room. Her room. You're her sister and... it just, it feels too weird."

Becca nodded understandingly. She stood and pulled me to my feet.

"I've got sandwiches and macaroni salad downstairs," she said. "Slices of cold watermelon for dessert. Hungry?"

"Absolutely. We'll put those seltzers on ice. I know how much you like them."

"I do. Especially on a hot day like this."

We headed back downstairs, Becca leading the way. I enjoyed how her hips swayed as she descended the stairs, her denim shorts hugging the curve of her ass.

"I set up something in the backyard," she said, opening the sliding glass door. "It's too hot to eat inside without AC."

I followed her onto the patio and was pleasantly surprised. Under an awning that provided shade from the relentless sun, Becca had arranged patio chairs around a small table. A cooler sat on the ground beside it. A Bluetooth speaker played soft jazz that floated through the warm evening air.

"This looks great," I said, stepping onto the brick patio.

"I thought we could enjoy the evening breeze. It's supposed to cool down a bit after sunset."

I placed my box of seltzers into the cooler, which was already filled with ice, cans of sparkling water, and slices of watermelon.

"I'll grab the sandwiches," Becca said, disappearing back into the house.

When she returned, she carried a plate stacked with sandwiches cut into triangles.

"I made salami on sourdough," she said, setting the plate down. "Still your favorite, right?"

"How did you know that?"

"Ellen mentioned it when you two were dating. You used to bring them for lunch at school."

"Root beer floats. Salami sandwiches. I can't believe you remembered that after all these years."

"That's not all I remembered," Becca said.

She reached into her pocket and pulled out a CD case, handing it to me.

"Take a look."

Curious, I took the case. It was a home-burned CD in a clear plastic jewel case. I pulled out the paper cover and opened it. At the top, written in purple gel pen, were the words "For Asher, 2003." Below was a neatly handwritten list of songs.

"What is this?" I asked, though I already knew.

"It's a mix CD I burned for you after you broke up with Ellen," Becca explained, sitting down across from me. "I knew you were hurting, and I wanted you to know I was thinking about you."

I flipped through the track list, smiling at the selection of early 2000s songs. "Why didn't you ever give it to me?"

Becca looked down, suddenly shy.

"I had it in a padded envelope, all ready to mail to you in Newport, but I was too scared. So I kept it all these years." She looked up, meeting my eyes. "And now I can finally give it to you."

"Thank you," I said, genuinely touched. "This means a lot."

I leaned across the table and kissed her softly.

"I wish I could listen to it," I said, holding up the CD. "But who has a CD player these days?"

"I thought you might say that," Becca said. "I don't have a CD player either, but I recreated the playlist on my phone."

"Play it," I said.

Becca hesitated.

"You saw the playlist. Those songs are so corny." She laughed nervously. "Remember, I was a twelve-year-old girl with a crush when I made that."

I reached across the table and took her hand.

"That twelve-year-old girl grew up to be an amazing woman. I want to hear the songs."

Becca blushed but picked up her phone. She tapped the screen a few times, and the jazz faded out, replaced by the opening notes of a ballad that had been popular among tweens back in 2003.

I couldn't help but smile.

"Ah, the soundtrack of every middle school dance."

"I told you it was corny," Becca said, covering her face with her hands.

"It's not corny," I assured her. "It's sweet."

I stood up and held out my hand.

"Dance with me?"

Becca looked up, her blue eyes wide.

"You're kidding."

"I'm completely serious."

After a moment's hesitation, she took my hand and stood. I pulled her close, one hand on the small of her back, the other holding hers. We swayed slowly to the music, our bodies pressed together in the warm evening air.

Becca rested her head against my chest, and I breathed in the scent of her hair. We were both sweating, our skin sticky where we touched. But I didn't care. All that mattered was the feeling of Becca in my arms, the music playing around us, and the sunset painting the sky in shades of orange and pink.

"This is nice," Becca murmured against my chest.

"It is," I agreed.

