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Synopsis



Book 2 of 3

Ashe's past isn’t finished with him, and his future is getting more complicated every day...

Ashe’s new romance with Becca is torn apart when Ellen, his first love, suddenly returns. Is Ellen here to finally let go, or reclaim what she lost?

Meanwhile, Lily continues her relentless pursuit of Ashe. This vibrant young woman won’t stop until Ashe gives in to temptation.

Then there's Jess, the sultry and mysterious physical therapist. Step by step, she slowly draws Ashe deeper into her sensual world.

As Port Chasten’s heat wave blazes on, Ashe’s nights are getting steamier than ever. Can Ashe satisfy these three demanding women? Or will he lose the new life he has built in his hometown?


Chapter 1



The sun peeked over the horizon as Lily and I walked back from the bakery. Wilson and Sammy trotted ahead of us, Wilson sniffing the grass while Sammy eyed the birds squawking at us from the tree branches.

The heat was already rising. It was barely nine in the morning and sweat was already trickling down my back. I shifted the box of donuts to my other hand, wiping my palm on my shorts.

"So next time, I think we need to focus on taking out those spider minions first," I said, continuing our discussion about last night's gaming session. "The Spider King of Leth'star isn't that tough if we can isolate him. You did great breaking his web shield, but I totally blew the follow-up attack."

I glanced at Lily, who was staring at the ground, her cat ears slightly askew on her headband.

"I'm still getting used to the Dexterity build on my character," I continued. "Sorry I let you down."

Lily shrugged, adjusting Sammy's leash without looking at me. I sighed and nudged her shoulder playfully.

"Are you still mad about last night?"

She kicked a stone on the sidewalk, sending it skittering ahead.

"Whatever."

"Come on, Lily. You know it couldn't have gone any other way."

"I mean, I was ready though!" she protested. "You told me we were gonna play and then all you did was stroke my hair before you said you were talking about gaming. And then you got dressed while I was like right there on your bed, ready to go!"

I had to grin at her breathless word jumble, something Lily always did when she got excited. Lily saw the expression on my face and pouted even harder.

"Asshole," she said through gritted teeth.

"Lily, you just saw me finishing myself off," I said. "Peeping on me again, I'd remind you."

"It was an accident!"

"Both times?"

"Yes!"

"Alright. Fine. But you saw I'd just unloaded. So what do you think I could have done with you, even if I wanted to?"

"Lots of things. Like kiss me. Or give me oral until your refractory period elapsed."

"Refractory period?" I laughed.

"You know what that is," she said, swatting at my arm.

"Look, I've already explained this," I said, lowering my voice even though we were alone on the street. "It's not appropriate for a man my age to have sex with a girl your age. I'm forty, Lily. You're twenty. I'm old enough to be your father."

I paused, letting that sink in.

"Don't you think that's gross?" I asked.

Lily stopped walking and turned to face me, her green eyes flashing.

"No, I don't think it's gross at all. Age is just a number, Ashe. We're both adults." She stepped closer, her voice dropping. "Don't you view me as an adult with agency?"

I studied her face, those bright eyes, that smooth skin still unmarked by time. Lily was so young, so full of life. She had her whole life ahead of her.

"Of course I view you as an adult, Lily," I said carefully.

"Do you think I'm ugly or something?"

"You know I don't think that. If anything, you're too attractive and distracting."

"Then why are you playing so hard to get?"

"I'm not."

"Yes, you are! Is it... is it like some kind of seduction thing? Like a pick-up artist technique? Are you negging me?"

"What are you even talking about?" I asked, baffled.

"It's just I watched these pickup artist videos online," Lily explained, her hands gesturing wildly as she spoke, Sammy's leash looped loosely around her wrist, swinging with each gesture. "I went down this weird rabbit hole on YouTube last month when I couldn't sleep. There was this one guy with, like, the most punchable face ever was explaining how to make women 'emotionally dependent' on you."

She shook her head angrily and adjusted her cat-ear headband, which today matched her bright yellow sundress.

"He had an entire strategy about identifying insecurities in women and then, like, weaponizing them? First you reject her, then comfort her about the rejection, then reject her again, all to create this cycle where she's constantly seeking your approval." Lily's voice took on a horrified tone. "He called it 'emotional investment architecture' or something equally gross. Said it creates long-term dependency because she'll keep trying to prove herself worthy of your attention."

"For fuck's sake, Lily," I scowled. "Seriously?"

She looked up at me, her green eyes anxious.

"These guys have millions of views, Ashe. Actual millions. It's terrifying, but it must work or else he wouldn't get so many views, right? So I kind of just thought... I wondered..."

I felt my face flush with indignation.

"Do you really think I'm the kind of man who would do something like that?"

Lily looked down, petting Wilson, who had circled back to us.

"No," she admitted.

"Good. Goddamn, Lily. I like you a lot. And yes, I'm deeply attracted to you, as any man would be." I ran a hand through my hair, frustrated. "I just think I'm too old for you. That's not bullshit or negging or whatever you watched online. It's just the simple truth."

She nodded slowly, her expression thoughtful.

"I can understand and respect your position." Then a mischievous smile crept across her face. "But I'm going to change your mind. You're gonna be mine, Asher Brownley. You watch and see."

I laughed despite myself. Lily's determined expression was like something out of those Japanese cartoons she loved so much.

"You can do as you please. I won't try to stop you."

"You secretly like it," she teased, skipping ahead a few steps before turning to walk backward in front of me. "Being chased by me. And seeing Nurse Hottie, too. You must feel like a romcom hero with all these desirable women after you."

"Yeah, sure."

My smile faded at the mention of Becca. Ellen's face flashed in my mind, her shock and disgust when she walked in on Becca and me last night. My stomach churned at the memory.

The humiliation of scrambling to cover ourselves.

The hatred in Ellen's eyes as she looked at me. "Fuck you, Asher Brownley! You goddamn asshole!"

Becca's anguished face. "I have to deal with this. She's my sister."

Everything was going so well, I thought. I'd left my old life behind and finally connected with a woman who wanted me as much as I wanted her. How had such a beautiful moment turned so ugly so quickly?

"Ashe? Hello? Earth to Ashe?"

Lily's voice pulled me back to the present. She was waving her hand in front of my face.

"Sorry," I muttered. "Just thinking."

"About what? You went all quiet and weird."

"Nothing important."

"Okay," Lily said skeptically.

"How about a donut?" I said, changing the subject. "Want to try the butterscotch creams that Irma made me?"

"What? Now?"

"Yeah. Live a little, girl."

Lily giggled and held Wilson's leash as I opened the bakery box. The cream donuts inside smelled amazing, fresh-baked and dusted with powdered sugar. Memories of eating these pastries on a Sunday morning with Pop filled me with nostalgia.

I held one donut out for Lily, but she shrugged and showed me her hands were full. Instead, she opened her mouth and gestured for me to feed her.

"Seriously?" I asked.

Lily just nodded. Feeling awkward doing this on the street, I fed Lily the donut. She took a big bite, sugar and butterscotch cream smearing across her lips and chin.

"Mmm," she moaned theatrically as she chewed. "So yummy!"

Lily tried to lick her lips, but just made the mess worse. I reached out and wiped the cream from her mouth with a finger. Lily's eyes went wide as I touched her lips.

"There," I told her. "All clean."

I held out my finger for her. With a smirk, Lily lowered her head and took my finger into her mouth. Her eyes locked on mine, she sucked the cream off my finger, her tongue warm and wet against my skin.

I slowly withdrew my finger from her mouth, a strand of saliva clinging to the tip.

"Was that good?" I asked her.

"Fire," she nodded. "Why are you teasing me, though? I thought you said I was too young for you."

"I'm not teasing you at all," I said seriously. "I'm just creating 'emotional investment architecture' between us."

I laughed as I popped the rest of the cream donut in my mouth. Lily swatted at me and handed back Wilson's leash.

"You're an asshole," she sighed. "But that butterscotch cream thing was so good."

"Told you so. Now, if you're done being sulky, let's figure out how to take down the Spider King of Leth'star."

"Uh, that's easy. You need to figure out how to use your Dex build without choking like a newb. Your rotations are limp, bro. Get a macro Daddy to help you."

"Ouch, damn. We're supposed to be guildies."

"Get gud, ya filthy casual!"

Lily hoisted Sammy onto her shoulders and we got back to our walk home. I was glad to have broken the tension after turning Lily down last night.

Things were much lighter between us now and I hoped to keep it that way. I liked Lily too much to let things be awkward.

But her mouth sure felt nice as she sucked my finger. I just told her she was too young for me, then I go and do that? It was supposed to be harmless fun. But was it?

I shook my head and told myself to stop overthinking. We were just kidding around. Seeing Ellen last night must have thrown me off balance more than I thought.

Lily happily went over our raid strategy all the way back to our street. She was in the middle of critiquing my Damage Over Time skills when I suddenly noticed an unfamiliar Jeep parked in my driveway.

"You expecting visitors?" Lily asked me.

"No. The only one I can think of is Jess. But that's not her car, unless she got a new one. She could use a new ride, to be honest."

"Who's Jess?"

"Jessamin Martinez. She's Pop's physical therapist. But she's not scheduled for a visit today."

"Ooh, a mystery then."

We stopped at the front of my driveway. I looked up into the sky, seeing a yellowish tinge from the wildfire smoke from Canada.

"One of these days, we'll get back to our usual weather," I said.

"I think it's only going to get worse," Lily sighed. "It's why I like spending my time in game worlds. Everything is clean and safe and colorful with no disease or pollution to worry about."

"The real world is wonderful, if you give it a chance."

"I am trying to give it a chance," Lily said. "But you keep playing hard to get."

Lily got up on her tiptoes and planted a kiss on my lips. Sammy stared at me from her other shoulder as Lily leaned close to whisper in my ear.

"I'm gonna change your mind, Ashe. It's only a matter of time."

With another kiss on my cheek, Lily skipped away. I watched her heading back to her house, the cat on her shoulder bouncing along with the fuzzy cat ears on Lily's head.

"And thanks for the donut," she called back to me. "Butterscotch is lit!"

"Damn," I muttered to myself, the feel of Lily's lips lingering on mine.

I stepped into the house, my mind still on Lily's parting words, when I froze mid-step. Ellen sat at the kitchen table, a coffee mug between her hands, engaged in conversation with my father.

Wilson trotted over to her, tail wagging.

"Hiya, good boy!" Ellen cooed.

After receiving a quick pat on the head, Wilson went and flopped down by the kitchen door.

"Good morning, Ashe," Ellen said with a calmness that seemed at odds with our last encounter.

"Ellen," I replied cautiously. "I didn't expect to see you here."

"We seem to keep dropping in on each other unexpectedly."

"I guess so."

"How hot is it out there?" she asked, sipping her coffee. "Looks brutal already."

"About eighty," I said, wiping sweat from my forehead. "The forecast says it's going to hit ninety again by noon."

"I hate this heat. It never used to get this hot."

"No. No, it didn't."

An awkward silence filled the room. Ellen held my gaze, her expression unreadable.

Pop shifted in his chair, puzzled by the tension between me and Ellen.

"Ellen stopped by while you were out walking Wilson. Recognized her right away." He nodded toward Ellen with a faint smile. "I seen her in town a few times over the years, too. You used to bring her around back in high school."

"I remember," I said, still standing awkwardly by the door.

"I always enjoyed Ellen's visits," Pop continued. "Always polite. Sensible. Brought us cookies that Christmas before you two graduated from high school. Pumpkin spice and gingerbread."

"Those cookies were great," I agreed as I set the bakery box on the table. "I've got a special treat today, Pop. Irma made butterscotch cream donuts."

"I remember how much you loved those butterscotch cream donuts," Ellen said. "You'd get so excited when your father would bring them home."

"I was indifferent to butterscotch," Pop said. "But Asher liked them."

"Let me get some plates," I offered, moving toward the cabinet.

"I can't stay," Ellen said, rising from her chair. "I was hoping we could talk, Ashe."

"Talk?"

"We got off to a bad start last night."

"A bad start?" I asked. "Is that how you'd describe it?"

"I can think of a lot of other things to call it," Ellen grimaced. "You caught me by surprise."

"Unintentionally."

"I know. Anyway, after all this time, I think we have a lot to catch up on. Maybe walk with me at Chasten Cove? I haven't been there in years."

I hesitated, looking at Pop.

"Go on," he urged. "I'll be fine here. Got my coffee, got the iPad, got the AC running. What more could an old man want?"

"You sure?"

"Positive. Go talk. Catch up."

"Alright," I nodded slowly. "I'll meet you there, Ellen."

Ellen stood up, smoothing her blonde hair behind her ear, a familiar gesture that took me back two decades. My heart ached to see it.

"Thank you so much for the coffee, Mr. Brownley," Ellen said with that warm smile I remembered from high school. "Is there anything I can bring you when I see you next time? Any special treats from town?"

I was reminded again how charming Ellen could be. It was part of what drew me to her all those years ago.

"I have all I need," Pop assured her. "Take some donuts?"

"No, thank you. I'm watching my weight."

"What?" Pop laughed. "No need for that."

"Thanks for saying so," Ellen said playfully, putting one hand on her hip and striking a pose. "It takes work to look this good. I hope you feel better soon."

"It was lovely seeing you again," Pop replied. "Hope to see more of you while you're in town."

Ellen gave him a small smile before heading out the door, leaving me standing there with a growing knot in my stomach.

"Ellen came to the door out of the blue," Pop said, eyeing me curiously. "Pleasant surprise. What did she mean about last night?"

I busied myself with the coffeepot.

"We bumped into each other at Becca's house. Unexpectedly."

"No drama, I hope?"

"Nothing worth talking about," I lied, pouring coffee into my travel mug.

Pop nodded, seemingly satisfied with my vague answer.

"Good. Ellen was always a nice girl."

"Yeah, she was." I grabbed my keys from the counter. "I won't be long. Call if you need anything."

The truck's engine roared to life, and I pulled away from the house. As I drove toward Chasten Cove, questions tumbled through my mind.

Ellen seemed so different from last night. She was calm, composed, almost friendly. Had Becca somehow smoothed things over? And what could Ellen possibly want to talk about?

I parked beside Ellen's Jeep and walked toward the lookout point. There she stood at the railing, blonde hair catching the morning light, gazing out at the water below. It was the same spot where Lily and I had stood days earlier.

Time melted away as I approached. Despite the twenty-two years that had passed, I could still see traces of the eighteen-year-old girl I'd loved so desperately. The way she kept her hair tucked behind her ear, how she leaned slightly forward against the railing with one foot crossed over the other. Some things never changed.

I joined Ellen at the railing, keeping a respectful distance between us. The sea breeze carried the scent of salt and pine, a familiar combination that reminded me of countless summer evenings spent here in my youth.

"Last night was an ugly shock," Ellen said without preamble, her eyes fixed on the horizon. "Seeing you with my sister like that."

"I'm sorry you had to see that," I replied. "It wasn't intentional."

"I know. I talked with Becca this morning. Had a long conversation, actually." A faint smile crossed her lips. "I always knew she had a crush on you, even back in high school. She used to sneak into my room and read our AOL Instant Messenger. Remember how we chatted on AIM?"

"AIM? Yeah, I remember. I had no idea she was reading those."

"She was twelve, Ashe. You were the quarterback dating her big sister. In her eyes, you were a rock star."

"It was a long time ago."

"Yes. It was."

We fell silent for a moment, watching the waves lap gently against the rocks below.

"How have you been, Ellen?" I finally asked. "Really been, I mean."

She let out a long breath. Ellen's fingers tightened around the railing.

"Well, I just broke up with my boyfriend, Peter." Her voice caught slightly. "We'd been together for three years. I really thought he was the one."

"I'm sorry to hear that."

"It came out of the blue. We talked about marriage. We looked at houses together. I pictured our future of holidays with our families, the kids we might have, growing old on some porch somewhere."

She shook her head ruefully.

"Then two months ago, he starts getting distant. Staying late at work, canceling plans. The classic signs, right? When I finally confronted him, he said he'd been 'doing some thinking.' That he wasn't sure if he was ready to 'settle down.'"

Ellen laughed bitterly.

"Three years together, and suddenly he decides commitment isn't for him. He said he needed 'space to figure things out.' So I gave him all the space he asked for. I moved all his stuff to the curb and changed the locks."

She wiped at her eyes.

"So here I am, forty years old and starting over again. Another man decided I wasn't worth sticking around for."

"Is that what you think I did?"

"You abandoned me."

"I didn't abandon you," I protested. "I even asked you to move to Newport with me."

"After you'd already accepted the job," Ellen countered. "After you'd already made the decision to leave."

"I needed that job, Ellen. My father couldn't support me anymore, and there was nothing for me here. It was a chance to make something of myself. I had to go."

Ellen sighed and gazed out at the beach below us.

"I understand why you left, Ashe. I do. You needed to make your own way. But it still felt like abandonment. Like you were running away from me. From us."

Ellen turned to face me fully, her blue eyes glistening.

"You have no idea what it was like after you left. I was devastated, Ashe. Completely broken. All our plans, the apartment we talked about getting in Seattle, the concerts we were going to attend, the road trips we were going to take? It all fell apart. I felt so alone, so betrayed."

She looked down at her hands.

"I poured everything I felt into those letters I wrote you. Every hope, every fear, every dream. When I sat down to write, it was like you were still with me. I'd imagine you reading my words, picture your face as you opened each envelope. Those letters were all I had left of us. My last connection to you."

"I read every letter."

"Did you?"

"Yes, I did," I said quietly. "I still have them. Every single one."

Ellen's head snapped up, her eyes wide with surprise.

"You kept them? All this time?"

"Of course I did. I cared for you, Ellen. I wouldn't just throw them out."

She stared at me, speechless.

"You must have decided to move on when you stopped writing," I added. "I understood. It was for the best."

Ellen was silent for a long moment, her gaze drifting back to the ocean.

"I have something to tell you, Ashe," she finally said, her voice barely audible. "The reason I stopped writing wasn't because I gave up or moved on. It was because I had a miscarriage."

The words hung in the air between us. I stared at her, trying to process what she'd just said.

"A miscarriage?" I repeated, the full meaning slowly dawning on me. "You were pregnant?"

Ellen nodded, not meeting my eyes.

"But how? We always used protection," I said, my mind racing through our time together.

"Not always," Ellen replied softly. "Our first time, at the drive-in. We didn't use anything then."

The memory hit me with startling clarity-- the fogged windows of my father's old truck, the nervousness, the rush of it all.

"Why didn't you tell me?" I asked, my voice strained. "Why didn't you tell me you were pregnant?"

"What would that have changed, Ashe?"

"Everything! I wouldn't have left for Newport. I would have stayed with you."

"That's exactly why I didn't tell you," Ellen said firmly. "I wanted you to stay because you loved me, not because I was pregnant. I did not want to baby-trap you."

I stood there speechless, my thoughts racing. Twenty-two years of history suddenly rewritten.

"I didn't know," I finally managed. "Any of this."

"Well, you do now." Ellen gave me a sad smile. "I hope you understand why I was so desperate back then. And why I reacted so strongly last night. I just needed to clear the air. And for you to know the truth."

She straightened her shoulders and extended her hand.

"Welcome back to Port Chasten, Ashe. I hope your father gets better soon."

I took her hand mechanically, still reeling from her revelation. Ellen turned and walked back toward her Jeep. She'd gone several steps when she paused and looked back at me.

"And Ashe? Please burn those letters."

I watched in silence as she got into her vehicle and drove away, leaving me alone to wrestle with a past I never truly knew.


Chapter 2



"Come on, Mr. Brownley, just three more," Jess encouraged, her hand supporting his calf. "You're doing great."

"You said that five lifts ago," Pop grumbled.

My father's face was flushed red with exertion as he completed a series of leg lifts while seated in his wheelchair. Sweat beaded on his forehead and soaked through his t-shirt.

"Ashe, come give your father a hand to hold on to. He could use the leverage."

I moved to stand beside Pop and let him grab my arm, trying to focus solely on my father's progress and not on the way Jess's yoga pants hugged every curve of her lower body.

She wore a loose tank top that revealed glimpses of her sports bra whenever she leaned forward to adjust Pop's position. Her massive breasts swayed as Jess guided my father's movements.

What is a beauty like her doing in a tiny town like this? I wondered for the millionth time. She looks like something out of a movie.

Jessamin Martinez was way too glamorous and sexy to be making the rounds in a place like Port Chasten. Her competence and focus made her even more appealing.

A therapist like her belonged in the big city working with executives or professional athletes. So what was she doing here?

"Just two more, Mr. Brownley!"

"Right," Pop grunted. "But I'm going to insist you call me Tom."

"Two more... Tom."

Jess laughed with my father as she leaned over him. Her ass was raised, wide and perfectly round. I forced my eyes away, trying to be as professional as she was.

Jess had flirted with me a bit, but that didn't mean I could ogle her like a piece of meat. With the way she looked, Jess was probably tired of men eye-fucking her on a daily basis. I didn't need to add to that.