The playlist continued, each song more nostalgic than the last. Becca and I swayed together, our bodies pressed close despite the oppressive heat.

When a particularly cheesy love song from the early 2000s came on, we both burst into laughter.

"Oh my god, I can't believe I included this one," Becca groaned, burying her face against my chest.

"It's not that bad," I chuckled, spinning her in a slow circle.

"It's terrible! I had such awful taste."

"You were twelve. Everyone has awful taste at twelve."

We laughed again as the chorus swelled, both of us singing along with exaggerated emotion, our voices blending in the warm evening air. Sweat beaded on my forehead and dampened the back of my shirt, but I didn't care. Becca's tank top clung to her skin, and her hair was damp at the temples, but she looked radiant.

"You're not wearing your ring," she said quietly.

"No."

"I never meant for you to take it off all the time."

"I wanted to. It feels better without it."

When the song ended, Becca didn't pull away. She looked up at me, her blue eyes soft in the fading light.

"I used to daydream about this," she confessed quietly. "Being held by you."

"Really?"

She nodded. "I felt so guilty. Having feelings for my sister's boyfriend was wrong, but I couldn't help it. All the boys my age seemed like farty little goblins compared to you."

I laughed at her description.

"I was nothing special, Becca. You just thought so because I was older."

"That's what I told myself too," she said, tracing a finger along my jawline. "But when I heard your father was in my hospital, and then saw you on that video call..."

She shook her head, as if still surprised by her feelings.

"It all came flooding back. Like I'd been waiting for you without even knowing it."

Her words touched something deep inside me. I cupped her face in my hands, studying the woman she'd become.

"You don't have to wait anymore," I whispered.

I kissed her deeply, then reached behind her to slide open the glass door to the house. Without breaking our kiss, I swept one arm under her knees and lifted her up.

Becca squealed with delight, wrapping her arms around my neck.

"Ashe!"

"Is this okay?" I asked, holding her against my chest.

"More than okay," she breathed. "I love how strong you are."

I kissed her again, feeling her melt against me as I carried her into the house.


Chapter 14



I carried Becca into the living room, the old hardwood floor creaking beneath my feet. The fans whirred loudly, filling the room with their white noise, pushing around the hot air without providing much relief.

I gently laid Becca on the sofa, her blonde hair fanning out against the cushions. Her chest rose and fell with quick breaths as I sat beside her, our eyes locked in silent communication. The intensity in her gaze sent a rush of heat through my body that had nothing to do with the weather.

With deliberate slowness, I slid my hands under the hem of her tank top, my fingers trailing along the soft skin of her stomach. Becca's breath caught as I lifted the fabric up and over her breasts. They were plump and firm, perfectly round with a natural heaviness that filled my hands.

Her coral pink nipples stood erect in the warm evening air, darker and more pronounced against her sun-kissed skin that faded to creamy paleness where her bikini line usually covered. The dim light cast soft shadows across the curves of her chest, highlighting the gentle rise and fall with each quickened breath she took.

"You're beautiful," I whispered, stroking her nipples with my thumb.

She arched her back and sighed, her eyes never leaving mine.

"I want you, Ashe. I've wanted you for so long."

I bent down to kiss her breast, feeling her nipple harden even more against my tongue. Becca gasped, her fingers threading through my hair to hold me closer.

The fan's noise provided a steady backdrop to her soft moans as I moved to her other breast, savoring the taste of her skin.

Her hands tugged at my shirt, and I straightened up to pull it off. Becca ran her fingers across my chest, tracing the contours of my muscles with appreciation.

"Take these off," she commanded, tugging at my pants.

I stood to remove them, watching as Becca wiggled out of her shorts and underwear. As I stripped, the sight of her naked body sent a surge of desire through me. My cock bobbed obscenely, fully engorged and throbbing.

"There it is," she grinned. "So hard already."

"You're not the only one who was tired of waiting," I said.

Becca reached for me, and I returned to the sofa, our bodies pressing together skin to skin.

Our mouths found each other again in a hungry kiss as my hand slid between her legs. Her pussy was bare, her lips slick. She was wet and ready, her hips lifting to meet my touch.