Instead, my thoughts turned to Ellen.

Three days had passed since Ellen's bombshell. I had spent sleepless nights going over the news about her miscarriage. My mind kept going over what might have been, how my life might be completely different if Ellen had just told me she was pregnant. My emotions were a jumble of shock, sadness, relief, and anger.

And Ellen wasn't the only person occupying my thoughts. Despite multiple calls and messages, Becca remained silent. Each unanswered call twisted the knot in my stomach tighter. Had Ellen convinced her I wasn't worth the trouble? The thought burned.

"And we're done!" Jess announced as Pop completed his final rep. "Excellent work today, Tom."

She helped him lower his leg. My father slumped back in his chair, chest heaving.

"Feels like you're trying to kill me, not heal me."

Jess laughed again and reached for her backpack.

"The best therapy hurts a little." She pulled out a thermos and poured a golden-brown liquid into the cap. "Here, try this. It'll help with hydration."

Tom eyed the cup suspiciously.

"What is it?"

"Kombucha. Good for your gut health."

"My gut's the only part of me not hurting right now," Tom muttered, but took the cup and sipped cautiously. His eyebrows shot up. "Huh. Not bad. Tastes like apple cider, but different."

"It's fermented tea with a touch of ginger and apple," Jess explained, pouring another cup and offering it to me. "Want to try?"

I accepted the cup, our fingers brushing briefly. I took a cautious sip. The kombucha was tangy and refreshing, with a slight fizz that tickled my tongue.

"This is good," I said, surprised. "Where did you buy it?"

"I make it myself. It's easy once you get the hang of it. I've got a SCOBY farm taking over my kitchen counter."

"A what now?" Pop asked.

"Symbiotic Culture Of Bacteria and Yeast," she explained. "Sounds gross, looks worse, but makes magic."

Pop handed back his empty cup.

"Well whatever it is, it makes a fine drink. Thank you, Jess. I think I'll rest in front of the AC for a while. That session took it out of me."

"Good idea," Jess agreed. "Ice your knee for twenty minutes, then heat for twenty."

As I positioned my father in front of the TV and fetched him a bag of ice, Jess observed me with a professional eye.

"You're moving pretty stiffly yourself, Ashe. Something wrong?"

"Just strained my back a bit working on my father's car," I admitted, straightening with a wince. "Don't know how I twisted it. All I was doing was replacing the battery."

"Well, you're good with cars. You did a good job with mine."

"Oh that was nothing, just a trick really. How's it holding up?"

"It starts, mostly. Gets me where I need to go."

"That's all you need from a car," Pop called over his shoulder as he iced his knee. "Cars these days have all these damn computers and things talking to you. Useless!"

"Maybe I should use some of that ice on my back," I said. "Or is heat better? I can never remember."

"Ice for recent inflammation," Jess said. "Heat for longer-term stiffness."

"My football coach would just tell me to suck it up."

"That's why he was a coach and not a medical professional." Jess sized me up, her eyebrow cocked. "Want me to show you some stretches? Five minutes of yoga daily would keep you from seizing up like that."

"I'm not really the yoga type."

"That's what all my male clients say, right before they discover how much it helps." She gestured toward the door. "Come on, tough guy. Five minutes in the grass. Your back will thank me."

"Better do what the lady says, son. I've learned it's easier that way."

With a shrug. I followed Jess outside, squinting against the sunlight. The heat hit me like a wall, and sweat immediately beaded on my forehead.

Jess pulled a small towel from her bag and spread it on a patch of grass under the maple tree.

"We're doing this outside? It's about a thousand degrees."

"The heat will help loosen your muscles." Jess kneeled on the towel, her movements fluid and graceful. "Trust me, you'll feel better."

"If you say so."

"Take off your pants," she said matter-of-factly.

"Excuse me?"

"It'll be easier to move in your underwear. The stretches require full range of motion." She gestured impatiently. "Come on, I do this with all my patients."

"Uhh..."

A challenging smile played across her lips.

"What? Did you go commando today?"

"No, but..."

"I'm a medical professional," Jess reminded me, though the sly twinkle in her eye undercut her serious tone. "You heard your father. 'Better do what the lady says, son.'"

I shrugged, unbuckled my belt, and slipped off my jeans. I folded them neatly and set them on the grass beside the towel, suddenly conscious of standing there in my navy blue boxer briefs.

When I looked up, Jess's eyes were fixed below my waist, lingering on the bulge in my underwear.

"Hey," I said with a smirk. "My eyes are up here."

Jess laughed, a rich sound that made her whole body shake.

"Only fair. You've been sneaking peeks at me all day," she said.

"Please. You're imagining things."

"I've had big boobs all my adult life," Jess scoffed. "I know when men are peeking."

"Well, be fair. It's hard not to stare when you're wearing that outfit."

"I know. Why do you think I wore it today?"

My mouth went dry. Before I could respond, she patted the towel.

"Let's start with an easy stretch for your back. Get on all fours."

I dropped to my hands and knees, feeling ridiculous but following her lead.

"This is called Cat-Cow Pose. It'll loosen your spine and strengthen your core."

Jess kneeled beside me, placing one hand on my lower back and the other between my shoulder blades. Her touch was professional but sent tingles through my skin.

"Arch your back up like an angry cat," she instructed.

I pushed my spine toward the sky, feeling the stretch along my back.

"Good. Now drop your belly toward the ground and lift your head."

As I moved, Jess's hands guided me, her fingers pressing into my muscles with expert precision. She slid her palm down my spine, stopping just above my ass.

"Your lower back is where the tension is. Feel that knot?" She pressed her thumb into a spot that made me gasp. "Right there."

"Yeah," I managed, trying to focus on the stretch and not her warm hand on my skin.

"Arch up again... and down. Up... and down." Her voice took on a rhythmic quality. "Find your flow between the positions."

With each movement, her hands traced my body, sometimes pressing firmly, sometimes barely grazing my skin. The combination of the heat, her touch, and my near-nakedness made it increasingly difficult to keep my thoughts focused.

"Your form is good," she murmured, leaning closer, her breath tickling my ear. "Most men are too stiff their first time. Stiff and nervous."

I blinked, catching the double meaning in her tone. Her fingertips trailed down my sides, ostensibly adjusting my posture but lingering longer than necessary.

"One more round," she said. "Really feel the stretch this time."

I arched my back high, then dipped low, my muscles warming with the movement. Jess's hand slid to my shoulder, then traced a path down my arm.

"See? Not so bad, right?" she asked, her voice soft.

"Not bad at all," I agreed, hyper-aware of every point where her skin touched mine.

"How's your back feeling now?"

I shifted, testing the muscles.

"Better, but still tight."

Jess moved behind me and patted my butt firmly.

"It's not your back that's the problem. It's your glutes. They're locked up tight, pulling on your lower back." She gestured to the towel. "Lie down. I'll give you a proper massage."

I hesitated for a second, then stretched out on my stomach, resting my head on my folded arms.

"This is above and beyond the usual therapy session, isn't it?"

"Consider it a thank you for fixing my car."

Without warning, Jess swung her leg over me and straddled my thighs. I felt her weight settle onto me, her toned thighs pressing against my sides. The thin fabric of her yoga pants did little to block the heat radiating from her body.

She leaned forward, and her hands found my lower back, thumbs digging into the tight muscles on either side of my spine.

"Breathe into it," she instructed, working her way down to where my back met my ass.

Her fingers kneaded the muscles with expert precision, finding knots I hadn't realized were there. Each time she pressed into a tender spot, I inhaled sharply. The combination of pain and relief was amazing.

"Your muscles are like rocks," she murmured.

Jess shifted her weight to get better leverage. The movement pressed her crotch against the back of my thighs. With just some thin fabric separating her pussy from my skin, I felt the softness of her contrasting with the firmness of her grip.

Jess's hands moved lower, working my glutes through my boxer briefs. Her touch was simultaneously clinical and intimate, her fingers digging into muscle but occasionally grazing along the edges of the fabric.

My body responded predictably, and I felt myself hardening against the towel beneath me.

"Feeling better?" she asked, a teasing lilt in her voice that told me she knew exactly what was happening.

"I can feel my tightness loosening up," I managed, my voice strained. "You should keep doing what you're doing."

She laughed softly and continued, working her thumbs in circular motions that sent waves of pleasure-pain through my body. I sank deeper into the sensation, letting myself enjoy it without overthinking.

The heat of the day wrapped around us like a blanket, intensifying every touch. From the tree above, a spotted towhee called its distinctive song. Somewhere down the street, someone played classic rock, the bass line barely audible. A car engine approached on the road, growing louder.

Suddenly, Jess's hands stilled.

"What's wrong?" I asked, reluctant to lose her touch.

"You have a visitor," Jess said quietly.

I raised my head and looked toward the driveway. My stomach dropped.

Becca stood there, her minivan door still open behind her, keys dangling from her frozen hand. Her face was completely blank as she took in the scene of me in my underwear, Jess straddling me, her hands on my ass.

Becca's pained expression transformed into a tight smile that didn't reach her eyes.

"Hi, Ashe," she said, her voice unnaturally bright. "I see you're getting therapy."

I felt my face burn as Jess swung her leg off me and stood up in one fluid motion.

"Just showing him some stretches for his back," Jess said casually, as if straddling half-naked men in front yards was routine physical therapy.

Becca approached us, her movements stiff but determined. She extended her hand to Jess.

"I'm Rebecca Smith. I work at Clallam County Hospital."

"Jessamin Martinez," Jess replied, shaking Becca's hand. "Home care physical therapist."

"I've heard great things about you from patients," Becca said, her professional tone barely masking the tension. "Your rehabilitation techniques are apparently very hands-on."

I grabbed my jeans from the grass and stood up, strategically holding them in front of me to hide my obvious erection. The situation couldn't have been more awkward if it had been choreographed.

"I wanted to talk with you, Ashe," Becca said, finally looking directly at me. "If you're available."

Jess glanced between us, clearly sensing the undercurrents.

"I should go check on Tom," she said. "He needs to practice his standing exercises."

"Nice meeting you," Becca said with strained politeness.

"Likewise," Jess replied before heading into the house, throwing one last meaningful glance my way before disappearing through the door.

An awkward silence stretched between us as Becca stared at the front door where Jess had disappeared. I fumbled with my jeans, finally managing to pull them on.

"You seem to be getting along with Jess quite well," Becca said, her voice carefully neutral.

"She does excellent work with my father," I replied, buckling my belt. "Pop's making real progress."

"I'm sure she's very thorough."

I looked Becca over, desire mixing with anxiety. I ran a hand through my hair, frustrated.

"Look, Becca, I've been calling and texting you for days. No reply, nothing."

Becca's shoulders slumped slightly.

"I'm sorry about that. I've been swamped at the hospital. Three nurses called out sick, and I had to pull double shifts. And then there's Ellen."

"Ellen," I repeated. "Did she tell you about what we discussed the other day?"

"She told me about the miscarriage," Becca nodded.

The word hung in the hot summer air. Miscarriage. A life that might have been mine. A child I never knew existed until it was gone.

"It explains a lot," she said quietly. "Her anger. The secrecy. The way she just pretended you no longer existed."

"Did she tell anyone else? Maybe your parents?"

Becca shook her head.

"I don't think so. Ellen kept it to herself all these years. She never even hinted at it."

A bird chirped loudly from the tree, the cheerful sound at odds with the heaviness in my chest.

"How are you feeling about it?" Becca asked.

"Confused as hell. Shocked. I've spent the last few nights staring at the ceiling, wondering what might have been." I paused, struggling to articulate the storm of emotions. "If she'd told me? Everything might be different now."

"I understand," Becca said softly. "I've been thinking about how it affected Ellen. Maybe that's why she left for Seattle so quickly after high school. Why she became distant from the family."

"I'd like to talk more with her," I said.

Becca's face tightened.

"I don't think that's a good idea, Ashe. Ellen just broke up with her boyfriend in Bremerton. She's in emotional turmoil right now. That's why she's staying with me for a few weeks. To collect herself."

"That's good," I said, meaning it. "Ellen can use your support. She's lucky to have you."

"I knew you'd say that. You're a good person, Ashe. Which is why this is so difficult." She took a deep breath. "I can't see you anymore."

The words hit me like a physical blow.

"What? Why?"

"My sister is hurting, and she needs me right now," Becca explained, her voice wavering slightly. "I still feel the same way about you, but I can't help Ellen and see you at the same time."

"I don't believe that," I said, taking a step toward her. "You can help your sister and still see me. Those things aren't mutually exclusive."

But Becca shook her head firmly.

"It's impossible, Ashe. Ellen is fragile right now. Seeing me with you would only twist the knife."

"So you're choosing Ellen over me? Over us?"

"She's my sister." Becca's voice was quiet but resolute. "She's been there for me through everything. I have to be there for her now."

I wanted to argue, to fight for what we'd started to build, but the determined set of Becca's jaw told me it would be futile.

"I should get going," she said, glancing at her watch. "I'd still like to drop by to check on Tom, if you don't mind. I know he enjoys the company."

I felt numb, like I was watching the scene from outside my body.

"My father would love to keep seeing you. He's very fond of you."

"I wish things were different, Ashe. I truly do." She took a half-step toward me. "Can I have one last kiss?"

I looked at her, really looked at her. Her blonde hair gleaming in the sunlight. The curve of her cheek. The kindness in her eyes. My gut twisted with longing and regret.

But something inside me hardened.

"If we're going to break things off," I said gently, "it's better to do it cleanly and immediately. No point lingering with a kiss."

Instead, I extended my hand. Becca stared at it for a moment, her lip trembling. Then she clasped my hand in both of hers, her touch warm and familiar. We stood there, hands joined and eyes locked. I felt my heart clench painfully in my chest.

Then Becca looked away, and I released her hand. Without another word, she turned and walked back to her minivan. I watched as she climbed in, started the engine, and drove away, taking with her the promise of something I'd barely had time to hope for.

The front door opened behind me, and I heard Jess's voice.

"Your father's asking for you," she said. "He wants to know if you'll make him a sandwich."

I didn't turn around, my eyes still fixed on the empty street where Becca's van had disappeared.

"Ashe?" Jess's voice was gentler now. "Are you okay?"

"Fine," I said, the lie bitter on my tongue. "Tell him I'll be right there."

I stood motionless for another long moment, feeling the summer heat press down on me like a weight. Then I squared my shoulders and headed back toward the house, back toward my father who needed me and away from the woman who didn't.


Chapter 3



"Another walk," Pop groaned. "We gave up two prospects for this bum and he can't even throw a strike?"

My father sighed loudly and took a sip from his water bottle. We were sitting in front of the TV, watching the Mariners game.

"Mitchell is coming off injury," I reminded him.

"Is that an excuse? If he's healthy enough to get on the mound, then he's healthy enough to throw a goddamn strike."

"I think you just like complaining."

"Complaining about baseball is as American as Mom, apple pie, and Chevrolet."

"But you've always driven Fords."

"Because Chevrolet stands for Cracked Heads, Every Valve Rattles, Oil Leaks Every Time."

"And Ford is for Found On Road Dead."

"Lies, son. Pure lies. As you well know."

"I guess I do. It's why I bought that truck out front."

"Can't go wrong with a classic. Though I bet you paid top dollar for a restoration job like that one."

"I paid what it was worth to me," I shrugged. "I'm happy with it."

"Good. A man should be happy with the truck he drives."

"Speaking of which, your old Honda is back in running order. New battery and I got an oil change. Tires seem to be good. Runs fine."

"It's served me well."

"Even think of getting something nicer?"

"I'm happy with what I've got."

"Okay. It's just I could⁠—"

"Oh, damn it! Another walk?" my father grumbled, gesturing at the TV. "Look at that. Mitchell's ERA against lefties is pushing 5.80 this season. That's criminal! And his WHIP is nearly 1.50 when facing left-handed batters. Can't locate his breaking ball to save his life. Remember last month when he walked two straight lefties with the bases loaded? Man's got the yips when he sees a left-handed batter step into the box. Mariners should've known better than to put him in with three southpaws coming up in the lineup."

On TV, the play-by-play announcer mentioned it was ninety-two degrees in Seattle. I looked out the window at the yellowish sky and glaring sun. The inside of the house was cool and pleasant thanks to the window units I'd installed.

"Glad we have this AC," I said. "It's bad out there."

"¡Dios mío, es un infierno!" my father chuckled, quoting Jess.

My father had taken quite a liking to his physical therapist. I couldn't blame him. Jessamin Martinez was energetic, playful, and extremely competent. Not to mention being hotter than the weather outside.

I wonder if Jess has ever had a miscarriage.

That ugly thought rose unbidden in my mind. I winced and pushed it aside, trying not to let my thoughts get tangled up in what Ellen had told me. I had brooded over it too much already.

"What's done is done," I said softly.

"Are you kidding?" Pop said. "Mitchell is dead weight. We can't just brush that aside."

I nodded, happy with my father misinterpreting what I said. I was just about to point out that Mitchell might be tipping his pitches when the TV suddenly went dead. The house went quiet, the hum of the AC units winding down to nothing.

"Blackout?" Pop asked.

"Looks like it. I'll check the circuit breaker to see if it's just us."

I headed out to the garage and opened the electrical panel. None had been tripped.

"Shit," I mumbled.

Sweat already starting to wet my forehead in the hot garage, I headed back in. The cool air of the house was a welcome relief.

"Yup, looks like it's a blackout," I said.

"I wonder what happened? There's no storm or anything. Maybe someone ran into a power pole?"

"Could be. I'll check my phone for any news."

My father chuckled as I scrolled through my mobile phone.

"What's funny?" I asked.

"Oh, I was just thinking about another blackout we had. Years ago, when you were maybe five years old. It was a winter storm. Your mother and I bundled up and huddled with you in bed."

I set down my phone and listened carefully. My father didn't talk about my mother very often.

"You were restless and scared by the lightning outside," my father continued. "Your mother, she found these old candles in the kitchen drawer. She lit them up and suddenly started making these shadow puppets on the wall. I had no idea she could do that. She made this story about a dragon named Puffy-Tooth who was afraid of his own fire. Poor thing kept hiccuping flames and scaring himself."

Pop's voice grew soft, his eyes distant with memory.

"The dragon learned to be brave by helping villagers cook their food with his flames. Claire had this whole world going with just her hands and some candlelight. I sat there watching her, watching you laugh, completely amazed. I never knew she had that talent. She had so many little surprises like that."

"I wish I could remember that," I said.

"Well, I guess I'll remember for the both of us." My father cleared his throat again and shifted in his wheelchair. "Anyway, I'm not worried about this blackout. Power should be up soon. These things don't usually take long."

But two hours later, there was still no power.

"The power company is reporting that there was a fire at a substation," I said, looking at the alert on my phone. "Estimating another four hours before power is restored. Oh, and the Mariners lost."

"Figures. Well, it's only five o'clock," Pop said. "It will still be light for a long time yet."

"Yeah. Just wish we had the AC running. It's going to be hot for people who rely on just fans."

"Like Dorothy?"

"Yeah," I said, grimacing. "Mrs. Jones's house must be sweltering. We should invite them over. It's still nice and cool here."

"Good idea."

One phone call and fifteen minutes later, Dorothy and Lily were settling down in our living room. Sammy the cat stretched out on the kitchen floor next to her pal, Wilson.

"Oh, this cool air is such a wonderful relief," Dorothy sighed.

"Our place is an oven," Lily said, fanning herself with her hand. "Thank you so much for inviting us over. I brought fruit for a fruit salad. Fresh pears from the Farmer's Market!"

Lily held up a fabric grocery sack heavy with fruit. She had abandoned her usual cute outfits and was dressed in a simple T-shirt and shorts. Her hair band was still present, as always. Today's version was purple.

"I'm in charge of refreshments," Dorothy said, holding up a grocery bag clinking with glass bottles. "Any requests?"

"Just a beer for me," Pop said.

"Asher?"

"I'm good with my cola, Mrs. Jones."

"Just a sparkling water for me," Lily said.

"Well that makes my task considerably easier then. I'm preparing a cocktail for one."

Dorothy went to the freezer and removed the bottle of vodka. It took me a moment to realize that was the reason Pop kept a bottle in his freezer despite not touching liquor. Like the French vanilla creamer, it was for Dorothy.

How often does she visit?

It must have been a regular thing. That was good. I was happy knowing my father had the company of a friend.

I got my phone and started streaming some music. Light jazz, something relaxing. I set the phone down as Dorothy brought my father his beer. He looked at the tall glass she had poured it into with puzzlement.

"Better to drink beer from a glass than a can," Dorothy said to him. "One of the pleasures of civilization."

"If you say so, Mrs. Jones."

"I do, Mr. Brownley."

"Can I give you a hand?" I asked Lily, who was washing the fruit.

"Just one hand? How about two?"

"Ugh. Gen Z and dad jokes don't make a good combination, Lily."

"Whatever, Grampa. You can wash and slice those strawberries."

Dorothy sat beside my father at the dining table as Lily and I prepared the fruit. With music and food and these two women for company, the atmosphere in the house felt vibrant.