Becca moaned against my lips, her fingers digging into my shoulders as I massaged the hard nub of her clit.

"I've got condoms," I whispered.

"I don't want that," she said. "Do you?"

"Hell no."

"Then do it now," she gasped. "Put it in me, Ashe. Fuck my pussy, please! Fuck me raw!"

I positioned myself between her thighs, the sofa creaking beneath our combined weight. I rubbed my cockhead up and down her dripping slit, coating my tip in her juices.

"Stop teasing me," she begged.

With one smooth thrust, I entered her, both of us groaning at the sensation. Becca wrapped her legs around my waist, pulling me deeper.

We moved together, finding our rhythm as the fan whirred nearby. Sweat slicked our bodies in the heat, making us slide against each other in a delicious friction. The sound of skin against skin mingled with our ragged breathing and occasional moans.

Becca's nails scraped down my back as I increased my pace. Her eyes were half-closed, her lips parted in pleasure. I bent to kiss her neck, tasting the salt of her sweaty skin.

"Ashe," she panted, her voice breaking. "I'm close."

I shifted my angle slightly, driving deeper, and felt her body tense beneath me. Her back arched as she cried out, her inner muscles clenching around me.

Sweat flowing down me, I pounded her pussy until Becca threw her head back, her eyes squeezed shut as she crashed into her orgasm. The sight of her climax pushed me to the edge, but I didn't want to finish, not yet.

Standing up, I lifted Becca from the sofa. Her body was still shaking from her orgasm, and she looked at me with the unfocused eyes of a woman who has been well fucked.

But I wanted to see how much further she could go, how much more I could give her.

I turned her over and positioned her trembling body so she was draped over the sofa, her knees beneath her. I ran my hands over her wide hips, caressing her firm ass as I spread her cheeks apart. Becca's pussy glistened wetly as I ran my cock up and down her slit, using my cockhead to massage her twitching asshole.

Becca's finger dug into the sofa's backrest as I thrust deep into her pussy, going balls deep inside her. Gripping her ass, I hammered her from behind, the wet slap of my cock driving into her mixing with Becca's whimpers and the drone of the fans.

"Pull my hair!" she urged me.

I did as she asked, grabbing a fistful of her long blonde hair and pulling it back, making her cry out in pleasure as I fucked her.

"Harder!" she begged. "Fuck me harder!"

Pulling her hair with one hand and gripping her ass with the other, I slammed into her pussy again and again, my breath ragged, sweat pouring down my face as Becca let out a strangled scream, climaxing on my cock, creaming over my throbbing tool and begging me to cum, begging me to fill her pussy with my load, the tightness in my balls ready to explode as I--

"You having someone over for company, Becca?"

Becca and I both jumped, startled by the sudden intrusion. Someone was standing inside the front door. A woman.

Ellen.

Becca and I scrambled to cover ourselves. My old girlfriend had a shocked smirk on her face as she looked us over.

"Oh shit! Sorry! Didn't know you were busy, Becca. I guess you didn't hear me coming in over the noise of the fans. I'll just leave you two and--"

Ellen's eyes moved from her sister's face to mine.

Our eyes caught.

Ellen's smile faltered in confusion, then collapsed as recognition suddenly flooded into her eyes.

"Ashe?" she whispered. "What the fuck?"

"Ellen... shit. Uh..."

"What. The. FUCK!" Ellen shouted, her eyes widening as she took in my rigid cock glistening with her sister's juices. "Are you fucking kidding me? I haven't seen you in twenty goddamn years! And now I come home to find you fucking my sister? In my parents' house?"

"Ellen, please calm down--" I said, still trying to get my bearings.

"Calm... me?" she spluttered. "Fuck you, Asher Brownley! You goddamn asshole!"

"What are you even doing here?" Becca gasped, tugging on her shorts. "Why didn't you let me know you were coming?"

"Do I need permission to visit my own house?" Ellen snarled. "It belongs to me as much as you, dear sister. Now what the fuck is he doing here?"