"Did you tell Asher about your new job, Lily?" Dorothy said.

"New job?" I asked.

"I'm working at the Dennison's gift shop in town," Lily said. "Just started a few days ago."

"Nice. What's it like?"

"Super comfy. Those big bay windows let in all this gorgeous natural light. I spend most of my time arranging displays of local artisan stuff like these hand-painted Port Chasten mugs that tourists go crazy for. And these little glass figurines shaped like orcas and seals. All made by local artists, too! There's also this entire wall of postcards with photos from around the bay that are actually really beautiful, not cheesy at all."

"Are there enough customers with this heat wave?" I asked.

"That's the thing! The best part is it's busy enough that the day goes by quickly, but not so crazy that I'm stressed out. Mrs. Dennison lets me sit behind the counter during slow periods. I'm trying something new from my usual anime stuff. I've been working on these watercolor landscapes of the cliffs above the bay. Mrs. Denison totally loves them! She even said that if they turn out well, she might sell them in the shop! Can you believe that? I'd have my art in an actual brick and mortar store!"

"That's fantastic, Lily."

"I know, right? And the customers are mostly these sweet older couples on road trips who tell me all about their grandchildren. Or families with little kids who press their faces against the display cases looking at all the shiny things. I haven't had a single Karen yet, which feels like some kind of retail miracle."

"Retail is a thankless profession," my father said. "People can be real pains."

"Worse than my school students," Dorothy agreed. "Perhaps the ambiance of Port Chasten mellows their attitude."

"Probably just the charming service that Lily offers," I said, giving her a grin.

"Oh yeah. Old people love me!"

We giggled together as we set the fruit on two trays. Our hands brushed several times. I could tell Lily was doing it deliberately.

I'm going to change your mind. You're gonna be mine, Asher Brownley.

It looked like Lily was still intent on winning me over. I didn't intend to let that happen, but I had to admit it felt good to be wanted by such an attractive young woman.

"Do you guys want to watch the local news?" I asked.

"Are we all going to huddle around that damn phone?" Pop asked.

"No need. Be right back."

I dried my hands and headed upstairs to my room. I came back down with my gaming laptop and set it on the TV stand. Using my mobile as a hotspot, I was soon streaming our local station.

"It's not a big screen," I said. "But seventeen inches is still pretty good."

"That's what she said," Lily quipped.

I maneuvered Pop's wheelchair next to the sofa so he could sit on the more comfortable cushions. My father was still a little unsteady on his feet, but the rehab exercises Jess had shown us were paying off. His knee was getting stronger every day.

Dorothy joined him on the sofa. I put a platter of fruit on the coffee table near them and pushed the chair aside. I sat at the table next to Lily.

We chatted comfortably as the news played. The heat wave was the dominant story, with several deaths reported across the state.

"We just aren't built for this weather," my father said, repeating a sentiment everyone in Port Chasten seemed to share.

"Ooh, look at this strawberry," Lily sighed, holding up a perfectly red berry. "It's perfect. Try it."

Lily held the strawberry near my lips, but when I tried to bite it, she pulled it away, laughing.

"Hey, not cool," I told her.

"Stop whining, you big baby. You can have your strawberry. Here."

She put the berry between her lips and grinned at me. I hesitated, glancing at Pop and Dorothy. They were sitting with their backs to us, engrossed in the news.

Lily cocked an eyebrow at me, daring me to ignore her. With an exasperated sigh, I leaned forward to take the strawberry from her lips.

As I expected, she pressed her mouth to mine, pushing the strawberry into my mouth with her tongue, turning the whole thing into a firm kiss. I savored the soft warmth of her lips against mine before leaning back, slowly chewing the strawberry.

"Was that good?" Lily whispered.

"Very sweet," I nodded.

"We've got lots more strawberries," she promised with a smile.

We ate fruit and laughed together as the news gave way to a game show. Dorothy and Lily nailed all the trivia questions while my father grumbled about the categories.

"Why don't they ask about sports? Or construction? Or even fishing?"

"Or the Roman Empire," I added.

"What do you know about the Roman Empire?" Lily scoffed.

"Nothing. But I do think about it."

Lily rolled her eyes and nudged me with her elbow.

"No more strawberries for you," she told me.

We switched to YouTube and watched a creator who was living with his family in a remote cabin on the Olympic Peninsula.

"That's about forty miles from us," my father pointed out. "Pretty rugged terrain, but not as isolated as they're making it out to be."

"They're selling a lifestyle," Dorothy remarked, sipping her cocktail. "I've watched their other videos. It's very relaxing."

Dorothy was right, it was very relaxing to watch this family chop firewood for the winter and prepare their cabin for the coming rains. I enjoyed watching their lifestyle, just like I was enjoying the warm feel of Lily's thigh resting against mine under the dining table.

"I think I'd enjoy living like that," I said.

"They have wifi and a MacBook Pro to edit their videos on," Lily said. "That makes living in the wilderness hella easy."

Sammy leaped onto Lily's lap with a soft purr. Lily began stroking the cat, her hand intentionally brushing against my thigh with each pass.

I stole a glance at her, but Lily kept her eyes fixed on Sammy, a small smile playing on her lips, acting as if she didn't notice the contact.

I wasn't sure what to do. A part of me knew I should put a stop to this, but the sensation was exhilarating, and I found myself rooted to the spot. I tried to focus my attention on the laptop screen, where the YouTube family was going about their daily lives in the wilderness.

"Look at them, picking wild berries," I commented, attempting to distract myself from the feeling of Lily's hand on my thigh. "That looks like fun."

"Mmm, berries," Lily murmured, her hand brushing against me again, this time more deliberately. "I love berries, don't you, Ashe?"

Sammy, satisfied with the attention she'd received, jumped down from Lily's lap and padded back to the kitchen to rejoin Wilson.

I inhaled sharply as Lily rested her hand fully on my crotch, her fingers tracing the growing bulge in my shorts. I tried to concentrate on the YouTube family and their berry-picking adventure, but it was becoming increasingly difficult as Lily stroked my cock under the table, her hand rubbing the fabric of my shorts in a slow, tantalizing rhythm.

Lily leaned in close to me, feeding me a piece of apple. As she did, she slipped her other hand into my shorts and gripped my cock firmly. I had to suppress a groan as her warm hand stroked me, working my cock inside my shorts until I was fully erect.

Lily continued to feed me fruit, her eyes locked onto mine, while her other hand stroked my cock in my shorts. I was fighting a losing battle, trying not to make any noise that might alert Dorothy or my father to what was happening under the table.

I reminded myself that I had told Lily I was too old for her, that this was wrong, but her touch felt too good to stop now.

"You like that, don't you?" Lily whispered, feeding me another piece of fruit, her voice barely audible over the sound of the YouTube video.

Her hand moved faster, stroking me in a rhythm that had me on the edge of release. I was getting dangerously close to orgasm. I was worried that I wouldn't be able to stifle my groans any longer.

Just as I was about to push Lily's hand away, Wilson saved the day by trotting over to me and nudging me with his cold, wet nose.

"Hey, boy," I said, my voice coming out a little too loud.

I cleared my throat and stood up abruptly, adjusting my shorts to hide my erection.

"I think Wilson needs to go out," I announced. "I'll take him to the backyard."

Lily pulled her hand away as I stood, a smirk playing on her lips. My cock was tenting my shorts, and I was grateful that my father and Dorothy were facing away from me, engrossed in the video on the laptop.

With Wilson following close behind, I made a beeline for the kitchen door, relieved to feel the cool air outside as I stepped into the backyard.

The warm evening air did little to calm the heat coursing through my groin. Wilson sniffed around the backyard, his nose twitching as he searched for the perfect spot to do his business.

I leaned against the side of the house, my heart pounding in my chest, my cock still throbbing from Lily's touch. I couldn't believe I had let her stroke me like that, right there in the dining room with my father and Dorothy just feet away.

I should have stopped her, should have pushed her hand away the moment she touched me. But I hadn't. I had let her continue, had let the pleasure build until I was on the brink of cumming.

I was still berating myself when the kitchen door creaked open and Lily slipped outside, joining me in the backyard. She stood next to me, her green eyes shining in the fading light as she looked up into my face.

"I know you're close," she said, her voice soft but confident. "I don't want to leave you with blue balls."

She reached for my cock, but I blocked her hand, finally finding the willpower to stop her.

"We shouldn't be doing this," I said, my voice firm even as my body screamed for her touch. "It's gone too far already."

Lily's eyebrows raised, a challenge sparkling in her eyes.

"You really don't want me to finish you off? Reaaaallly?"

I opened my mouth to tell her no, to tell her that this was wrong, that we couldn't keep doing this. But no words came out.

Lily smiled, a slow, seductive curve of her lips that sent a shiver down my spine. She gently pushed my hand aside and tugged down my shorts, freeing my erect cock. She took it in her hand, her thumb rubbing over the sensitive head, sending waves of pleasure rippling through me.

"You have such a pretty cock, Ashe," she murmured, her eyes never leaving mine.

She spat in her hand and stroked me, her hand sliding easily over my length.

"It's not fair, you know," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "I've seen you naked so much, but you've barely seen any of me. Except for when you peeked down my shirt!"

"You wore a baggy shirt on purpose."

"Ha, you got me. Anyway, you don't have to peek anymore."

She lifted her T-shirt, exposing her breasts to the cool evening air. She wasn't wearing a bra, and her nipples were already hard, begging for my touch.

She guided my hand to her tits, and I couldn't resist any longer. I stroked her puffy nipples, cupped her full breasts in my hands, reveling in the soft, warm flesh.

Lily leaned in close, her tongue licking the sweat from my neck. I groaned, the sensation of her wet tongue on my skin making me quiver. Lily continued to lick me, her hand pumping faster on my cock as I kneaded her tits, my fingers rolling her nipples until she gasped against my neck.

I could feel my orgasm building, the pleasure coiling in my belly, ready to explode. I warned Lily, my voice barely more than a growl.

"I'm going to cum."

She cupped her hands in front of my cock, catching my release as I ejaculated onto her palms. Thick ropes of cum painted her hands as I emptied my balls.

I watched, exhausted and exhilarated, as Lily licked my cum from her hands, her tongue swirling over her skin. She grinned up at me, her lips and chin coated in my cum, her eyes shining with triumph.

"You taste clean and healthy," she said, her voice husky. "If this were in-game, me ingesting your sweat and cum would steal all your mana points."

I shook my head, a weak laugh escaping my lips.

"I wasn't planning on this happening," I admitted.

Lily's grin softened, and she stepped closer, her body pressing against mine.

"Are you glad it did?"

I hesitated, then nodded reluctantly. Lily's smile widened, and she whispered in my ear, "I knew I would change your mind."

She giggled softly, then she turned and headed back into the house, leaving me standing there, sweaty and drained, feeling both guilty and exhilarated by what had just happened.

I listened as the kitchen door closed behind her, the sound of her laughter still ringing in my ears. I knew I should feel ashamed, should regret what we had done. But all I could feel was the lingering pleasure of her touch, the echo of her laughter in my mind.

I knew I was playing with fire, but in that moment, I didn't care. I just wanted more.


Chapter 4



"Take your time," Jess said. "Don't rush things. Just go at your own pace."

I stood in the doorway of the living room, watching Jess work with my father. Pop gripped his walker with white knuckles, determination etched across his face as he took one slow step forward, then another.

Jess stayed right behind him, holding onto a canvas belt she'd secured around his waist. Today she was wearing her scrubs again, but it didn't matter. Even baggy scrubs couldn't hide her voluptuous body.

"Looking good, Pop," I called out, trying to focus on my father and not Jess's curves.

Pop shot me a glare over his shoulder.

"Feel like a decrepit old man."

"You're doing great, Tom," Jess encouraged. "Now let's turn around and head back to your chair."

Pop pivoted slowly, his jaw clenched in concentration. When he finally reached his wheelchair, he lowered himself with a heavy sigh.

"How's the knee feeling today?"

Jess kneeled beside him, her dark ponytail swinging as she examined his leg.

"Still sore, but better."

"Your progress is impressive. Most patients take much longer to get this far."

"Well, Jess, my son here puts me through those exercises you showed us." Pop jerked his thumb in my direction. "Won't even give me my evening beer unless I do all the reps you recommended."

"It's for your own good," I said, crossing my arms.

"See what I have to put up with?" Pop rolled his eyes. "Raise a son for eighteen years and this is the thanks I get. Torture."

Jess laughed, the sound bright over the hum of the air conditioners.

"For someone just two weeks out of the hospital, you're ahead of schedule, Tom. Your range of motion is excellent, and you're bearing weight without too much strain."

"When can I stop using this damned wheelchair?" Pop tapped the armrest impatiently.

"Two more weeks should do it." Jess stood, tucking her clipboard under her arm. "But until then, keep using the chair. We don't want any setbacks."

Pop sighed, resignation settling across his features.

"Two more weeks."

Jess reached into her backpack and pulled out a stainless steel thermos.

"Anyone want to try my latest batch of kombucha? It's raspberry ginger."

"Is that the fermented tea stuff?" Pop eyed the thermos.

"The very same." Jess unscrewed the cap, which doubled as a cup, and poured a small amount of pinkish liquid. "I know it's not quite a Rainier beer, but it's much healthier for you."

"Nothing beats Rainier. Nectar of the gods, that beer." He took a tentative sip, his eyebrows rising in surprise. "Not bad, though. Not bad at all."

"I'll take some," I said, grabbing a glass from the kitchen.

Jess poured me a generous amount, the liquid fizzing slightly. I took a sip and was pleasantly surprised by the tangy, slightly sweet flavor with a ginger kick at the end.

"This is delicious," I said honestly.

"Good, because I brought you guys an extra bottle." Jess reached into her bag again and produced a large glass bottle filled with the same pinkish liquid. "Keep it refrigerated."

"Thanks, Jess." I set the bottle on the coffee table. "You need to teach me how to make this stuff."

"It's actually pretty easy." She flashed me a smile. "I'd be happy to show you anytime."

Her eyes locked with mine, and something in her gaze shifted from professional to personal. The look was brief but unmistakably flirtatious. My mouth went suddenly dry, and I took another sip of kombucha to cover my reaction.

Jess fascinated me with her dual personality. Most of the time, she was the consummate professional. Focused, knowledgeable, and entirely appropriate. But occasionally, like now, she'd reveal another side that was playful, sensual, even provocative.

I remembered how her hands had felt on my back during that impromptu massage-- firm yet gentle, professional yet intimate. I wondered if she was like this with all her clients or if there was something specific about me that brought out this side of her.

"The weather report says the heat dome is finally breaking up," Pop said, interrupting my thoughts.

I glanced out the window.

"Yeah, but it'll still be hot for a while. Just eighties instead of nineties and hundreds."

"Thank God," Jess sighed, fanning herself with her clipboard. "My car's AC is shot, so I've been driving with the windows down. Great for my hair, but terrible for gas mileage. At least the roads are empty."

"Once the heat dome lifts, the tourists will be back," I said, watching Pop take another sip of kombucha. "Port Chasten will be packed again."

"Chasten Cove will be overrun with outsiders," Pop groaned. "Every damn summer. Won't be able to find a quiet spot anywhere."

An idea suddenly struck me.

"Why don't we head down to the cove now?" I said excitedly. "Before the crowds return?"

"Now?" Pop perked up immediately.

"Why not? It's still early, and it would do you good to get out of the house."

"I'm free," Jess said, checking her watch. "Tom was my last client today."

"What do you think, Wilson?" I looked at the chocolate lab sprawled on the cool tile floor. "Want to go to the beach?"

Wilson's head shot up at the word "beach." He barked once, his tail thumping against the floor.

"That settles it!" Pop declared, already reaching for his hat on the side table. "Help me into some proper clothes, Ashe. Can't go to the beach looking like an invalid."

"I'll pack up the kombucha," Jess offered, gathering the thermos and cups. "It'll taste even better with some ocean air."

I watched her move efficiently around our kitchen, at ease in our space, and felt a warmth filling my insides. Between Becca's rejection, Ellen's confrontation, and whatever was happening with Lily, my life had become complicated enough. Yet here I was, contemplating what Jess's flirtatious glances might mean.

"Ashe! You coming or what?" Pop called from his bedroom. "I need help with these damn shoes!"

"Coming, Pop," I called back, forcing myself to focus on the present moment. An afternoon at the beach was exactly what we all needed.

Fifteen minutes later, I was in my truck with my father and Wilson beside me. Jess followed behind us.

Driving slow on a hot summer day, the windows rolled down, the warm air flowing over my face. All I need is Ellen sitting beside me and the radio playing Outkast, and I'd be eighteen again.

The memory of Ellen came back strongly, like it had happened just yesterday. I remembered how she used to fiddle with the radio as we drove, trying to catch the Seattle stations instead of our local talk radio.

When the Seattle radio stations were all static, we'd listen to the talk shows and make fun of the callers.

"That dern Sodomy Hussain has got to be captured alive. We need to know how they did 9/11 and if the Communist Chinese were involved!"

Ellen used to love imitating the callers, using her exaggerated hick voice. She always made me laugh when she did it.

"You better register with Selective Service pronto, boy! I feel a draft coming up!"

The memory was bittersweet and powerful. Those two years with Ellen had been unforgettable. And why not? Does anyone forget their first love? We were just kids, and everything had seemed so much more intense back then.

I put aside memories of Ellen as I pulled into the dirt clearing that served as the parking lot for Chasten Cove. Jess parked beside me.

Pop sighed and shook his head as he looked over at Jess's beat-up hatchback.

"She really needs a better vehicle," he said.

"No kidding."

I got Pop's wheelchair out from the back of the truck and helped him into it. Wilson was already sitting next to Jess, who was holding his leash. Jess was watching me closely, appreciation etched on her face.

"That lightweight wheelchair makes all the difference," she said. "Thoughtful of you to get it."

"Should have rented it," my father said. "I'm only going to be using it for a month."

"When you're done with the wheelchair, I'll donate it to the local senior center. They're always looking for medical equipment."

"Well, that makes sense," Pop grudgingly admitted.

"It's a very kind thing to do," Jess said. "Tienes un gran corazón. You have a big heart, Ashe."

The way Jess was looking at me made my pulse quicken. I shrugged, trying to be nonchalant, and took hold of Pop's wheelchair handles.

"Just trying to be helpful," I said. "Let's go enjoy the beach."

I navigated the wheelchair toward the concrete ramp that led down to the back of the cove. It was steep enough to make me nervous about Pop's safety.

"Here, let me show you," Jess said, stepping behind me. "You want to tip the chair back slightly when going down a slope."

She demonstrated with her hands on the handles.

"This way, the push wheels go down first, and Tom stays level instead of pitching forward."

"Understood. Makes sense."

I gripped the handles and carefully tilted the wheelchair back. Pop grabbed the armrests.

"Don't dump me out, son."

"I've got you, Pop."

I slowly rolled him down the ramp, keeping the chair tilted at the angle Jess had shown me. Wilson trotted alongside us, occasionally sniffing at the wheelchair's wheels.

The beach at Chasten Cove wasn't sandy or level. Instead, it was covered with smooth stones and pebbles that shifted underfoot, making the wheelchair difficult to maneuver.

"This is harder than I thought," I grunted, pushing with extra force to keep the wheels from getting stuck.

"Let's head for that tree," Jess pointed to a gnarled pine that had somehow taken root at the back of the cove. "The ground looks more stable there."

After some struggling, we positioned Pop's wheelchair in the shade of the tree. He settled back with a contented sigh.

"This is a fine spot," he declared, looking out at the water. "Nothing like that clean ocean air to clear the lungs."

"Tom Brownley, is that you?"

I turned to see the Yellins approaching, dressed in matching tracksuits despite the heat. They were the power-walking couple I'd seen several times since returning to Port Chasten.

"Margaret, David," Pop greeted them with a nod. "Good to see you both."

"We heard about your accident," Mrs. Yellin said, her face creased with concern. "How are you feeling?"

"Better every day, thanks to this young lady," Pop gestured toward Jess. "This is Jessamin Martinez, my physical therapist."

"Pleasure to meet you," Jess smiled, shaking their hands.

Mr. Yellin's eyes lingered on Jess before turning to me. I couldn't blame him for looking.

"And Asher, good to see you again."

There was a knowing look in his eyes as he glanced between Jess and me. The last time he'd seen me, I was holding Lily in my arms.

"You too, Mr. Yellin. Enjoying the weather?"

"That heat dome is finally breaking," Mrs. Yellin said, fanning herself with her hand. "About time too. I thought we were going to melt right into the floorboards."

"Just in time for the tourist invasion," Mr. Yellin nodded. "Another week and you won't be able to find a quiet spot anywhere on this beach."

"That's the truth," Pop agreed. "By next weekend, this place will be wall-to-wall outsiders with their coolers and umbrellas."

"And their music," Mrs. Yellin added with a grimace. "Always playing their music so loud you can't hear the waves."

"At least they bring money to the town," Pop conceded. "Keeps the shops open."