"I think you know what I was doing here," I said, growing tired of Ellen's outburst. "You have eyes."

"Same smart ass Asher," Ellen said, shaking her head. "Does your wife know you're here. Maybe I should tell her what I've just witnessed?"

"I doubt Francine would care. But do what you like, Ellen. You always do."

I let my hands drop at my sides, no longer trying to cover myself. Ellen's eyes raked over me, hard and cold and appraising.

I let her look. Ellen had seen me naked lots of times, seen my hard cock, even knew the taste of my cum. What did I have to hide?

As she looked me over, I took in the sight of my first love. Ellen Smith was still a very attractive woman. She'd gotten a little heavier and her hair was shorter, but she still undoubtedly turned heads wherever she went.

But there was a hardness in her eyes that hadn't been there before. Something bitter had seeped into her face, something unkind. I remembered what she looked like before, when she was an 18-year-old girl wrapped in my arms, her eyes alight with joy.

That was all gone now. The years had changed Ellen. And not for the better.

"I'm going up to my room," Ellen said, her voice icy. "When I come back down, this piece of shit better be gone from my house. You understand, Rebecca?"

Before Becca could reply, Ellen turned away, her heels clacking loudly as she climbed the stairs.

Alone, Becca and I exchanged startled looks.

"I'm sorry," Becca said.

"Don't be. This is your house. You invited me over. You have every right."

"I know. Thank you for saying that. But this must have been such a shock for her. I get why Ellen's upset." Becca let out a long, frustrated breath. "I have to deal with this. She's my sister. You understand?"

"Yeah. Of course."

"Do you mind... I mean, could you...?"

"Yeah, of course," I said. "Will you be okay?"

"I figure it's going to be a long night," Becca said with a wry grin.

She came over and kissed me. We rested our foreheads together, looking into each other's eyes.

"Let me know how it goes," I said.

"I will. Sorry again. Please lock the door on your way out."

Becca kissed my cheek and then pulled away. I watched as she climbed the staircase. As I was putting on my clothes, I heard raised voices from upstairs. I let out a deep breath, still shaken from what had just happened.

Ellen Smith. Damn, I did not expect to see her again. Certainly not like this.

I winced as I tucked my aching cock into my pants, still slick from Becca's pussy. I tugged my shirt over my sweaty body, grimacing at how sticky I felt. My balls ached fiercely, denied the release I had been so close to getting.

Taking one last look around the house I knew so well, I grabbed my phone and headed out to my truck.

I took my time driving back to my house. My mind was still reeling from what just happened. It had been over two decades since I last saw Ellen. Seeing her under these circumstances was not the greatest way to have a reunion.

I drove slowly through Port Chasten, windows down despite the heat. The sun had finally set, but there was little cooling. The warm air flowed into the truck's cab, carrying the acrid smell of smoke from the Canadian wildfires. The sky had a strange, apocalyptic orange tinge to it, making the familiar town look alien and threatening.

As I passed houses with their porch lights on, I noticed people sitting outside, trying to catch whatever breeze might come their way. I glanced at the sweep of cliffs above the beach, but my mind was not on the passing scenery. Instead, I kept replaying what happened at Becca's house. I kept seeing Ellen's shocked face, the accusations in her voice.

When I pulled into my driveway, I was surprised to see Lily sitting cross-legged on the grass, looking at her phone. Sammy was curled up in her lap, and Wilson was sniffing around the rhododendron bush.

Lily's head snapped up when she heard my truck, her expression shifting from boredom to surprise.

Wilson rushed over as I stepped out, his tail wagging furiously. I kneeled down to pet him, scratching behind his ears as Lily approached, Sammy trailing behind her.

"You're back early," she said, tilting her head. "Everything okay?"

"I think so," I replied, straightening up. "Can't say for sure."

"Okay, mysterious." Lily looked me up and down, wrinkling her nose. "You're super sweaty and disheveled. What happened?"

I laughed, running a hand through my damp hair.