"True enough," Mr. Yellin laughed. "I just wish they'd pick up their trash. Last summer I filled three garbage bags with left-behind junk."

Wilson suddenly barked, pulling at his leash and looking toward the water where a couple of dogs were splashing in the shallows.

"I think Wilson wants to join the party," I said, glancing at Pop.

"You two go ahead," Mrs. Yellin waved her hand. "We'll stay here with Tom and catch up."

"Yes, go let Wilson romp," Pop urged. "He's been cooped up in the house too much lately."

I hesitated, not wanting to leave Pop alone.

"Go on," Pop insisted. "I've got plenty of company right here."

"We won't be long," I promised, handing Wilson's leash to Jess while I made sure Pop's wheelchair was securely positioned.

Jess and I walked toward the water, Wilson straining at his leash.

"Okay to let him off?" Jess asked.

"Absolutely."

Jess unclipped Wilson's leash. Despite his advanced age, the chocolate lab trotted briskly to the other dogs. Jess and I watched as the dogs sniffed each other's butts, play bowed, and then began chasing each other at the water's edge.

Jess and I stood side by side, watching Wilson frolic with his new friends. The dogs splashed through the shallow water, barking joyfully.

"I love dogs so much," Jess said. "I had this rescue mutt named Churro when I was growing up. He was this weird mix of like part Chihuahua, part something much bigger. Had these tiny legs but a big barrel chest."

She laughed at the memory.

"Churro used to sleep under my covers with just his nose sticking out. Every morning I'd wake up and there'd be this little snout poking out from the blankets, snoring away."

"What happened to him?" I asked.

"He lived to be fifteen. I was in college when he passed. My mom called me crying. That dog got her through her divorce." Jess sighed and shook her head. "I'd love to have another dog, but my apartment's too small, and on my salary... well, dog food and vet bills aren't in the budget right now."

"I'm sorry to hear that," I said, watching Wilson roll in the pebbles. "I was surprised when Pop got Wilson. We never had pets growing up. But they're perfect for each other. Both are a little grumpy, set in their ways, but secretly big softies."

A cool breeze blew in from the water, bringing welcome relief from the heat.

"This cove is really pretty," Jess said.

"Yeah, it's good to be back here," I said, scanning the familiar shoreline. "I used to come down to this cove all the time with my buddies. We'd have these massive bonfires right over there." I pointed to a flat area near the base of the cliff.

"Sounds fun," Jess said.

"It was, until Bobby Pearson threw a box of live ammunition into the fire one night. Bullets started popping off in every direction. We all scattered like cockroaches when the lights come on." I shook my head at the memory. "After that, the police banned nighttime bonfires. Bobby's dad was a sheriff's deputy, so Bobby got off with a warning."

"You sound like you were quite the hellraiser."

"Me? Nah." I laughed. "I just happened to be there for some of the crazier moments. What about you?"

"I never partied as a teenager," Jess admitted. "My mother was super strict. If I'd been at a bonfire where some idiot threw in bullets, she would have killed me herself before the bullets had a chance. I wasn't adventurous, like you."

"Honestly, I wasn't a wild kid. I mostly came here to fish with my father." I pointed toward a cluster of rocks jutting out from the far edge of the cove. "That spot right there was our favorite fishing spot. We'd get up before dawn and be out there when the tide was coming in."

"Catch anything good?"

"Mostly rockfish, lingcod, some greenling. Occasionally we'd hook a salmon if we were lucky. Once I caught a ratfish, this ugly thing with a face only a mother could love. Pop made me throw it back even though it was legal to keep."

"Why's that?"

"He said anything that ugly deserved a second chance." I smiled at the memory. "The best days were when we'd catch Dungeness crab in the pots we'd set the night before. Pop would boil them right here on the beach with some seawater. Nothing tastes better than fresh crab eaten with your fingers while sitting on these rocks."

Wilson bounded back to us, soaking wet and panting happily. He shook himself vigorously, spraying us both with cold water.

"Wilson!" I protested, though I didn't really mind the cooling spray.

Jess just laughed, kneeling to ruffle Wilson's wet fur.

"Good boy," she cooed. "Did you make some friends?"

Wilson licked her face enthusiastically, making her laugh harder. As she brushed her hair back, I again saw the scar running down her scalp.

I opened my mouth to ask about it, but then quickly closed it again. I might have been curious, but how Jess got that scar was none of my business.

"Car accident," Jess said.

"Car accident?"

"That's how I got the scar. I've seen you looking and you were probably wondering how I got it."

"I uh, I mean..." I spluttered, thrown off balance that she had read my thoughts.

"It's okay," she assured me. "I'm used to folks asking. About two years ago, I got into an accident. It cut my scalp open pretty bad. Needed forty-seven stitches to close it."

"Damn, Jess. I'm sorry that happened to you. What happened?"

"Head-on collision on a side road. The woman who caused the accident was driving drunk. She went to jail for three months."

"Shit, it should have been longer. I have no sympathy for drunk drivers. My mother was killed by one."

"I'm sorry to hear that," Jess said softly. "Drunk drivers deserve to be punished."

"Especially when they hurt others."

"Yes. Especially then. Que Dios me perdone."

"What's that mean?"

"Oh nothing," Jess said with a sad smile. "At least she went to jail. So many others get off."

"Especially if they have money for a good lawyer," I said. "It's the American way."

We both chuckled, shaking our heads.

"Thank you for bringing me out here," Jess said. "Driving all over the coast, I rarely get to enjoy the natural beauty of this area. This is the perfect way to end the day."

Jess was looking at me again with that intensity that made my pulse race. I held her gaze, feeling the energy sparking between us.

"Anytime," I said. "Seriously."

We grinned at each other for a moment longer before Jess finally looked away.

"We should get back to your father," Jess said.

"Yeah. He looks about done with the Yellins."

"Still have half a thermos of kombucha."

"Excellent. I'm looking forward to learning how to make my own."

"You can always look it up on YouTube. It's easy and there are tons of videos."

"Nah. I'd rather have you teach me. I'm looking forward to learning from you. You can be my instructor. Walk me through the process."

Jess gave me a wry smile. I could see her holding back laughter at my clumsy flirting.

"Okay," she said. "It's a date."


Chapter 5



"I'd like some pickled beets," Pop said. "The last jar you brought me is almost gone."

"And pickled asparagus?" Dorothy asked.

"Pass. It made my stomach rumble."

"Pickled asparagus sounds delicious," I said.

"Ms. Dalrymple makes the best pickled veggies," Lily chimed in. "I love her sweet peppers!"

The four of us were at the Farmer's Market. I was pushing Pop in his wheelchair while Lily and Dorothy walked beside us, each holding grocery sacks waiting to be filled.

The Farmer's Market was set up on the cracked asphalt of what used to be a warehouse parking lot. Simple wooden stalls and pop-up tents lined makeshift aisles where locals sold their produce and crafts. It was mid-70s despite it being only 10 AM.

I navigated Pop's wheelchair around the uneven pavement, careful not to jostle him too much. Around us, shoppers bustled from stall to stall. The scent of fresh bread mingled with the earthy smell of vegetables and the sweetness of homemade jams.

"I feel like a sack of carrots being pushed around like this," my father grumbled.

"Just two more weeks," I reminded him. "We'll come back when you're on your feet."

"Maybe you could push me in the wheelchair, Asher," Dorothy joked. "My knees are not what they used to be."

"I'd be happy to, Mrs. Jones."

Dorothy patted my arm. Lily beamed at me. Since our encounter in the backyard, Lily had been smiling at me a lot.

I was still conflicted about what happened. The age difference between me and Lily still bothered me, but it was hard not to dwell on what we did. The feeling of her hand working my cock, the warm weight of her tits in my hand, her tongue warm and wet against my neck.

And the way she licked my cum off her fingers.

Lily had already gotten me to cross a boundary. It didn't seem like she would stop pushing me for more. I could rationalize things, but the way my body responded to her was undeniable.

I knew this young, exciting woman was doing her utmost to seduce me. Did I even want to try and stop her?

I glanced at Lily walking beside me. Today she was wearing a green top and matching green skirt to go along with her cat ears. Her red hair gleamed in the late morning sunlight, her pale skin and freckles highlighting the swell of her chest.

Lily saw me looking and smirked, as if she could read my thoughts.

We approached a stall filled with various types of potatoes arranged in wooden crates. A silver-haired man with weathered hands and a sun-browned face looked up from where he was arranging his produce.

"Well, if it isn't Dorothy Jones!" he called out, his face crinkling into a smile.

"Morning, Walt," Dorothy said warmly.

"And Thomas Brownley. What happened to you?"

"Took a spill," Pop answered, gesturing to his leg. "Nothing serious."

Walt Hendricks came around from behind his display, wiping his hands on his apron.

"Good to see you, Tom, even if you're rolling instead of walking."

"I'll be up in a couple weeks," Pop said. "Doctor says I'm healing faster than expected."

"That's good news," Walt nodded. "We've been missing you at McGinty's on Sundays. The Seahawks are looking promising this season. The boys were wondering if you'd be back to watch the games."

"I'll be there," Pop promised. "As long as they keep serving Rainier beer. None of that fancy stuff."

"I'll convince you to try some of Pete's craft brews one of these days." Walt's gaze shifted to me. "And Asher Brownley! Haven't seen you in years. Just visiting?"

"Good to see you, Walt," I said, shaking his hand. "I'm back for the summer, maybe longer."

"That right?" Walt's eyebrows rose. "Well, Port Chasten's always better with more Brownleys around."

Dorothy leaned over to examine a crate of unusual purple potatoes.

"What are these specimens, Walt?"

"Those are a new variety I'm trying this year," he explained proudly. "Purple Splendor. They're mildly sweet, great roasted or in potato salad."

"My curiosity is piqued," Dorothy said. "I'll take three pounds of those along with my usual ten pounds of Yukon Gold."

"Make that twenty pounds of Yukon Gold," Pop added. "Ten for me."

"I'll throw in a pound of the purple ones for you to try, Tom. On the house. Tell me how you like them."

"Appreciate that," Pop said. "I'll let you know."

Walt began filling bags with potatoes.

"So, Asher, what brings you back to our little corner of the world?" he asked.

"Came back to get Pop back on his feet. Maybe do some work on the house. I like being back at Port Chasten. I've missed the place."

"I understand completely."

"We'll pick up those potatoes on the way back," Dorothy said. "Too heavy to carry around the market."

"They'll be here waiting for you," Walt promised. "See you then. And I like your cat ears, Lily. Green is your color."

"Thank you, Mr. Hendricks!"

We made our way down the aisle, our little group moving at a leisurely pace through the bustling farmer's market. The scents of fresh produce and herbs grew stronger in the warm summer air, creating a smell that reminded me of childhood visits here with Pop.

At the next stand, a weathered woman with sun-darkened skin was showing off her heirloom tomatoes.

"Thomas Brownley, where have you been hiding?" she called out with a broad smile. "Haven't seen you in weeks!"

"Been lamed up, Marge," Pop said.

"So I see. Anything I should worry about?"

"Not a bit."

"Good," Marge laughed. "I can't afford to lose a customer in this economy."

"Tell me about it! I'm retired and on a fixed income. Everything keeps getting more expensive. Except your tomatoes."

"For now," Marge teased. "Everybody else is price gouging. Maybe I should too."

My father sighed, but I could see the warmth in his eyes as he selected several plump tomatoes. Dorothy picked up a particularly large tomato.

"Marge, these are spectacular this year. The heat wave must agree with your tomatoes, if nothing else."

"It's been a blessing and a curse," Marge chuckled. "These love it, but my lettuce withered to cardboard. Even the rabbits wouldn't touch it."

We continued on to Stan's herb stand, where Dorothy meticulously selected bundles of basil, oregano, and thyme, discussing recipes with Stan while Pop nodded along.

Lily flitted between displays, occasionally holding up vegetables in unusual shapes for my inspection, her green cat ears bobbing with each excited movement.

At the honey stand, Mr. Peterson, a retired logger who'd taken up beekeeping, greeted Pop with a hearty handshake.

"Your usual wildflower honey, Tom? And how about some of that new blackberry batch?"

"Both," Pop said, reaching for his wallet.

I noticed how nearly every vendor greeted Pop and Dorothy by name, often asking about specific details of their lives. Pop and Dorothy inquired about vendors' children, grandchildren, and various ailments with the easy familiarity that comes from decades of Saturday mornings spent in this very market.

Damn, I miss living like this. It feels like a genuine community.

We moved on to the next stall, where jars of colorful preserved vegetables lined the tables in neat rows, each labeled with handwritten tags.

"Ms. Dalrymple!" Lily called out, waving enthusiastically.

The woman behind the table looked up with a wide smile. She wore faded denim overalls over a tank top that showed off arms covered in vibrant tattoos. Her hair was a rich shade of purple, cut in an asymmetrical style that framed her face.

"Lily! How's my favorite artist?" Ms. Dalrymple's voice was warm and raspy.

"I'm fantastic! Thank you so much for posting my drawing of Mister Whiskers. It looked amazing on your page."

"Oh honey, Jen insisted I post it. She said it was too good to keep to ourselves." Ms. Dalrymple adjusted a row of jars. "That drawing's gotten more likes than anything I've posted in months. Several people asked who the artist was."

Lily bounced on her toes, the green cat ears on her headband bobbing.

"I know! Three people messaged me about doing portraits of their pets. I might actually make some money from my art! Thank you so much!"

"That's wonderful. I'm just happy to shine a light on your talent." She turned her attention to my father. "Thomas Brownley, did you enjoy those pickled beets I sent over?"

"Best I've had in years," Pop said. "Emptied the jar in a few days."

Ms. Dalrymple clasped her hands together, a relieved look on her face.

"Oh good! I was worried because I tried a new vinegar in the brine this time. I didn't want it to be a problem."

"Only problem was I ate them too fast," Pop said. "Need to pace myself."

"That's exactly what I love to hear," Ms. Dalrymple laughed. "What can I get for you folks today?"

"I'll take two jars of the pickled beets," Pop said.

"One jar of the pickled asparagus," Dorothy said.

"Coming right up."

Lily grabbed a jar from the table.

"And pickled garlic for me! It's perfect for pasta sauce."

Ms. Dalrymple rang up their purchases and carefully placed each jar in Dorothy's bag.

"By the way, Lily, Farina's back today."

Lily's eyes widened.

"Really? Oh my gosh, I haven't seen her in forever!"

Dorothy sighed and rolled her eyes at the mention of Farina's name.

"Us old folks are getting tired," Dorothy said. "We should rest for a bit at the lemonade stand."

"Good idea," Pop agreed. "I need to stand up for a bit. My backside's getting numb in this chair."

As we headed toward the lemonade stand, I leaned closer to Lily.

"Who's Farina?"

"Farina is this really cool woman from Italy who moved here last year. She only comes to the Farmer's Market occasionally, so it's always a treat when she's here."

"What does she sell?" I asked.

"Insight," Lily replied mysteriously.

When she saw my puzzled expression, she nudged me with her elbow.

"You'll see," she promised, a mischievous smile playing on her lips.

We reached the lemonade stand where a teenager was serving tall glasses of fresh-squeezed lemonade with sprigs of mint. Dorothy found us a table with an umbrella, and I parked Pop's wheelchair at the head of it.

"I could use something cold," Pop said, wiping his brow. "This heat might not be as bad as last week, but it's still too damn hot for the Washington coast."

The lemonade was tart and refreshing, with just enough sweetness to balance the acidity. I took a long sip, feeling the cold liquid slide down my throat.

"Perfect," I said, setting my glass on the table. "Just what I needed."

Beneath the table, I felt Lily's leg press against mine. I glanced at her, but she was innocently sipping her lemonade, her green cat ears slightly askew.

When her foot found mine and began to rub against it, I nearly choked on my drink. I shifted in my seat, trying to create some distance, but Lily followed, her toes now tracing up my ankle.

"The lemonade stand is new," Pop said, oblivious to what was happening under the table.

"I remember it used to be Old Man Frank with his cider press here," I said.

"Frank retired three years ago," Dorothy replied. "His arthritis got too bad for the pressing."

I was about to ask about the cider press when a woman approached our table. She had short black hair cut in a stylish bob and wore a simple sundress that complemented her olive skin. She stared at me with an intensity that made me feel like we'd met before.

"Asher?" she asked hesitantly.

I studied her, confused. Something about her was vaguely familiar, but I couldn't place her.

"It's me. Yvette."

The name hit me like a thunderbolt. Memories flooded back of playing in creeks, climbing trees, and endless summer days.

"Yvette Delacroix?" I stood up so quickly I almost knocked over my chair. "Oh my God!"

I wrapped her in a hug, lifting her slightly off the ground. She laughed, a sound that transported me back to childhood.

"I can't believe it's you," she said when I set her down. "I recognized your father and then saw you sitting here. It took me a moment to be sure."

"It must be more than twenty-five years," I said, shaking my head in disbelief. "Please, sit with us."

Yvette slid into the empty chair beside me.

"Hello, Mr. Brownley," she said with a warm smile.

"You the girl who carried a trumpet everywhere?" Pop asked, squinting at her.

"That was me," Yvette laughed. "Total band nerd."

"You played beautifully," Pop said. "Claire and I enjoyed your concert at the elementary school."

"Thank you," Yvette said, clearly touched by the memory.

"You and Ashe used to play together all the time."

"We did. Until I moved away when I was twelve. Dad got transferred to Sacramento."

"It's amazing to see you again." I gestured to the others at the table. "Yvette, this is Dorothy Jones and her granddaughter Lily."

"Mrs. Jones! You let us play in your yard all the time."

"Oh, I remember you well, Yvette. Always wore a velvet ribbon in your hair."

"That was me," Yvette said. "How is Mr. Jones doing? Karl, right?"

Dorothy's smile turned wistful.

"Karl passed away several years ago, dear."

"I'm so sorry to hear that," Yvette said, reaching across to touch Dorothy's hand.

"Thank you. He went peacefully, surrounded by family."

A respectful silence lingered. I turned to Yvette.

"So what have you been up to all these years?"

"After college, I moved to Los Angeles and worked as a costumer for films. Then I shifted to Vancouver, BC where there's tons of production work. I'm between gigs right now, so I'm visiting friends in Seattle. On a whim, I drove out to Port Chasten to see my old house."

"The blue one on Spruce Street?"

"That's it!" she grinned. "It's yellow now, but still has the same porch swing."

"And that massive cedar in the backyard?"

"Still there, though Dad's treehouse is long gone."

"Remember playing hide and seek?" I laughed. "You always hid in that hollow behind the woodpile, and I pretended not to know where you were for ten minutes."

"You were such a gentleman, even then," Yvette said, nudging my shoulder. "Remember when we kissed in that treehouse?"

"How could I forget my first kiss? Even if we were just nine years old."

Everyone at the table laughed, but I noticed Lily's smile didn't reach her eyes. She shifted in her seat, suddenly interested in the condensation on her glass.

Yvette glanced at her watch.

"This is wonderful, but I have to get going. I'm meeting friends back in Seattle for lunch."

We both stood. Yvette's eyes crinkled at the corners when she smiled.

"I'm so glad I ran into you, Ashe. I only stopped at the Farmer's Market on a whim. Maybe it was serendipity." She pulled out her phone. "What's your number? We should catch up properly."

I gave her my number, and seconds later my phone rang.

"Now you have mine too," she said. "I'm thinking of moving to Seattle permanently. Maybe we can hang out more?"

"I'd love that," I said honestly.

Yvette hugged me tightly, then kissed my cheek.

"Stay in touch, Ashe. I mean it."

"I will," I promised.

"Goodbye, Mr. Brownley, Mrs. Jones," Yvette said. "And it was nice to meet you, Lily."

Lily smiled, but it looked forced.

"You too," Lily said.

I watched Yvette walk away, her sundress swaying with each step. I sat back down, still buzzing from the unexpected reunion.

"What an amazing surprise," Dorothy said.

"She was a sweet kid," Pop said.

"Always lugging that trumpet around," Dorothy chuckled. "She grew up well. Fixed her overbite and the gap between her teeth. Good for her."

"You seemed happy to see her," Lily said quietly.

"I was," I said. "Seeing her again brought back so many memories. Yvette was a good friend."

"And your first kiss."

"That too, yeah."

Lily drained her lemonade and stood. She held her hand out to me.

"Time to go see Farina!" Lily smiled. "Quick, before she leaves."

With a shrug, I took Lily's hand and got to my feet.

"You two okay here for a bit?" I asked Dorothy.

"We're fine," she said. "We'll sit here and enjoy the shade. You go and enjoy whatever."

Lily tugged my hand and I followed her back into the bustling crowd. Skipping like a child, she led me to a table beneath a pop-up canopy.

Sitting at the table was a middle-aged woman wearing a silk scarf wrapped around her head. She was frowning down at her phone. A cordless fan whirred behind her.

Lily bounced forward, her green cat ears bobbing with excitement.

"Farina! I was hoping you'd be here today. Are you still doing readings?"

The woman looked up from her phone, her face transforming from a frown into a warm smile. Gold hoops dangled from her ears, catching the sunlight as she tilted her head.

"Lily, my sweet girl. I am always available to those who seek knowledge."

Her voice carried a rich Italian accent, rolling her r's and emphasizing unexpected syllables. She tucked her phone into a colorful woven bag beside her chair.

Farina gestured to the two empty chairs across from her.

"Please, sit."

I took a seat beside Lily, studying the table. There was nothing on it except a purple velvet cloth with gold stars embroidered along the edges. No products, no sign, nothing to show what kind of "reading" she offered.

"What kind of reading is this?" I asked, leaning toward Lily.

Before Lily could answer, Farina spoke.

"Tarot. I read the cards to help people see what they cannot see themselves."

"Oh."

I sat back, understanding Dorothy's eye roll now.

Fortune telling?

"A reading costs one hundred dollars," Farina said matter-of-factly.

Lily looked at me expectantly. I blinked, surprised.

"You want me to pay for this?"

"Please?" Lily's eyes were wide and hopeful. "It's really special when Farina's here."

Trying to hide my dismay, I pulled out my wallet and extracted a hundred-dollar bill. Farina took it without hesitation, folded it, and tucked it into her cleavage.

"Grazie."

Farina reached into her bag and produced a deck of cards wrapped in silk. The cards were larger than playing cards, with worn edges suggesting frequent use.

"What is your question, Lily?" Farina asked as she unwrapped the deck.

"Oh, the reading isn't for me," Lily replied, practically vibrating with excitement. "It's for Ashe."

I turned to her, surprised.

"It is?"

Farina's dark eyes fixed on me, penetrating and intense.

"What is your question, then?"

"I don't really have a question," I admitted, feeling awkward.

"He does have a question," Lily interjected. "He just can't verbalize it yet. Can I ask it for him?"

Farina nodded, her gold earrings swinging. Lily cleared her throat dramatically.

"How can Ashe make the most of new beginnings in familiar surroundings?"

Farina's eyes remained on me.

"Is this your question? You must ask it yourself for the cards to answer truly."

I was about to object, to say this whole thing was ridiculous, but something in the question Lily had posed resonated with me. It was exactly what I'd been wondering, though I hadn't put it into those precise words.

"How can I make the most of new beginnings in familiar surroundings?" I repeated, surprising myself with how genuine the question felt.

Farina nodded, satisfied. She handed me the deck.

"Cut the cards, please. Three times with your left hand."

I did as instructed, feeling slightly foolish but also curious despite myself.

Farina took the deck back and began laying cards in a pattern on the velvet cloth. The first card showed a tower being struck by lightning.

"The Tower," she said. "Your old life is crumbling. This is necessary destruction. What you built was not solid."

I thought of my marriage to Franny, the life I'd constructed in Newport.

Farina laid down another card showing a man hanging upside down.

"The Hanged Man. You see the world differently now. What seemed important no longer matters."

The next card depicted a woman in flowing robes.

"The High Priestess. Intuition will guide you. Listen to what is not said."

She continued placing cards: The Fool, The Empress, The World, and others I couldn't identify. Her fingers traced the images as she spoke.

"You stand at an important crossroads. The life you knew is behind you, but the path forward is not yet clear." Her accent grew thicker as she became more animated. "The women in your life will be your guides. Each brings a different lesson, a different strength."

I thought of Becca, Lily, and Jess.

"This card—" she tapped one showing a knight on horseback, "—represents your journey. You move forward with purpose, but must be careful not to rush. The familiar surroundings you return to are not the same as when you left them. Do you understand?"

"Uh, yeah. I guess so."

"And this one," she indicated a card showing a man seated on a throne, "is your potential future. The Emperor. Strong, confident, protective. A builder of stability and order from chaos. But notice how he sits alone on his throne. Power without connection becomes isolation."

I leaned closer, oddly captivated by the colorful cards spread across the velvet cloth. The Emperor's stern face stared back at me, his posture rigid and commanding. Something about his solitary authority resonated uncomfortably with my life in Newport where I was respected but alone, even within my marriage.

"What does that mean for me?" I asked, surprised by my own curiosity.

Farina smiled mysteriously, the light catching the gold hoops in her ears.

"It means you have a choice. You can build walls or bridges." She tapped another card showing a brilliant sun. "This influence suggests illumination, truths coming to light that were hidden before. Perhaps even truths you have hidden from yourself."

The fan behind her blew warm air over us. Sweat beaded along my hairline as I considered her words. Farina gathered the remaining cards into a neat stack.

"The cards show possibilities, not certainties. Your actions determine which potential becomes reality." She leaned back, studying my face. "The women surrounding you each bring a lesson you need. The nurturing one, the wounded one, the innocent one. Together, they show you different facets of yourself."

"Which one am I?" Lily asked.

"Ask him," Farina said. "He knows."

Lily took my hand and squeezed it tightly. She leaned close and whispered in my ear.

"I'm part of your life, Asher Brownley. I have a lesson to give you. Farina says so!"

Lily kissed my lips. We kept our eyes open, my face mirrored in the green depths of Lily's pupils.

"You need me," Lily sighed. "Just like I need you."


Chapter 6



I was deep inside Becca, her legs wrapped around me, her breath hot against my cheek as I plunged my cock in and out of her wet pussy.

"Fuck me, Ashe!" she moaned. "Don't stop, lover. Make me scream, make me cum."

I did as she asked, pounding her into the mattress, licking her ear as her hands roamed my back, loving the way her tits cushioned my chest as I railed her, pushing her into her orgasm, making her dig her nails into my shoulder as she convulsed with pleasure.

"I'm gonna cum," I told her.

Becca moaned aloud, begging for my cum, begging to be filled with my seed, begging for me to put a baby inside her... in a voice that was not hers...

Just as I started to pump my cum into her clenching pussy, I raised up and looked down at Becca beneath me, wanting to see her beautiful face... but seeing Ellen's instead.

"My lover," she sighed, pulling me into a kiss, taking my load, staring into my eyes with a desire I still remembered after all these years...

I jerked awake, heart pounding, as my phone vibrated on the nightstand. The dream faded into a haze of confused arousal and guilt.

I fumbled for my phone, blinking at the bright screen. 1:00 AM. The name on the display caught me completely off guard.

Jessamin Martinez?

"Hello?" I answered, voice rough with sleep.

"Ashe? I'm so sorry to wake you."

Jess's voice sounded strained despite her attempt to stay composed. I sat up, instantly alert.

"Are you okay?"

"That's... that means a lot that you'd ask that." Her voice softened. "I'm in a bit of a situation. I spent the evening with a patient having a mental health crisis. She called me completely distraught. Her family lives hours away, so I drove down to Port Chasten to be with her."

"How's she doing?"

"Better. I stayed until her cousin arrived from Seattle." Jess sighed. "But on my way home, my car just died. Complete breakdown. My roommate's working night shift at the hospital, and the tow truck won't be here for at least half an hour. Even then, he can't take me home since I live sixty miles from here."

Her voice cracked slightly. This woman, who always radiated confidence and strength, suddenly sounded vulnerable. It made my heart ache.

"I didn't know who else to call. I'm sorry, I just--"

"You absolutely did the right thing calling me," I cut in, swinging my legs over the side of the bed and reaching for my jeans. "Where exactly are you?"

"About three miles south of the Port Chasten exit. I managed to get onto the shoulder of the road."

"I'll be there in twenty minutes. Stay in your car with the doors locked until you see my truck, okay?"

"Thank you, Ashe. I truly appreciate this."

"Don't mention it. I'm leaving now."

I ended the call and quickly pulled on my clothes. I checked on Pop. He was sleeping soundly with the AC unit in his room humming quietly. I scribbled a quick note explaining I'd had to go help Jess with car trouble, in case he woke before I returned.

As I grabbed my keys and headed for the door, I couldn't shake the feeling that something about Jess's call had shifted something in me. The way her voice had trembled slightly, how she'd reached out to me specifically when she was in trouble, it awakened something I'd rarely felt these last two decades. A need to protect a woman, to be the person she could count on.

Like Maura at the diner.

I started the truck and pulled away from the house, the dream of Becca and Ellen already fading from my mind as I focused on getting to Jess as quickly as possible.

I drove through the quiet streets of Port Chasten, my headlights cutting through the darkness. The small town looked different at night, more melancholy but also more comforting somehow. The storefronts stood silent, their signs dimmed. A few streetlights cast pools of yellow light on empty sidewalks. No tourists, no locals, just the occasional cat slinking across the road.

Seeing the hushed neighborhood, my mind drifted to my house back in Newport. Six bedrooms, five bathrooms, three-car garage, all sitting inside an exclusive gated community with a view of the port. Add to that the handymen and the landscapers and the house cleaners who kept the place running.

Why had I bought such a massive place when it was just Francine and me?

The answer was simple, I hadn't wanted it. Francine had. She'd fallen in love with the prestige, the address, the way she could casually mention "our place in Lighthouse Estates" to her friends. I remembered how she'd dismissed the smaller craftsman house I'd preferred as "quaint," which in Francine-speak meant inadequate.

The McMansion was just one of many concessions I'd made over the years. I gave up bowling because she found it "common." I never got a dog despite always wanting one because she said she was allergic, though I suspected this wasn't true. I even joined the country club I had no interest in because she wanted access to their social events.

But that was just the surface stuff.

I sighed as a deeper realization hit me. Not having children was the biggest concession of all. Francine had been clear from the beginning that she had no interest in motherhood. I'd told myself it was fine, that my wife and my career were enough, that we didn't need kids to be happy.

But now, learning about Ellen's miscarriage? It twisted something inside me. That could have been my child. My family. My leaving for Newport put so much stress on Ellen. Had that contributed to her miscarriage? That question gnawed at me.

I gripped the steering wheel tighter as I turned onto the highway. What kind of life had I made for myself since then? Why had I always gone along with what Francine wanted? Why had I buried my own needs so deep that I barely recognized them anymore?

The comfortable house with the white picket fence, the dog in the yard, the kids playing on the swing set. That's what I'd wanted. Instead, I lived in a showpiece with a woman who barely tolerated my presence.

It was the biggest failure of my life, this slow surrender of myself.

Maybe I was just groggy or maybe I was still lost in my interrupted dream, but as I drove toward where Jess waited, I felt a new determination taking hold in me. I couldn't keep making the same mistakes.

I spotted Jess's car about a mile before I reached it, the yellow hazard lights blinking like a distress signal in the darkness. Her battered Chevy hatchback looked even more pitiful at night, slumped on the shoulder of the empty highway.

I pulled in behind her, positioning my truck to shield her car from any passing traffic, and killed the engine.

When I approached her driver's side window, Jess rolled it down. The interior light illuminated her face, tired but breaking into a smile when she saw me. Something about that look of relief made my chest tighten.

"My knight in shining armor arrives," she joked, but I could hear the genuine gratitude beneath her teasing tone.

"More like a knight in an old F-150."

"Even better."

"Let's wait for the tow truck in my truck," I suggested.

She nodded, grabbed her purse, and followed me back to my vehicle. Once inside, I turned on the hazard lights. A single car whooshed past us, headlights briefly illuminating the cab before disappearing around a bend, leaving us alone again.

I rolled down the window. The night air was finally cool after the heat dome had passed.

"You okay?" I asked, studying her profile in the dim light from the dashboard.

"Better now." Jess exhaled slowly. "I was pretty rattled when the car died. One minute I'm driving, the next there's this horrible grinding noise and everything just stops. At least I had roadside assistance through my insurance, but the dispatcher said the only tow truck driver working tonight is way out in Ozette. I hope I'm not causing too much trouble. I know it's late and--"

"Jess," I interrupted gently, "I'm genuinely glad you called. No one should be stuck out here alone at night."

She smiled, smoothing her hair back in a way that revealed her scar for just a moment before she adjusted it to cover her face again.

"So, this patient you were helping. Is she okay? If you don't mind me asking?"

"I can't get too specific, patient confidentiality and all that," she said. "But she's an older woman I worked with after her knee replacement. During our sessions, I realized my visits were the only human contact she had all week."

Jess looked out the window.

"We got closer than I probably should have allowed professionally. She called tonight having a panic attack, thinking she was dying. She didn't have anyone else, so I drove out to be with her until her relative arrived. She was in bad shape when I got there, but I helped her calm down and stabilize. By the time I left, she was even smiling a little."

"That's incredibly compassionate of you."

"It was a long night. Estoy cansada, I'm tired."

Jess laughed, a soft sound in the quiet cab.

"I'm sure she was thankful you were there. You must have been so comforting."

"I'm no psychologist, but I did my best. Just someone who wants to help. Besides," she glanced at me, "I did the same thing by reaching out to you, didn't I?"

"I guess you did."

"You know, I sat in my car with my phone for fifteen minutes before I worked up the courage to call you," she confessed. "I kept thinking it wasn't appropriate to contact you outside a professional setting. You're my patient's son, after all."

"We already hung out at the beach together with Pop and Wilson," I reminded her. "I'd say we crossed that line a while ago."

"True." Jess's smile widened. "And I still need to teach you how to make kombucha."

We both laughed, the sound filling the truck cab with unexpected warmth. The tension in her shoulders visibly eased, and I realized how much I enjoyed being the reason for that. Not just helping her out of a jam, but making her feel safe enough to relax.

"So, kombucha lessons," I said. "Is that a real offer or just something you say to all the guys whose fathers you're rehabilitating?"

"Real offer. I even know the best place to get the SCOBY."

"What the heck does skooby mean again?"

"SCOBY," Jess laughed. "Symbiotic Culture of Bacteria and Yeast. It's a living community of yeast and bacteria that work to ferment sweet tea into kombucha."

"Sounds technical."

"It's very easy. And fun. You'll love it, I promise."

"Talk me through the process."

I listened closely as Jess told me all about making kombucha at home. Her enthusiasm and knowledge were incredibly appealing. When added to her gorgeous face and killer body, the sum of Jessamin Martinez was even sexier than the parts.

Jess was in the middle of telling me how to put different flavors into the kombucha when the tow truck finally arrived.

"About time," Jess sighed.

The driver looked like a dirtbag. He leered openly at Jess's tits as she gave him her keys and info. I made sure to go stand by Jess's side so the asshole would mind his manners.

After the tow truck drove off with Jess's car, she turned to me with an anxious look on her face.

"I'm glad I didn't have to deal with that guy alone," she said quietly. "Me da mala espina. He gave me a bad feeling. I'm glad you were here."

"Yeah, me too. So, should I drive you home now?"

"Yes..."

Something about the way she said that made me pause.

"What's wrong?" I asked.

"It's just... I live about sixty miles away. And I still have to do my rounds tomorrow. I'm not sure how I can do that without my car."

"Can you take a day off?"

"I could, but it would be a problem for me. My supervisor has been looking for any excuse to dock my pay."

"Seriously?" I asked. "How come?"

"She doesn't like me. Because reasons."

"Damn. Okay. Uh, can you borrow your roommate's car?"

"I could, but not until tomorrow afternoon."

I nodded, seeing the situation she was in. A car swept past, its headlights blinding. I took Jess by the arm and led her back into my truck.

"I hate being stuck like this," she said, leaning her head back against the rear window. "That car has been so much trouble for me."

"It's worn out," I agreed.

An idea was forming in my mind. I glanced over at Jess. She had her eyes closed as she massaged her temples. I could tell she was stressed out.

My stomach churned. I had that feeling again, the same feeling as when I saved Maura at the diner. It was the urge to step up, to help someone who needed my assistance.

Like earlier, I realized it was something I hadn't felt very much over the last two decades. Now I was feeling it again. It made me uncomfortable, but in a way that I liked.

You've been too comfortable for too long, Ashe. Drifting. Rotting. Living a life of quiet desperation.

But all that had changed when I got this truck and headed to Port Chasten. When I met Maura. Becca. Lily.

And now, Jess.

Don't let yourself start drifting again. Take control.

"Jess?" I said, clearing my throat. "I might have an idea for you."

"Yeah?"

"How about you come home with me? You can sleep on my couch. Then, in the morning, you can use my truck to do your rounds. When you're done, I can either drive you home or your friend can pick you up."

For a long time, Jess said nothing, just stared at me. It was a probing stare, a cool appraisal of who I was and what I was offering. I could sense the hesitancy holding her back, but there was also something else in the way she was studying me.

"You can have breakfast with me and Pop," I said, reminding her that my father would be there to ease any fears she might have. "We drank all your kombucha, but I can brew a strong pot of coffee."

I held her gaze. Jess searched my eyes. She must have found what she was looking for because she gave me a nod.

"That's really generous of you, Ashe. Thank you."

"No problem. Besides, my father would kill me if he found out I left you in the lurch."

Jess gave a grateful laugh.

"Where are you going?" she asked as I started to get out of the truck.

"If you're going to be driving my vehicle, you might as well start now. Scoot over."

I circled around to the passenger side as Jess got behind the wheel.

"Keys are in the ignition," I told her. "Let's roll."

Grinning widely, Jess started the engine and pulled onto the road. I rested my arm on the window and let the warm night air blow in as she steered back into Port Chasten. She handled the truck like a pro.

"What are you looking at?" she teased, seeing me watching her.

"I just like watching a cute chick drive a big truck. Call it a weakness of mine. Okay with you?"

"Si, papi."

"Papi? Damn. I like the sound of that."

"Most guys do."

"Am I that predictable?"

"You're a man. I know what guys like."

"I don't doubt that for a second."

We were still laughing as she pulled into the driveway of my house. She tossed me the keys and we headed inside.

"Make yourself at home," I told Jess. "I'll get a pillow and a cover from upstairs."

When I came back, Jess was sitting on the couch, checking her phone.

"Just got a text from the tow truck guy," she said. "He's leaving my car at some auto repair shop called Stookey's."

"Stookey's?" I groaned. "That place is a ripoff. Worst auto shop on the coast."

"Typical. If it wasn't for bad luck, I'd have no luck."

The resignation in her voice was startling. Jessamin Martinez was one of the most confident and competent people I'd ever encountered. The way she worked with my father and me was a lesson in professionalism.

To hear her so downbeat seemed out of character for her.

"What time do you need to be up?" I asked her.

"First meeting is at nine. So I'll get up at seven."

"Okay, I'll be up around that time too. I'll let you get to sleep now. You know where the bathroom is. There's food and drink in the fridge. I'm upstairs if you need me."

Jess came and gave me a tight hug. I patted her back reassuringly.

"I don't know how to thank you, Ashe."

"I think you just did," I teased her. "See you in the morning."

"Good night."

I checked on my father, then headed upstairs to my room. As I changed into my sleep clothes, I thought again of the sadness and resignation in Jess's voice. The car and her finances must have been a huge burden for her. She sounded worn down.

Being stranded and having to ask for help must also be depressing for someone like her.

I didn't know why a physical therapist as talented as Jess was struggling so badly. Yet again, I wondered why she was even working a rural circuit out here on the coast.

Becoming a physical therapist took six or seven years of college. Jess was twenty-seven. She should be working at a big center in Tacoma or Seattle, not Port Chasten.

None of that mattered right now. What mattered was Jess's troubles. She was coping as best she could, but she was obviously overwhelmed.

She needed help.

Before I got into bed, I took out my laptop. I had an idea. It took only a few minutes to find what I was looking for. I filled out an online form, then closed the laptop.

"Done," I told myself.
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The evening air was finally pleasant, the recent heat wave a fading memory. Pop and I sat on the porch, he in his wheelchair, me on the steps. The faint sound of a baseball game drifted from the small radio beside him. He took a long pull from his Rainier beer while I sipped my diet cola.

"Mitchell needs to be traded," Pop declared, continuing his twenty-minute analysis of the Seattle Mariners' pitching woes. "Guy couldn't hit the broad side of a barn with a shotgun."

"You said the same thing last season."

"And I was right then too." He gestured with his beer can. "They don't listen to guys like me. If they did, we'd have made the playoffs three years running."

"Maybe you should call the front office," I suggested. "Share your wisdom."

"Maybe I should," Pop snorted.

The familiar rumble of my truck's engine caught my attention. I looked up to see it turning into our driveway, Jess behind the wheel. A small blue SUV pulled in behind, stopping at the edge of the property.

"Looks like your truck survived," Pop observed.

I stood, brushing off my jeans.

"Looks better than ever, actually."

Jess hopped out of the cab, still wearing the same clothes from last night. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail. Despite what must have been an exhausting day, she looked energetic.

"Hey, Mr. Brownley!" she called, waving at my father.

"How'd it go today?" Pop called back.

"All good! Your son's truck intimidated everyone on the road. People got the hell out of my way!"

"Good for you!"

I walked down to meet Jess as she approached, keys extended toward me.

"How'd she run?" I asked, taking the keys.

"Like a dream." Jess grinned. "It's awesome being up so high over traffic. Going to be hard going back to my shitty hatchback."

"Speaking of which, any word on the repairs? How much is it going to cost?"

"Yeah. Too much." Her smile faltered. "Way too much."

"Sorry to hear that."