"Worked up a sweat dancing."

"Dancing? You?" she grinned, clearly not believing me.

"What are you doing outside?" I asked, changing the subject. "It's still hot as hell."

"Your dad and Grandma Dot are inside watching that new murder mystery show. Not my thing." She held up her phone. "I was watching K-pop videos, trying to learn a new dance challenge."

"A dance challenge?"

"Want to see?" Her eyes lit up with excitement.

"Sure, why not?"

Lily tapped her phone, and a peppy K-pop song filled the yard. She took a few steps back, then launched into a series of synchronized movements, her body moving with surprising precision. Her hips swayed, her arms making sharp, deliberate gestures in time with the music.

Despite my exhaustion, I couldn't resist how sexy Lily looked when dancing, her lithe body moving with effortless grace. She was playing it up too, winking at me and licking her lips like one of those K-pop idols.

Lily knew she was having an effect on me. I shifted uncomfortably, my aching balls throbbing even harder.

I clapped when she finished with a dramatic pose. Lily bowed deeply, then spun around and flipped up her skirt. I was startled to see she was wearing a thong with a furry cat tail attached to it. She wiggled her hips, making the tail sway back and forth across her bare ass cheeks.

"You like my tail?" she asked, looking over her shoulder with a teasing grin.

"I, uh..." I stammered, caught off guard. "It's nice. Matches the color of your cat ears."

"It was all a matching set!" She bounced on her toes, a now familiar sign of her excitement. "I have a cute cat collar too. It has a ring on it to put on a matching leash. I'll wear it next time to show you. I might even let you put the leash on me."

I cleared my throat, desperately searching for a way to change the subject.

"How are the pets doing?"

"Sammy's lazing about as usual. Wilson keeps sniffing that bush. I think he just super likes the smell of his pee."

"Yeah. I guess he does."

"Since you're home early," Lily said, "maybe we can game together?"

Looking at her eager face, I found myself nodding.

"Sure, why not?"

Lily clapped her hands and bounced on her toes again.

"Awesome! I've been practicing. I'm getting real good at dual-wielding. I gained a level soloing last night. All PVE group quests, but I ran them by myself."

"Nice. Let me shower and clean up first," I said. "Then I'll meet you online in Red Sun, Dead Sun."

"Perfect!" She beamed at me.

I took Wilson back into the house, with Lily following behind, Sammy perched on her shoulders like a furry scarf. In the living room, Dorothy and Tom were huddled on the couch, their eyes fixed on the TV screen.

"You're back early," Dorothy observed, glancing up at me.

"Something unexpected came up," I said vaguely. "How's the new show?"

"Gruesome," Tom replied, not taking his eyes off the screen.

"I suspect the daughter killed her father," Dorothy said, offering me a bowl of popcorn.

"How could a tiny girl like that haul her obese father into the yard and drop him down a well?" Tom asked, shaking his head.

"Girls are stronger than they look," Lily chimed in, giving me a meaningful glance. "Especially when they want something."

"Join us?" Dorothy asked.

"No, thanks, Mrs. Jones. I'm going to grab a shower," I announced, heading for the stairs. "Been a long day."

As I climbed the steps, I could feel Lily's eyes on my back. I was looking forward to gaming with her later. It would take my mind off the ugly scene at Becca's.

I trudged up the stairs, my mind a tangled mess of frustration and arousal. When I opened my bedroom door, a wall of heat hit me. I'd forgotten to turn on the AC and the room was stifling, the air thick and still.

I flipped on the AC unit and it groaned to life with a mechanical wheeze. Standing directly in front of it, I peeled off my sweat-soaked clothes, letting them drop to the floor. The cool air washed over my overheated skin, raising goosebumps despite the room's lingering warmth.

My cock remained half-hard, refusing to settle down. The memory of Becca was too fresh. I could still feel her wet pussy gripping me tight, her blonde hair wrapped around my fist as I took her from behind, her desperate cries for me to fill her. And then Ellen's sudden appearance, shattering the moment just as I was about to explode.