She sighed and then brightened.

"I filled up your tank! That thing drinks gasoline like a thirsty sailor, by the way."

"That it does," I agreed. "It's from a simpler time when gas was cheap and emissions standards were suggestions."

Jess laughed, then grew serious.

"Ashe, I can't thank you enough. For last night, and for letting me use your truck today." She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me in a tight hug. "You really were my knight in shining armor."

Before I could respond, she rose on her tiptoes and pressed her lips against my cheek. The kiss lingered just long enough to send warmth spreading through me.

The SUV beeped its horn from the driveway.

"And that's my cue," Jess said, stepping back, her eyes sparkling. "My roommate thinks you're cute, by the way."

"Tell her thanks, I think."

Jess laughed again and squeezed my arm.

"See you Tuesday for your father's session."

She jogged to the waiting SUV, her ponytail bouncing. I watched as the vehicle pulled away, Jess waving through the window until they disappeared around the corner.

When I turned back toward the porch, Pop was watching me with a sly smirk.

"What?" I asked.

"Nothing." He took another sip of beer. "Jess seemed mighty grateful to a man who only loaned her his truck. Unless there was more to it than that?"

"There wasn't," I insisted, climbing back up to the porch.

"Mm hmm." He turned his attention back to the game. "Mitchell's back for the sixth inning. Watch him blow it."

I settled back on the steps, my cheek still warm from Jess's kiss.


Chapter 7



"You sure you don't want to come?" I asked. "We can take two cars."

"Pass," my father said.

"I've heard it's wonderful," Dorothy said. "Maybe another night. Tonight, your father and I are going to watch a new series. It's a Korean show that is getting rave reviews."

"I turned them on to K-Drama," Lily said, bouncing on her toes. "White Roses, Lead Bullets is an action-comedy-romance. It's number one in all markets. You guys will love it, I promise!"

"I'm looking forward to it, even if Mr. Brownley is skeptical. You two go on and enjoy your noodles."

"Alright," I said. "Enjoy your Korean show. I'll bring home some Bánh mi for you to try. I think you'll enjoy it."

"And more Rainier," Pop said. "We're almost out."

"I'll make sure he doesn't forget!" Lily said.

Lacing her arm through mine, Lily pulled me out the front door. The sun was still out, but the heat of the day was passing.

"Gaja, gaja, gaja! That's Korean for, Let's go!"

We trotted down the driveway to my truck and climbed in.

"I really, really need to learn how to drive," Lily said. "Can you teach me, Ashe?"

"Get your permit and I will."

"I'll hold you to that."

Without warning, Lily leaned over and kissed me hard, her tongue slipping into my mouth. I pulled back in surprise, glancing at the house to see if Dorothy or my father could see us.

"Don't be all shy," Lily giggled. "We've done more than kiss."

"I know, Lily. It's just, I'm still trying to figure out how this is going to work."

"You are hella overthinking, Ashe. Like, you're literally in your head too much. Just vibe with what's happening. Just let yourself feel the moment instead of stressing. Our whole situationship is totally normal. We're both adults. When you got hard for me, when you felt my tits, when you finished in my hand and watched me eat your cum, you knew what you wanted. So why resist? It's fire when you just go with the flow."

Lily was trying to lower my barriers, but her speech was having the opposite effect. It felt rehearsed, like something she practiced for this moment. Her whole demeanor just reminded me again that I was twenty years older than her.

She was watching me intently, trying to gauge the effect her words were having on me. I squeezed her hand and smiled at her.

"Let's just slow things down a little, okay? It might be fine for you, but I still haven't settled into this whole thing. Just give me some space to get comfortable. Can you do that?"

I could see this approach made Lily more comfortable. Making her feel like she was helping me was better than making her feel like I was pushing her away. Since getting to know this young woman, I'd come to understand how fearful she was of rejection.

"I hear you," she said. "We can go at your pace, slowpoke. It doesn't matter. We both know how this is going to end."

With a satisfied smile, Lily returned to her side of the bench seat and buckled her seat belt. Shaking my head, I started the engine and pulled onto the street.

Warm air flowed through the open windows as we glided through the darkening streets. The tourists had flooded Port Chasten over the weekend as we all expected. It was the middle of the week now and Port Chasten had quieted down, at least until the tourists came back again.

I glanced at Lily slouching against the door, the breeze blowing over her long red hair, her cat ears waving. My heart ached to look at her. She was so young and pretty, her face so luminous. The sight of her looking out the window of my truck was like something out of a music video.

It was hard to admit, but Lily made me feel things I hadn't felt in a long time. It was that melancholy ache, that bittersweet yearning that I felt as a teenager all those years ago, just a kid in a small coastal town at the edge of the Pacific Ocean.

If Lily had been around when I was in high school, she would have been the girl I thought about on all those long summer nights alone in my bedroom. I would have been infatuated with her.

But that was the problem, wasn't it? Lily hadn't been around when I was in high school. She hadn't even been born until I was already working in Newport and dating my future wife.

The age gap was not measured in years, it was generational.

A little late for doubts now, isn't it? She jerked you off and licked your cum from her fingers. You're deep into this, Ashe. The only question is how much deeper into Lily Jones will you go?

Everything was happening so fast. Maura was the trigger, our chance encounter at the diner forcing me to see myself in a different light. Then Becca and the promise of a new start with someone from my past. Ellen suddenly dropping a bomb on me, forcing me to reevaluate the last two decades. And there was Jess, and what was growing between us. There was a spark there, one that was only going to get hotter.

How did Lily fit into all this?

"So what is it with you and nurses?" Lily asked, pulling me from my thoughts. "Is it like a kink or something?"

"What are you talking about?"

"First there was Nurse Hottie. Then I see the other one, Nurse Tiddies, coming out of your house and driving your truck."

It took me a moment, then I began laughing.

"Nurse Tiddies? Is that what you call her?"

"It's appropriate, if not very imaginative. Am I wrong?"

"I guess not. She's got an impressive rack. But she is not a nurse."

"Hmph," Lily snorted, crossing her arms beneath her breasts and pouting. "She was wearing scrubs like Nurse Hottie. So who is she?"

"Her name is Jess and she is my father's physical therapist."

"Oh wow, I didn't know physical therapists spent the night and drove their patient's vehicles."

"Only those PTs I've taken a liking to."

"So you like her?"

"I do. I like her a lot. More importantly, I respect her. Jess is a professional who has done a lot to help my father. And she's a good person who cares for people. The other night, she ran into car trouble and called me. She's a friend and I helped her. That's what you saw."

"Would you have helped her if she was fifty and ugly with small tits?"

"Yes," I said. "I would have."

Lily looked me over and seemed satisfied with what she saw.

"Okay. I believe you."

"Good."

"As a physical therapist, she must be good at maintaining her balance."

"Balance?" I asked, puzzled.

"To keep herself from toppling over when she walks," Lily said. "She's so top-heavy. Nurse Tiddies. Because of those massive tiddies of hers."

"I hardly noticed."

Lily rolled her eyes and we laughed together, the truck rumbling along the road, the evening air flowing over us, the sun setting over Chasten Cove. It was a moment to savor in this long, hot summer.

We pulled into the small strip mall that housed both Charley's Diner and the new Vietnamese restaurant. It was still hot, so I parked at the far edge of the lot, in the shade of a tall cedar.

Before I could even shift into park, Lily leaned across the seat and planted another kiss on my lips.

"I'm so happy to be on a proper date with you," she whispered against my mouth, then bounced out of the truck before I could respond.

I guess it is a date after all.

I followed Lily into Green Coast Pho. The rich aroma of star anise, cinnamon, and beef broth immediately enveloped us.

The small restaurant was modestly decorated with bamboo accents and framed photographs of Vietnam. Half the tables were occupied, soft conversations mingling with the clinking of spoons against ceramic bowls. Traditional Vietnamese music played quietly from hidden speakers.

"Welcome!" A young waitress greeted us with a smile. "Table for two?"

"Yes, please!" Lily said, rocking back and forth on her toes.

As the waitress led us to a booth near the window, Lily waved enthusiastically to a couple seated across the room.

"Hi Mrs. Peterson! Hi Tyler!"

They waved back, their eyes sliding from Lily to me with undisguised curiosity. I nodded politely as we sat at a table. I realized how it must have looked for me, a forty-year-old man, on what appeared to be a date with Dorothy Jones's twenty-year-old granddaughter. Small-town gossip would be inevitable.

Oblivious to it all, Lily studied the laminated menu.

"What should I get? I've never had pho before."

"I always go with the classic, pho with steak. Can't go wrong with that."

"Hmm, I think I'll try the pho with tofu instead," she decided, closing her menu with a snap.

The waitress brought us our drinks and took our orders.

"I'm surprised you haven't had pho before," I said. "There must have been tons of pho places around the University of Farah."

"Oh, I didn't really leave campus," Lily said, looking down at her hands. "Orlando is kind of overwhelming so I just stayed at my dorm and ate at the cafeteria. But I'm happy to try it now, right here in Port Chasten. Our little town is growing! There's talk of building like a big-ass strip mall by the highway. Right next to the gas station. There's space in old town Port Chasten, but the businesses there want to keep things quaint for the tourists. I agree with them, a strip mall would be nice as long as it was away from our main drag. If they had like a comic or hobby shop, that would be so dope! But that's just a dream. It would be like tourist shops and such, probably."

I realized Lily had changed the subject from her time at college. It seemed to be a sensitive issue for her. I didn't know what happened there, but it was apparent that Lily didn't want to discuss it.

Like most Vietnamese restaurants, the food came quickly. Lily's eyes widened as the large bowls of noodle soup were placed before us. Plates full of fresh vegetables accompanied the soup.

"It smells amazing," Lily said, inhaling the savory steam rising from the bowl.

"Try the broth."

Lily used one of the big plastic spoons to sample the broth. Her face lit up as she took a sip.

"That is heavenly," she said.

"You said it. Be careful, though. Once you try pho, you can become addicted. The stuff is like crack."

"Crack?" Lily laughed. "Kind of an outdated reference, but okay, grandpa."

"Wise ass. What would you have said?"

"Fenti. It's the current scourge."

"Don't see much of that in Port Chasten."

"Not yet," Lily said darkly. "Is this some kind of salad?"

"You add it to the soup. Bean sprouts, sliced jalapenos, fresh basil, cilantro, and lime wedges. I like to put it all in, but you choose what you like."

I reached for the little jar of red chili sauce and spooned some into my bowl. Lily watched as I dumped the veggies in and squeezed the lime juice over the soup.

"That's perfect," I said, swirling the noodles and fixings together.

Lily added the bean sprouts to her bowl. She surprised me by expertly handling her chopsticks, deftly picking up noodles and tofu.

"Where'd you learn to use chopsticks like that?" I asked.

She grinned, pleased with the compliment.

"All those anime and K-dramas. I practiced with pencils while binge-watching. I wanted to be authentic when I ate ramen."

"Well, it paid off."

The two of us focused on our pho.

"This is so good," Lily said between slurps. "The broth is amazing. I can taste all these different spices."

"It's addictive."

We ate in comfortable silence for a while, the restaurant's soft music filling the space between us. I watched Lily's expressions as she experienced each new flavor, her face lighting up with each discovery.

When our noodles were gone, I lifted my bowl.

"The proper way to finish is to drink the broth straight from the bowl."

"Really?" Lily's eyes widened.

"It's the best part."

Together, we raised our bowls to our lips and drank. Lily closed her eyes in bliss as she savored the rich liquid. When we finished, we both leaned back, satisfied.

"I can't believe I waited so long to try this," Lily sighed. "I'm already thinking about when we can come back. I'll be your chauffeur. You promised to teach me how to drive."

"I haven't forgotten. Get your permit and we'll start right away."

Our waitress approached with a bright smile.

"Was everything good?"

"Terrific," I said. "Could we get two bánh mi sandwiches to go? And two iced Vietnamese coffees while we wait?"

"Of course," she replied, her eyes lingering on mine. "Any preference on the sandwiches? The pork is very popular."

"That sounds perfect."

"I'll bring your coffees right away," she said, touching my shoulder lightly before walking away, barely acknowledging Lily's presence.

As soon as she was out of earshot, Lily leaned forward.

"Did you see that? She was totally flirting with you!"

"No, she wasn't. She's just being friendly."

"Please. She touched your arm and looked at you like you were dessert."

"You're imagining things."

"I've got eyes." She dabbed at her mouth with a napkin. "How often do you eat pho anyway?"

"Not as much as I used to." I stirred the ice in my water glass. "Franny and I used to go all the time when we were dating. It was cheap and filling, perfect for a young couple."

"But you stopped?"

"Yeah. As we got older, we stopped going out for pho. Eventually..." I trailed off. "We stopped going out together at all, these last few years."

"Does that make you sad?" Lily asked softly.

I didn't answer immediately, lost in memories of how Franny and I had drifted apart, how our home had grown so cold over the years. The warmth between us had faded so gradually that I hardly noticed until it was gone completely.

"I'm just glad to be enjoying pho now," I finally said. "With a friend like you."

"Is that what I am to you? Just a friend?"

"A friend is a rare thing, Lily. Something to be cherished."

The waitress returned with our coffees and the bill, along with a paper bag containing our sandwiches.

"Take your time and enjoy," she said, smiling at me. "I brewed it extra strong for you. You seem like the type who'd enjoy something sweet but powerful."

"I like sweet coffee too," Lily chimed in.

The waitress gave Lily a cool look and a terse nod.

"I like your cat ears," she said.

"Uh, thanks," Lily mumbled.

"Enjoy."

The waitress touched my shoulder again, her hand lingering. As she walked away, I caught Lily's look.

"Okay, maybe you were right," I whispered.

"No shit, grandpa."

"Drink your coffee, kiddo."

Lily took a sip of her coffee and her eyes widened.

"This is incredible. You have to promise to bring me back soon."

"I promise."

When we finished our coffees, I went to the counter to pay. The waitress ran my card, leaning slightly over the counter.

"You should come back and try our other dishes," she said. "You might be surprised at what's on the menu."

"I'd like to try it all. The food was delicious."

"We aim to please." She handed back my card, her fingers brushing mine. "I work every weeknight. I'd be happy to recommend something special for you."

"I'll definitely return soon," I said.

From the corner of my eye, I could see Lily watching us, her forced smile almost comical.

When I returned to the table, Lily immediately took my arm as we walked out, pressing herself against me.

Once outside, she burst into laughter.

"That waitress needs the coffee more than I do. She was so damned thirsty!"

"She was just being nice," I repeated, unable to keep from smiling.

"Nice? She practically wrote her number on your forehead." Lily mimicked the waitress's voice, "'You might be surprised at what's on the menu.' Yeah, and it's not bánh mi she's talking about."

"You're terrible."

"I'm observant," she corrected. "And apparently, so is every woman in Port Chasten when it comes to you."

I laughed as we walked across the parking lot to the truck, Lily still clinging to my arm. The first stars were out and the sky was darkening. The heat was still lingering and I was glad I'd parked beneath the shade of the tree.

I settled myself behind the wheel as Lily got in beside me.

"Want to get some ice cream?" I asked. "I need to stop by the store to get Pop's Rainier beer. They have a freezer full of these--"

But before I could finish my sentence, Lily had pressed herself against me, her lips mashing against mine in a furious kiss. Her tongue found mine, her mouth warm and sticky and tasting of sweet coffee.

"Lily," I murmured, pulling back, but she pressed her hand to my lips.

"No, no more talk. Seeing that waitress looking at you like that got me so tuned up, Ashe. Like, I can't just chill anymore. I've got to have this."

She nuzzled my neck, licking my collarbone as she unbuttoned my shirt. I looked around nervously, worried that we might be seen. I was parked at the far end of the lot. It was getting dark, but someone could still see us.

The worry fled my mind as Lily started unbuttoning my pants.

"Wait, Lily..."

"You want me to stop?" she asked.

I opened my mouth to say Yes, but just like last time, no words came out.

Lily smirked at me.

"That's what I thought."

I leaned back against the driver's side door, fully surrendering to what was happening. I'd done my best to keep Lily at a distance, to try and maintain a space between us out of respect for our age difference.

But the truth was I wanted Lily Jones. I wanted her badly.

My rigid cock was proof of that desire.

"God, I love your dick," Lily sighed as she ran her fingers across my swollen cock. "It's so pretty. Can I suck it?"

"Fuck yeah."

"Sweet. But first, tell me I'm prettier than that skanky waitress."

"You're much prettier," I assured her.

"And tell me you want me more than Nurse Hottie or Nurse Tiddies."

"I'm not seeing Becca anymore and there's nothing going on between me and Jess. Okay?"

"Good enough."

Lily lowered her head, her soft lips wrapping around my cock. I groaned as she took me into her warm, wet mouth. I reached up and pulled off her cat-ear hair band, freeing her thick red hair. I ran my fingers through it, feeling its softness, its heat.

"God, I love your hair," I murmured.

Lily quivered at my words, her mouth working faster, sucking harder. Lily was still a little clumsy with her mouth, but her eagerness for my cock was adorable. She was desperate for my approval, and I was more than willing to give it to her.

"You're so pretty, Lily," I said, my voice rough with desire as I praised her. "So fresh and young. I was attracted to you from the moment I saw you."

She moaned around my cock, the vibrations sending waves of pleasure through me. She was sucking enthusiastically, her head bobbing up and down, her lips tight around my shaft.

The sounds of her mouth on me was wet and sloppy and perfect. She took me deep, her throat constricting around my cockhead, making me gasp.

"Fuck, Lily," I groaned. "That feels so good."

She looked up at me, her green eyes watering from the effort, but she didn't stop. She was determined to please me and it was working. I could feel my orgasm building, my balls drawing up tight.

"Keep sucking that cock," I urged her. "What a good girl you are."

Lily moaned at my words.

"Am I doing good?" she panted.

"You're doing great," I told her. "Keep sucking, just like that."

Lily took me back into her mouth, working me hard as her hand twisted up and down my shaft. I gripped her hair and thrust into her mouth, gently fucking her pretty face, using her mouth as my eager little fuckhole.

"I'm going to cum," I warned her.

Lily didn't pull away. Instead, she reached down and started massaging my sack, her fingers gentle but firm as she worked the cum from my balls.

It was too much. With an animalistic grunt, I erupted in her mouth, my cock pulsing as I pumped my load into her. Lily swallowed it all, her throat working as she struggled to gulp down my cum.

"That's it," I groaned. "Every drop. Take that fucking load."

When I finally finished, she lifted her head, her lips shiny and wet. She licked them, catching any stray drops, then leaned up and kissed my chest.

"Was I a good girl?" she asked, her voice soft and uncertain.

I cupped her face in my hands, my thumbs brushing over her cheeks.

"You were a very good girl," I assured her. "Now lay back and spread your legs for me."

Lily's eyes widened, but she complied, leaning back against the passenger door and spreading her legs. I flipped up the skirt of her sundress and inhaled sharply.

Lily wasn't wearing panties. The sight of her lush red pubic hair against her pale skin made my pulse race. I ran my finger over her mound, the soft curls tickling my skin.

"God, Lily, your pussy is so sexy," I murmured.

She shivered at my touch.

"I'm so wet and achy for you, Ashe."

I slid my finger along her slit, feeling the warmth and wetness. She wasn't lying, she was drenched. I took my time, nuzzling her pubic hair, kissing her mound. Her scent was intoxicating, musky and sweet.

I parted her lips and found her clit, swollen and sensitive. When I kissed it, she moaned loudly, squirming beneath me.

Her breathing grew short and ragged as I licked her, exploring every fold and crevice. She squealed when I pressed my thumb against her anus, the dual sensation driving her wild.

"Oh god, Ashe, that feels so good," she panted.

As I ate her out, her moans grew louder, her body tensing as she neared her climax.

Suddenly, I heard a thump and voices nearby.

What the hell was that?

I started to raise my head, but Lily forcefully pushed me back down onto her pussy.

"It's fine, keep going," she urged, her voice desperate. "I'm so close. Make me cum, Ashe."

I figured the noise must have been nothing and resumed licking her, my tongue circling her clit.

Her fingers dug painfully into my scalp as she orgasmed, her inner thighs quivering wildly. She moaned out loud, her body convulsing with waves of pleasure. She locked her thighs around my head, making it hard for me to breathe, but I didn't stop until she finally released me.

I sat up, my face slick with her juices. Lily lunged at me, panting and groaning as she licked my face clean and kissed me deeply.

"You're so, so good," she groaned, her voice filled with awe. "That's the first time another person has made me cum."

I chuckled softly.

"Your boyfriends must have been terrible lovers."

Lily froze for a moment, as if she wanted to blurt something out. But then she just smiled.

"I'm happy you consider me your lover, Ashe."

A twinge of anxiety hit me at her words, but I pushed it aside. No matter what doubts I may have had, we were lovers now. There was no denying it.

"Come here," I told her.

Lily kissed me.

I kissed her back.


Chapter 8



"You missed a spot!" my father shouted.

Pop was watching me from the porch as I rinsed the last suds from his old Honda. It was early evening, but the sun was still high in the summer sky. The heat dome was long gone, but the temperature was still in the eighties.

"She's in pretty good shape," I said, spraying the garden hose over the car's backside. "Just sixty-two thousand miles, too."

"As reliable as death and taxes." Pop shifted in his wheelchair, stretching his back. "Sixteen years. Never gave me any trouble."

"Well, you'll be riding a lot more comfortably from now on."

"Not in that thing!"

My father glared at the 2025 Mercedes-AMG S-Class parked at the curb. It was my Newport car, one of a matching pair I had with my wife. I'd paid $190k for it just six months ago, $380k for the pair.

Franny had been thrilled, one of the few times I'd seen her happy in the last year. She loved these cars. I was just happy that she was happy.

But now I had my truck. The Mercedes was just a reminder of my life in Newport.

The night Jess's hatchback broke down, I'd arranged for it to be delivered to Port Chasten. It had cost a fortune to get it here, but it was worth it. Pop deserved a new ride.

So did Jess.

"You'll get used to the Mercedes," I promised my father. "It's an amazing ride."

"I'd rather drive your truck."

"Once you get out of that chair, you can drive whichever one you want, Pop."

I shut off the hose and coiled it up. I was drying the Honda with an old towel when a small SUV pulled up to the drive. It was Jess.

Jess bounced out of the SUV with her usual energy, her long black hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She wore purple yoga pants and a matching sports bra under a loose tank top.

Goddamn, that is one fine-looking woman.

"Mr. Brownley!" she called cheerfully. "Looking good out here in the sunshine!"

"Better than being stuck inside!" Pop called back, grinning.

Lily approached me with a bright smile and gave me a quick hug. Her body felt warm against mine, and I caught the scent of her coconut shampoo.

"How are you doing?" I asked, stepping back.

"Everything's going well! My roommate's been letting me use her car for the last week. It's been so nice to drive a dependable car with air conditioning." Her smile faltered slightly. "Too bad I have to give it back tonight."

"What about your hatchback?"

"The garage is still holding it while they look for parts from the junkyard."

"How much do they want to repair it?"

She rolled her eyes.

"Two thousand dollars! I nearly fainted when they told me."

"They're trying to rip you off!" Pop shouted from the porch.

"I know," Jess sighed. "But what can I do?"

"There's no way you should pay that much for that hatchback," I said.

"They offered to buy it from me for a hundred bucks." She shrugged. "Take it or leave it."

"Take that deal."

"Seriously?"

"Yes. Take the offer and use the hundred to help buy my father's Honda."

"What?" Jess looked at me, then at the freshly washed Civic. "This Honda?"

"2009 Honda Civic with sixty-two thousand miles," I explained, patting the hood. "Well maintained, tires have good tread, and I just put in a new battery."

"Basic but reliable!" Pop called from the porch. "Never left me stranded once!"

Jess walked around the car, peering inside the windows.

"This is exactly what I need. But aren't Hondas expensive? Even used ones sell really well."

"Usually. But you're in luck. You can buy this one from my father for eight hundred dollars."

"Eight hundred? That's really cheap." She looked toward the porch. "Why do you want to sell, Mr. Brownley?"

Pop pointed at the Mercedes.

"Ashe brought me that fancy new car to drive. But I'll just drive his truck." He adjusted himself in the wheelchair. "Not that I drive much anyways."

Jess turned to look at the Mercedes, her eyes widening.

"I wondered what that was doing parked by the curb. Must have been living large in Newport, huh?"

"Not really," I laughed. "Anyway, I prefer my truck."

Jess looked over my father's car. The Honda gleamed in the evening sunlight. It was a solid vehicle that would serve Jess well. Far better than that unreliable hatchback she'd been driving.

"Want to take it for a test drive?" I asked, holding up the keys. "It's an automatic transmission."

Jess raised an eyebrow and crossed her arms across her breasts.

"Are you assuming I can't drive stick?"

"I'm not assuming anything."

"Good." Then she laughed, taking the keys from my hand. "Though I actually can't drive stick."

Our fingers brushed as I handed her the keys. Her brown eyes met mine, and for a moment, we just stood there smiling at each other.

"¡Vamos a hacerlo! Let's do this!"

"Let's go," I agreed.

"Stop by the bakery while you're out," Pop called. "Irma says she has half a dozen butterscotch creams waiting for you!"

"Gotcha!"

As Jess got into the driver's seat, I glanced back at my father. He gave me a small nod of approval.

My father had been tickled by my idea of selling his car to Jess. She was a good woman. Pop liked her just as much as I did.

I slid into the passenger seat, watching as Jess adjusted the mirrors and seat position. She started the engine and smiled at the smooth purr.

"This feels so much better than my old car already," she said, putting the Honda in gear.

We pulled away from the curb and headed down the street. The evening sun cast long shadows across the pavement as we cruised through the neighborhood.

"Turn left at the stop sign," I directed. "We can take the scenic route through town. I like seeing how the neighborhood has changed over the years."

Jess followed my directions, her hands confident on the wheel.

"So this is your old stomping ground, huh?"

"Yeah. Used to cruise these same streets when I was a teenager, driving Pop's truck." I pointed out the window. "That park over there? Used to be where everyone hung out on Friday nights after football games. It would get pretty crowded and very loud."

"Sounds like one of those teen movies set in small towns where everything is quaint and cozy," Jess laughed. "You know, the ones where the quarterback dates the cheerleader and they all go to the soda shop?"

"It kind of was actually like that for me," I admitted with a smile, thinking of Ellen. "Without the soda shop. We had the diner instead."

"Port Chasten's very own John Hughes film."

"Except our soundtrack was Nickelback and Queens of the Stone Age instead of Simple Minds."

"Not Nirvana and Pearl Jam?"

"This was in 2003," I laughed. "Grunge was dead by then."

"All that was way before my time," Jess teased. "But I like hearing you get all nostalgic for the olden days."

"¡Qué joven eres! You're so young!"

"Where did you learn Spanish?" Jess laughed.

"I worked in a factory. I picked up a little here and there."

"Your accent is terrible."

"Sí, lo sé. Yes, I know."

"But it's cute that you're trying to impress me."

Jess turned onto Main Street, passing the storefronts I'd known my entire life.

"I want to see how this baby handles the main road. Mind if I open her up a bit?"

"Go for it."

We drove past Charley's Diner, where I'd reconnected with Becca. Next to the diner was Green Coast Pho. I felt a flush creep up my neck remembering what Lily and I had done in that parking lot. I glanced at Jess, but she was focused on the road, unaware of my momentary discomfort.

As we hit the outskirts of town, Jess accelerated onto the main highway. The Honda responded immediately, picking up speed with surprising pep.

"Wow!" Jess exclaimed, her face lighting up. "This has way more zip than I expected!"

"Pop always kept it in good shape. The engine's solid." I reached over to the center console. "But the thing you'll enjoy the most is this."

I turned on the air conditioning. Cool air immediately blasted from the vents. Jess giggled as the air blew her hair back from her face.

"Oh my god, that feels amazing!" She closed her eyes for a brief second, savoring the cool breeze. "You have no idea how much it means having AC in this heat."

"I figured you might appreciate that feature."

After a few miles, we turned around and headed back into town. The sun was dipping lower in the sky, painting everything in gold.

"Pull in at the bakery," I said as we approached the small storefront with its faded blue awning.

Jess parked smoothly in front of Irma's Bakery.

"Want me to come in?"

"No need. I'll just be a minute."

Inside, Irma was wiping down the counter. The bakery smelled of sugar and warm bread, a scent that instantly transported me back to my childhood.

"There you are, Asher!" Irma called. She reached under the counter and pulled out a white box tied with string. "Your father's butterscotch creams. And he called a few minutes ago to add these."

She placed two paper cups of coffee beside the box.

"Thanks, Irma."

I paid and gathered everything up.

"Tell your father I said Hello. I'm making bread pudding tomorrow. Come get some."

"I will!"

When I returned to the car, Jess was tapping her fingers on the steering wheel to the beat of some song playing in her head.

"The sun's starting to set," she said as I handed her a coffee. "Want to go see it over Chasten Cove?"

"That sounds perfect."

We drove the short distance to the cove, finding the small parking area half-full with a mix of tourist cars and local vehicles. Jess parked the Honda and we got out, taking our coffees and the box of donuts to the railing that overlooked the beach.

Below us, tourists and locals strolled along the shore. Children chased waves while parents watched from driftwood logs. The sun was a molten orange ball sinking toward the horizon, casting scintillating light across the water.

"Great idea to come here," I said. "This view is one of the best things about Port Chasten."

We each took a donut and bit into them.

"Mmm," Jess sighed. "This is so good."

"Irma made it for us, but others have been buying them. She's added these butterscotch creams to her regular menu now."

"I understand why."

Jess took a sip of her coffee and smiled up at me.

"So, is this Honda really mine for eight hundred dollars?"

"If you want it."

Jess wiped the cream from her lips and took a deep breath.

"While you were in the bakery, I asked Google how much a car like this would sell for. It told me $4,500 was a fair price for a 2009 Honda Civic with this mileage and condition."

"Hm. Yeah, that sounds about right."

"So why are you selling it to me for eight hundred?"

"Well, insurance for a Honda Civic is more expensive than other cars because they're so popular with kids. Fortunately, you're in your thirties so you're old enough to bypass the penalty."

"Thirties! I'm twenty-seven, pendejo!"

"Really?" I laughed. "I guess you just act too mature for your age."

Jess punched my arm, shaking her head and smiling at my teasing.

"Seriously, though. Why so cheap?"

"My father doesn't need the Honda anymore. I'm giving him my S-Class so he doesn't need to trade the Honda in. Besides, he really likes you and thinks you're a good therapist. He worries about your safety driving that old rust bucket hatchback. You're doing him a favor taking it off his hands."

"So there's... uh, no strings attached?"

"Strings?" I asked, puzzled.

"Some guys do nice things expecting something in return," she said quietly. "Not cash but... other things. Things only a girl can offer."

It took me a moment to understand what she was asking. A sick feeling twisted my stomach.

"Goddamn, Jess. What kind of man do you think I am?"

"I'm just trying to understand what this is all about."

I took a deep, steadying breath.

"This is about me trying to help someone I like and admire," I said slowly. "Nothing more."

She studied my face closely. I held her gaze. Her eyes softened and a smile ghosted across her lips.

"Thank you, Ashe."

Jess leaned in and kissed my cheek, her lips lingering against my skin. The temptation to turn my head and kiss those full lips was strong, but I held back.

Jess pulled away, color rising up her tanned skin.

"I'm sorry I asked about... you know. It's just that the men in my life have made me wary of ulterior motives. My old boyfriend Alfie, he..."

Her voice trailed off as she stared into the distance. I noticed her hand unconsciously stroking the scar across her scalp.

"Anyway, please forget I asked."

"No problem," I assured her, still watching her finger tracing the line of her scar. "The only thing that matters is, do you want the car?"

"I want it."

"Great! Let's get back and tell my father the good news."

We drove back to the house, the golden light of the setting sun warming the quiet streets of Port Chasten. Jess hummed along to the radio, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel as she navigated the familiar route.

Pop was still sitting on the porch when we pulled up, his iPad balanced on his lap. He looked up as we approached, setting the device aside.

"Well?" he called as we climbed the steps to join him. "How's she run?"

"Like a dream, Mr. Brownley," Jess replied, her smile bright. "Smooth as silk."

"Good to hear. And stop calling me Mr. Brownley."

"Jess is going to buy the car, Pop."

"That's excellent," Pop nodded, looking genuinely pleased. "Better you than some stranger."

Jess leaned down and planted a kiss on my father's cheek.

"Thank you so much for selling the Honda to me, Tom. Eight hundred dollars is incredibly generous."

"I just want you to be safe driving around the coast while you're helping people. Those back roads can be treacherous in a bad vehicle."

"I appreciate that," Jess said. "But this doesn't mean I'll go easy on you during our therapy sessions."

"Looking forward to your usual torture," Pop shot back. "At least now I know you'll show up on time."

Jess laughed, the sound carrying across the yard.

"I'll sell my old car to the garage for parts and get the rest of the money together," she said.

"Take your time," I said. "But I did think of something else to add to the price."

"Oh?"

"Another bottle of your kombucha."

Her face broke into a wide grin.

"It's a deal."

She extended her hand, and I shook it firmly. Her palm was warm against mine, her grip strong and confident.

"Thanks again, both of you," she said, looking between Pop and me. "I'll be by tomorrow to make the purchase official."

"We'll be waiting for you," I promised.

Jess bounced down the porch steps and headed toward the SUV she'd arrived in. She paused at the driver's door and turned back.

"Maybe you can give me a ride in that bad-ass Benz one day," she called. "Show me how to ride in luxury."

"Anytime," I replied.

She waved once more before climbing into the SUV. She pulled away from the curb, honking her horn and waving as she disappeared down the street.

Pop and I sat in comfortable silence, watching until her taillights vanished around the corner.

"She seems thrilled to have the Honda," Pop observed, picking up his iPad again.

"Yeah, she does."

"Smart thinking, selling it to her." He glanced at the Mercedes parked at the curb. "Though that German thing is still over the top."

"The Mercedes is a modern marvel of engineering, Pop."

"That's Francine speaking," he said flatly.

I winced but knew he was right. The luxury car represented everything about my life in Newport. The status symbols, the expensive toys, the appearance of success without the substance of happiness. It all felt hollow now.

"You're probably right," I admitted. "But it'll be comfortable for you."

"The Honda's better."

"Too late. It's Jess's car now."

"Good," he said with a decisive nod. "That girl deserves something reliable in her life."

The way he said it made me wonder what he knew, or sensed, about Jess. I thought of the way her voice trailed off when she mentioned her old boyfriend, how her hand went to the scar on her head.

"Wheel me inside," Pop said, interrupting my thoughts. "I want to eat these donuts with my Rainier."

"Breakfast of Champions," I teased.

I pushed my father back into the house and set him up at the dining table. I went to the fridge and got him a can of his beer.

When I returned to the table, my father nodded toward the front door.

"I think someone's here for you, son."

I went to the door and looked out. A familiar minivan was parked in the driveway. My heart thumped in my chest at the sight of it.

"I'm stepping out for a bit, Pop."

"Sure," he said, turning on the TV and putting on the news. "I'm going to watch the weather report."

I opened the door and was about to step outside when my father called to me.

"Asher?"

"Yes?"

"I don't know what happened between you two, but be kind to her. Becca is a very sweet woman. And I know she cares for you."

"I know, Pop." I held his gaze. "I'll treat her right. That's how you raised me to be."

"Good," he nodded, turning his attention back to the news.

I stepped outside as Becca got out of her minivan. The last light of sunset painted her blonde hair with streaks of reddish gold. She wore hospital scrubs and looked tired but still beautiful.

We stood awkwardly in the driveway, neither of us making the first move.

"Hey," she finally said.

"Hey yourself."

"I texted you earlier." She fidgeted with her car keys. "I guess you didn't see them."

I pulled out my phone and saw three unread messages from her.

"Sorry about that. I was busy helping Jess with a car situation."

"Oh," Becca nodded. "She give you another massage?"

I didn't answer, not dignifying her with a response. Becca lowered her gaze and let out a slow breath.

"How is Tom doing?" she asked quietly.

"He's making good progress. The therapy is helping a lot. He's stronger every day."

"That's wonderful to hear."

I gestured toward the house.

"Would you like to come in and see him?"

"No, that's okay." She smiled softly. "I'm glad he's doing well, but I don't want to bother him."

We fell silent again. A light breeze rustled the leaves of the cedar tree in the front yard.

"How have you been?" I asked.

"Busy. The hospital's been short-staffed, so I've been pulling double shifts. And Ellen's staying with me, so we've been spending time together when I'm home."

"How is Ellen doing?"

Becca hesitated, her eyes dropping to the ground.

"She's... sad. The breakup hit her hard, and then seeing you again brought up a lot of old feelings."

"I'm sorry to hear that. I hope she feels better soon."

"Me too."

An awkward silence stretched out. The distant sound of a dog barking somewhere down the street only emphasized the quiet between us.

"I miss you, Ashe," Becca finally said, her voice barely above a whisper.

My pulse quickened at her words. Despite everything that had happened, my feelings for Becca were as strong as ever. Seeing her again just confirmed it.

"I miss you too."

"Do you mean that?" she asked, searching my face.

"Of course I do. Why would you doubt it?"

Becca took a deep breath, squaring her shoulders as if preparing for something difficult.

"I just wonder if you still want a relationship with me after what I heard about you and Lily Jones. In the parking lot of Green Coast Pho."

My heart stuttered in my chest. The memory of Lily sucking me off in the truck flashed through my mind, along with the realization that someone had seen us.

Goddamn it, small towns.

"Is it true?" Becca asked quietly.

"Yes." I couldn't lie to her. "Who told you?"

"Does it matter? Just some people who accidentally saw the two of you in your truck the other night."

The sorrow on Becca's face made me feel sick with guilt.

"I'm sorry you found out that way," I said, my voice rough.

"Are you serious about her?" Becca asked. "Are you comfortable dating a girl young enough to be your daughter? One who can't even buy her own alcohol?"

All my doubts about Lily's age came rushing back. The twenty-year age gap between us. The way people looked at us when we were together. The fact that I was closer in age to her father than to her. I felt like a dirty old man taking advantage of a naïve college girl.

But at the same time, I felt protective of Lily. She was intelligent, insightful, and far more mature than many people gave her credit for.

"Lily and I are both adults who can choose our relationship. What others think isn't my concern." I paused, studying Becca's face. "Why are you asking about Lily?"

"Because I never meant to permanently stop seeing you, Ashe." Becca's voice trembled slightly. "It was always meant to be temporary, just until Ellen resolved her feelings and regained her emotional balance. I still want to be with you. I hoped you would wait for me."

I didn't know what to say. My silence must have revealed my inner struggle, because Becca stepped closer and took my hand in hers.

"I'll never tell you what you should do, Ashe. And I'll never try to force you to choose between me and Lily or anyone else. I just want you to think about whether dating someone as young as Lily is really what you want." She squeezed my hand. "And is it good for Lily? Will you think about it?"

"I will," I promised, my voice hoarse.

Becca leaned in and this time I didn't turn away. Our lips brushed lightly, our eyes open, searching each other's faces. The kiss was gentle, almost sad.

She pulled back, her blue eyes reflecting the last light of day.

"Goodnight, Ashe."

"Goodnight, Becca."

I watched as she walked back to her minivan, got in, and drove away. The taillights of her car disappeared around the corner, leaving me alone in the growing darkness.

Above me, the first star glittered in the darkening sky. I stood there for a long moment, thinking about choices and consequences, about what I wanted and what was right.

Inside the house, my father was waiting. Lily was next door. Jess would come back soon.

And Becca? Becca was driving away, but not gone from my life.

I didn't have answers, only questions. I turned and walked back toward the house.


Chapter 9



"So that is what my bedroom looks like from here?"

I peered out the closet window that faced my bedroom window next door. Lily pressed close beside me in the small space. She was wearing a yellow sundress and matching yellow cat ears. I could smell her perfume, a sweet scent like green apple lollipops.

"So like, I seriously don't stalk you from here," Lily said. "This is where I do my digital art and videos for my socials. I'm in here a lot, is all."

Lily had done a good job of converting the closet into her workspace. The table, computer, monitors, camera, and ring lights were all well placed and functional.

Lily may have presented an immature facade, but she was a brilliant young woman. As I had gotten to know her better, I'd realized the talent beneath the fuzzy cat ears.

I'd also gotten used to the way Lily liked to press her body against me. Like her cat Sammy, Lily enjoyed the feel of warm skin against her body.

"It's hot up here," I said, wiping the dampness from my brow. "With the next heat wave starting tomorrow, it's going to get even worse. I'm glad your grandmother finally agreed to let me put in some AC units."

"Me too! Sammy used to sprawl in front of the fan. Now she can be all fluffy and cool with the AC, like she does at your house."

"Mrs. Jones enjoys the AC as well."

"I think Grandma Dot likes the company even more."

We shared a smile. Lily was so close, I could see the gold flecks in her green eyes. As always, she made my pulse race when she got near me.

"Are you comfortable dating a girl young enough to be your daughter? One who can't even buy her own alcohol?"

Becca's words returned to me. So did the uncomfortable feelings that Becca evoked in me the last time we spoke. Not angry, not scolding. Concerned.

Becca had been concerned about me dating Lily, concerned and disappointed. In a way, that hurt worse than when Ellen was screaming at me.

"I still want to be with you. I hoped you would wait for me."

It was that admission that had most pained me, Becca acknowledging feelings that I shared with her. Seeing those blue eyes regarding me with sadness brought back all the doubts about Lily that had been with me from the moment I first saw the young redhead with the cat-ear hair band.

Lily must have seen the emotional turmoil on my face. She reached up and brushed her fingers along my cheek.

"Ashe? Are you okay?"

"I'm good," I told her. "Just getting a little overheated. Let's go install that last AC unit in your bedroom."