I groaned aloud, my balls aching with need. The tension was unbearable. I couldn't wait any longer.

Spitting into my palm, I took my cock in hand and began stroking. The familiar rhythm was immediately satisfying, sending waves of pleasure through my groin. I paused, bringing my hand to my nose. Becca's scent lingered on my skin, the musky sweetness of her pussy still making my dick sticky. The smell sent a jolt through me, and I resumed pumping with renewed vigor.

In my mind, I was back on that sofa, Becca's ass cheeks clapping as I drove into her. I remembered how her tits bounced with each thrust, how her inner walls clenched around me when she came, her face contorted in ecstasy. I recalled the weight of her breasts in my hands, the taste of her nipples, the way she begged me to fuck her harder.

The pressure built rapidly. My breath came in quick gasps as my hand worked faster, my hips bucking involuntarily. I was close, so close.

With my free hand, I grabbed a crumpled t-shirt and, with a final, powerful stroke, I erupted. Thick ropes of cum shot into the fabric as I grunted loudly, my entire body tensing then releasing in waves of intense pleasure.

"Fuck!" I gasped, the ache in my balls painful as I finally got my long-delayed release.

I closed my eyes and panted in the heat of my bedroom, my body thrumming with much-needed relief.

"Wow. You really needed that!"

I spun around, the shirt still clutched in my hand, to find Lily standing in the doorway. Her eyes were wide and hungry, a smirk playing on her lips as she leaned against the doorframe.

"Jesus, Lily! How long were you there?" I gasped, scrambling to cover myself.

"Long enough."

She pushed off from the doorframe and sauntered into the room, plopping herself down on my bed as if she belonged there.

"I wanted to see your gaming rig, but I guess I saw something much nicer. Seems like I'm constantly walking in on you naked. That doesn't seem fair. Someday, I should return the favor to make us even. Anyway... I'm ready to play whatever game you want."

The double meaning in her words was unmistakable. I grabbed a pair of shorts from my dresser and hastily pulled them on, acutely aware of her eyes following my every move.

"We should probably stick to Red Sun, Dead Sun," I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

"If that's what you like," she replied, her tone making it clear she had other games in mind.

I looked at this beautiful young woman sitting on my bed, her red hair falling in waves around her shoulders, her green eyes bright with lust.

She was so different from Becca, whose gentle warmth had drawn me in immediately. Different too from Jess, the physical therapist whose mysterious scar and voluptuous curves had caught my attention from the moment she stepped out of her car.

So much had happened since I left Newport. It felt like a lifetime ago that I'd purchased that Ford F-150 and hit the road, leaving behind a cold marriage and an empty life.

The memory of Maura at that diner in Aberdeen flashed through my mind, her tired eyes lighting up as I defended her, the weight of her body against mine in that motel room, her gasps as I flooded her with my load, the look on her face when I gave her that damned watch.

Now here I was, standing half-naked in my childhood bedroom with a twenty-year-old catgirl sitting on my bed, while downstairs my father watched murder mysteries with his neighbor, and across town, two sisters fought about me.

Where did I go from here? What was I even doing?

"You look clapped out," Lily observed, tilting her head. "What up?"

I sighed, running a hand through my damp hair.

"Just trying to figure out where I stand."

"So like right now, you're standing in front of me," Lily teased. "And that's a pretty good place to be, don't you think?"

"I guess it is."

"So what next, Ashe?" she asked, licking her lips.

Unable to hold back a grin, I made my way across the room. Lily smiled and leaned back on my bed, spreading her legs as I got closer.

"You ready to play?" I asked her.

"Oh yes," she whispered.

Stopping in front of her, I reached out and stroked Lily's thick red hair.

"Good," I whispered. "Then let's get to it."


Coming Soon



Ellen is back in town, and her return stirs up everything Ashe thought he left behind. Becca is torn between her desire for Ashe and the need to keep peace with her sister. Lily sees her chance and makes her move. And Jess lets Ashe know she wants to be more than just friends.
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