We headed into the hallway. I picked up the new AC unit I'd left at the top of the stairs. I'd already installed a big unit in their living room and a smaller one in Dorothy's bedroom. I hoped this third unit would fit in Lily's bedroom window.

"The best thing about these AC units is that you can remove them and put them away until next summer," I said. "I know your grandmother doesn't like the look of them, but they will only be used for the next couple of months. I'll take them down when she wants."

"So that means you're staying until at least the start of autumn?"

"I guess so."

"Good."

Lily opened her bedroom door and I followed her inside.

"Wow," I breathed, looking around.

"Welcome to my crib. I call it The Purr Palace."

The walls of the room were completely covered with Lily's art. There were lots of anime-style portraits and comic book heroes, but there were also classical landscapes done in watercolor and charcoal sketches of local folks, many of whom I recognized.

Even the ceiling was covered in Lily's art. Strings of fairy lights were strung from the corners. A massive drawing table with art supplies dominated one side of the room.

But the most eye-catching part of the room was Lily's bed. It was a puffy blue mattress on the floor with a plush bolster that encircled it. It took me a moment to realize what I was looking at.

Lily slept on a giant cat bed.

"Do you like The Purr Palace?" Lily asked.

"It's... unique. Certainly reflects your personality."

"Thanks! I worked real hard to make it mine. It hits different, yeah?"

"Absolutely."

"Are you comfortable dating a girl young enough to be your daughter? One who can't even buy her own alcohol?"

Becca's words returned, unbidden. Seeing Lily's bedroom only reinforced the fact that she was just twenty years old. The gulf between us seemed larger than ever.

You're both adults. And her room is her artistic creation. Stop being so judgmental!

My inner dialogue had never felt more strained. I knew Lily was too young for me, but I still wanted her. I wanted her badly.

"Is it good for Lily?"

Again, Becca's words returned, along with all the doubts I'd been wrestling with.

"Hey, earth to Ashe," Lily said, waving her hand in front of my face. "You still here?"

"Yeah," I spluttered. "Just thinking of something."

"Anything you want to share with me?"

"Nah. Let's just get this window unit installed."

I set the box down on the floor and used my pocketknife to slice through the tape. Removing the AC unit from its packaging, I noticed Lily had already moved to the window.

"I'll get this open for you," she said, sliding the window up and popping out the screen with ease. She balanced the screen against the wall and wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand.

"Perfect. Now hold this side while I get it positioned," I instructed, lifting the unit.

Lily grabbed the far end, her small hands gripping the metal housing.

"Yikes, it's heavier than it looks!"

Together we maneuvered the unit into the window opening. The metal casing scraped slightly against the wooden frame as we aligned it.

"Careful of your fingers," I warned.

We lowered it into place. I seated it firmly in the frame, rocking it back and forth to make sure it was set right. The accordion panels extended on either side, filling the frame.

"Now we just need to tape up the gaps," I said.

Lily handed me a roll of duct tape and we got to work covering the chinks along the window frame.

"That should do it."

"As long as it keeps the spiders out!"

We stepped back to admire our handiwork. The unit fit snugly in the window frame, looking like it belonged there. The duct tape was trim and neat.

"Let's fire this baby up and get some cool air flowing," I said, reaching for the power cord.

I plugged in the AC unit and turned a dial. A wave of cool air immediately rushed into the room. Lily let out a cheer and bounced on her toes, arms raised in victory.

"It works! We're saved from the heat apocalypse!"

I couldn't help but laugh at her enthusiasm. Her joy was infectious, and I found myself watching her with deep affection as she danced around in the stream of cold air.

Lily pulled her phone from her pocket and tapped the screen. I noticed that even her phone case had little plastic cat ears at the top.

"Grandma Dot! Ashe just finished installing the last AC unit in my room and it's working perfectly!" She twirled around, her yellow sundress fluttering. "Yeah, he did such an amazing job with all of them. We're totally ready for this heat wave coming tomorrow."

She listened for a moment, nodding.

"Okay, sounds good. Love you too."

Lily slipped her phone back into her pocket.

"Grandma's super happy and grateful. She says to tell you thanks a million. She and your dad just started watching some new documentary about the deep ocean or something."

"Want to head over and join them?" I asked.

"Nah. Grandma said they'll be there for at least the next couple hours. I'd rather stay here with you while the rooms cool down." She looked up at me with those green eyes. "Besides, I want to show you something."

She padded across the room to her drawing table and pulled out a large sketchpad. Flipping through several pages, she stopped and turned it toward me.

"I drew this yesterday."

It was a charcoal drawing of my father sitting on the porch in his wheelchair. The likeness was striking, not just in his physical features, but something in his expression, a quiet dignity mixed with a hint of his pugnacious humor.

"Lily, this is incredible," I said, genuinely impressed. "The way you captured his expression with just a few strokes of charcoal."

"Thanks. I love drawing people I know because it feels more real, you know? When I draw someone I like, I can put more of their soul into it." She flipped to another page. "I've been drawing your dad a lot. He has such an interesting face."

I studied the sketches, amazed at how she'd captured not just my father's appearance, but his essence.

"I've been drawing you too," Lily admitted, suddenly shy, her gaze dropping to the floor. "Would you like to see them?"

I hesitated. Looking at sketches of my father felt natural, but viewing portraits Lily had made of me seemed more intimate, perhaps too intimate. The line between us was already blurring in ways that made me question myself daily.

But when I looked at her face, so vulnerable and hopeful, I couldn't bring myself to refuse.

"I'd very much like to see your work," I said.

Her face lit up immediately. She bounced over to her cat bed and flopped down, reaching under one of the pillows to pull out a large iPad Pro.

"I like to draw you digitally," she explained, her words tumbling out in that breathless, excited way of hers. "I lie here in bed and close my eyes and remember what I saw when I was with you, like these little mental snapshots for reference, and then I just bring it out on the screen late at night when I'm tired but still like buzzing from the day, my mind all fizzy and needing to calm down, which drawing always does for me. This iPad is so cool for that. Traditional media is amazing for landscapes and still lifes, but digital painting feels more vibrant and alive, which is exactly how I see you. It's how you make me feel, alive and vibrant and colorful."

She patted the space beside her.

"Come sit! You can't see good from way over there."

I walked over and carefully lowered myself onto the oversized cat bed, feeling slightly ridiculous, a forty-year-old man sitting in what was essentially a giant pet cushion.

"Is this actually comfortable to sleep in?" I asked, testing the softness with my hand.

"Oh my god, yes! I feel so snuggly when I sleep here. Like I'm being hugged all night long."

"Where did you even find something like this?"

"Online. I found it on this fetish site that sells all kinds of kinky items." Lily grinned mischievously and leaned closer, her voice dropping to a stage whisper. "A lot of people use beds like this for interesting roleplays. They even make human-sized crates and special leashes for playtime. I've got some leashes and collars. I can show you those too."

"Uh, yeah. Maybe later. So, do you use that special pencil I've seen artists use on iPads?"

"Sometimes," she replied. "But mostly I use my fingers. I like the direct connection. Like finger painting when I was a little kid. It feels visceral. Here, these are some of the ones I've done of you."

She handed me the tablet, and I was immediately stunned into silence. The digital paintings were extraordinary, rendered in vibrant colors with confident strokes.

In one, I was standing on the cliffs overlooking Chasten Cove, the wind tousling my hair as I gazed out at the ocean. In another, I was laughing at something, my head thrown back, caught in a moment of pure joy.

"Lily, these are incredible," I said, swiping through the collection. "Though I'm certainly not as handsome as you've made me look."

"I just paint what I see," she said softly. "That's exactly how you look to me."

I glanced up from the iPad to find her watching me with such open adoration that it took my breath away. She had idealized me in her mind, seeing something in me that I didn't see in myself.

In that moment, I understood the depth of her infatuation. And if I were honest with myself, I felt strongly about her too, maybe more strongly than I should. Becca's warnings about our age difference echoed in my mind, but they couldn't drown out the simple truth.

I wanted Lily as much as she wanted me.

The realization settled over me like a weight. I looked into her hopeful green eyes and knew I was done pretending with myself, making excuses about Lily and our age gap. Like I had told Becca, Lily and I were both adults. We could make our own decisions.

Lily obviously felt the same way. She saw the look in my eyes and smiled. She leaned in to kiss me and I did not pull away. Her lips were warm and soft and slightly sticky with her sweet candy apple lip gloss.

"My clever plan worked," she whispered.

"Plan?"

"To lure you into my bed," she grinned. "You think I kept this iPad under my pillow for nothing?"

Lily set the iPad aside and wrapped her arms around my neck. I stroked her thick red hair as we kissed, our tongues caressing.

"I told you I would change your mind," Lily said.

"I'm still thinking things over," I teased.

"Let me give you some encouragement, then."

Lily took my hand and slipped it inside her shirt. She wasn't wearing a bra and her firm breast filled my hand. Lily sighed as I stroked her puffy nipple with my thumb.

"Sorry I'm not as big as Nurse Tiddies," she joked.

"You're perfect."

I slid my hands under Lily's sundress, feeling the smooth, warm skin of her back. She raised her arms, allowing me to pull the dress up and over her head. It was like unwrapping a present, each inch of her body revealed to me a gift.

Her pale skin was dusted with freckles, patterns that I wanted to trace with my tongue. Her breasts were full and round, tipped with pink nipples already puckered and eager for my touch. Her pubic hair was fiery red against her pale skin.

"I want to keep the cat ears on," Lily said, touching the furry headband. "Is that okay?"

"Anything you want, Lily."

Standing up, I quickly shed my shirt and jeans, feeling her eyes on me the whole time. When I was naked, she kneeled on the bed and took hold of my cock, her small hand wrapping around my length.

She licked the tip, her tongue swirling around the sensitive head, before taking me fully into her mouth. She sucked and teased, her head bobbing up and down until I was rock hard.

"Come here," she murmured, pulling me back onto the bed.

I climbed on top of her, the softness of her body beneath mine a sensation I couldn't get enough of. Her legs parted, cradling me between them as I kissed her neck, tasting the sweet saltiness of her skin. I moved lower, capturing one of her nipples in my mouth, sucking and nibbling until she gasped.

"I need to get a condom," I murmured, starting to rise.

"You don't have to," Lily said, her voice breathy. "I've got it taken care of."

I paused, looking into her eyes.

"Are you sure?"

She nodded.

"I want the full experience with you, Ashe. I've wanted you since the first moment I saw you. And now, I have you."

I laughed softly, shaking my head.

"I underestimated your powers of seduction."

"I told you I'd change your mind," she grinned, wrapping her legs around my waist. "Please, Ashe. I need you to fuck me."

She groaned, her hips bucking against me as I positioned myself between her legs, the head of my cock teasing her wet slit.

"Fuck me, fuck me, fuck me!" she urged.

Slowly, I pushed into her, her tightness enveloping me inch by inch. She was so wet, so ready, but her pussy was a vice around my cock. I grunted, forcing myself to go slow, to let her adjust to my size.

"God, you're tight," I gasped, my forehead resting against hers.

"You're so thick," she whimpered, her nails digging into my back. "Go slow, okay?"

I nodded, beginning to move in a slow, steady rhythm. Each thrust met tight resistance, her pussy gripping me like a fist. I could feel every ridge, every contour of her as I moved in and out, her wetness coating me, easing my way.

I leaned down, capturing her mouth in a fierce kiss as I fucked her. Her moans vibrated against my lips, her body writhing beneath me. I could feel her heart pounding in her chest, her breath coming in short gasps.

"You feel so good," I murmured against her mouth. "So fucking tight."

"You feel amazing," she gasped back, her legs tightening around me. "I love feeling you inside me."

I picked up the pace, my hips moving faster, my cock driving deeper into her. Lily met each thrust with a roll of her hips, taking me in completely. Her moans turned to cries, her breath coming in short, sharp pants.

I wanted more of her, wanted to feel her from a different angle. I pulled out and flipped her over onto her stomach. I straddled her thighs, my cock resting against the firm globes of her ass.

"What are you--?" she started, looking back at me over her shoulder.

"Shh," I soothed, running my hands over her back, down to her hips.

I gripped her firmly, lifting her up so she was on her knees, her back arched, her ass presented to me like an offering.

I guided my cock back to her entrance, sliding into her tight pussy with a groan. This angle was even tighter, her walls gripping me harder. I began to move, my hips slapping against her ass, the sound of our flesh clapping filling the room.

"Oh god," Lily moaned, her hands fisting the sheets. "Oh god, Ashe. You're so deep."

I leaned forward, my body covering hers, my hands reaching around to cup her breasts. I pinched her nipples, rolling them between my fingers as I fucked her, my cock driving into her with each thrust.

"Work your clit," I growled in her ear. "Make yourself cum for me, Lily."

One of her hands snaked down between her legs, her fingers finding her clit. She began to rub, her moans growing louder, her body tensing beneath me.

"That's it," I encouraged, my breath coming in ragged gasps. "Cum for me, Lily. Let me feel you cream all over my fat cock."

My words sent her crashing into her climax. Lily's body convulsed, her pussy clamping down on me. She cried out, her orgasm ripping through her, her body shaking with the force of it. I could feel her cumming, feel the waves of her pleasure pulsing around my cock.

It was too much. With a final, deep thrust, I unloaded inside her, my cock pulsing, my seed spilling into her tight pussy. I groaned, my body shuddering with the force of my release.

We lay on that oversized cat bed, my cock still buried in her pussy, our breaths coming in ragged gasps. I wrapped my arms around her, holding her close, our bodies slick with sweat, our scent filling the room.

"My good girl," I whispered in her ear.

She shivered at my words. I rolled off of her, my cock slipping from her pussy, cum and her juices smeared across my balls. Lily snuggled next to me, resting her head on my sweaty chest.

"That was so good," she whispered. "Oh my god!"

"Beautiful."

"I'm glad it was you," Lily sighed. "To be my first."

"This was your first time with an older man?" I asked.

"Any man," she whispered against my skin. "You're my first."

I blinked in the stillness, cool air washing over us, the hum of the AC unit mixing with our ragged breathing.

"You're a virgin?"

"Not any more. Thank you, Ashe."

Lily held me tighter, kissing my neck. I didn't know what to say, so I said nothing at all. I just held this strange, vibrant, exciting girl in my arms, my thoughts racing and my heart pounding as the daylight dwindled in Lily's bedroom.


Chapter 10



"Now you just wait ten days to start the second fermentation," Jess said. "That's when you can add ginger, or fruit, or any flavor you like."

"Looking forward to it. You can help me pick out some flavors."

"Claro que sí. Of course."

I wiped the sweat from my forehead and admired the two-gallon jars sitting in a dark corner of the garage. I had spent the morning brewing tea and filling jars as Jess showed me how to make homemade kombucha.

"That was easier than I thought," I told her. "You're a good teacher."

"You're a good student."

"We make a good team. Maybe we can start a business together?"

"Sure, why not?" she laughed.

"We could start small, selling at the Farmers Market. Then move on to bigger and bigger markets until we're a huge multinational corporation."

"Sounds good to me. But what would we call our kombucha?"

"Jessamin's Delight?"

"Ugh, no way. How about Fermented by Ashe?"

"That sounds like a bad French cologne."

The two of us chuckled, both of us pleased by the work we had done together and the ease we felt with each other.

Jess was wearing her favorite outfit of sports bra and matching yoga pants again. It was a challenge not to stare at her body, not that Jess seemed to mind.

"Still up for that hike?" Jess asked.

"Absolutely. Let's go check in on my father and Mrs. Jones."

We headed back into the house. Pop and Dorothy were sitting at the dining table playing cribbage. A plate of sliced watermelon and two glasses of lemonade sat next to the polished cribbage board that Dorothy had brought over.

"Who's winning?" I asked as I grabbed a slice of watermelon from the plate.

"I am," Dorothy said. "As usual."

"I'm used to losing to Mrs. Jones," my father sighed.

"We all have our routines," Dorothy said tartly. "Lily is an excellent player as well."

"She's been getting a lot more hours at the gift shop," I observed.

"The returning tourists are good for business," Dorothy said. "Lily is very busy there, but she loves the job. Lily can be shy at times, so interaction with customers is proving very helpful. Of course, she's very open with people she knows. Especially those she has affection for."

The look Dorothy gave me made me wonder how much she knew about me and her granddaughter. Memories of Lily naked and moaning, her tits bouncing as I pounded her, made me flush with both embarrassment and arousal.

It was her first time, too. I haven't been with a virgin since Ellen, when we were both virgins.

The memory of that night at the drive-in returned, vivid and tinged with sadness now that I knew what happened after.

"How's the car running?" Pop asked Jess.

"Running perfectly, Tom. The AC is like a dream, especially now that the heat wave has returned."

"Good to hear. You take care of her and she will take care of you. Most reliable car I've ever owned, that Honda. And she sips gas, which is important in this state. Gas prices in Washington are criminal!"

"Maybe I should get you an electric car," I joked.

"The only thing worse than that yuppie Mercedes would be a damned battery-powered Hot Wheels toy."

"You look good in that Mercedes!" Jess said, squeezing my father's shoulder. "I saw you the other day when Ashe took you to the hospital for your evaluation."

"The ride was comfortable," my father grudgingly admitted.

"Pop knows he was styling. He just doesn't want to admit it."

"You did look very good in it, Tom," Dorothy said. "Perhaps your son could take me for a drive one day? I've never been in a car that expensive."

"Any time, Mrs. Jones. The County Fair is coming up. How about then?"

"That would be lovely. Thank you, Asher."

"I'm taking your son up to Hidden Falls," Jess said to my father. "Ashe hasn't been there in over twenty years."

"That's quite a hike," Pop said. "Jess is obviously fit enough for the climb. You up for it, Ashe? In this heat?"

"I'll take frequent breaks and pace myself," I said dryly. "Don't worry about me, Pop."

"I'll make sure he gets there in one piece," Jess laughed.

"You two enjoy yourselves," Dorothy said. "I'll stay in with Tom. Perhaps after I trounce him a few more times in cribbage, we will watch a few episodes of Northwest Garden Journeys with Gerry. They are always so relaxing."

"As long as he doesn't go on and on about scotch broom and English ivy," my father sighed. "The man is obsessed."

I grabbed the backpack I had packed earlier. With a last goodbye to Pop and Dorothy, me and Jess headed outside.

"I'll drive," Jess said. "Now that I have a dependable ride."

I climbed into the Honda and noted the changes Jess had already made to my father's old car. A glittery pendant hung from the rearview mirror and a phone holder was fixed to one of the air vents. Air fresheners made the car smell of vanilla and cinnamon.

Jess pulled the Honda out of the driveway and headed down Main Street. She patted the steering wheel affectionately.

"This car drives like a dream. So smooth! No weird rattles or that grinding sound my Chevy made. No more holding my breath every time I turn the key."

"How's the gas mileage for you?"

"Amazing! I filled up last week and I'm still above half a tank." She cranked up the air conditioning and sighed happily. "And this AC! In my old car, I'd be drenched by now."

"I'm glad you like it. Pop is happy someone's putting it to good use. He always took good care of this car."

"I can tell. Sixteen years old and it runs so good." She glanced over at me. "I can't thank you and your dad enough for selling it to me. Especially at that price. You're an amazing man, Ashe. I'm so grateful."

I felt my face flush. I was still getting used to such open gratitude from women. It was something I hadn't experienced in years and I was still rusty at handling it.

"It was just sitting there," I said nonchalantly. "Pop wasn't going to drive it again."

"Still. It means a lot. You're such a generous person."

I cleared my throat, changing the subject.

"So, Hidden Falls. Not many people outside Port Chasten know about it. When I was in high school, we'd go there to drink beer and make out. But tourists never knew it. It was our secret spot. How'd you find out about it?"

"Oh, really? A secret spot?" Jess laughed. "I hate to break it to you, but Hidden Falls has its own Instagram hashtag now. There's even a TikTok trend where people jump from the lower ledge."

"What? No way."

"Welcome to 2025, Ashe. Your secret teenage hideout is now geo-tagged."

I laughed, realizing how outdated my mental map of Port Chasten had become.

"I guess a lot has changed since 2003."

"The internet changed everything. Nothing stays hidden anymore."

Jess pulled into the small dirt lot at Chasten Cove and parked under the shade of a massive cedar. She turned off the engine and twisted in her seat to face me.

"It's pushing ninety degrees today. You sure you still want to hike up to the falls? I'm totally fine just walking along the beach, maybe wading in the water."

I looked through the windshield at the steep trail disappearing into the dense forest. If you didn't know where to look, the trail was almost invisible.

"I want to see Hidden Falls again. It's been too long."

"You're sure? It's a serious climb."

"I'm sure."

Jess held out her fist. I bumped it with mine.

"¡Órale, vamos a hacer senderismo!" she exclaimed. "Let's do this!"

"¡Vámonos!" I replied.

I grabbed the backpack from the back seat and slung it over my shoulders. Jess had her small pack with her thermos and trail mix. We headed toward the trailhead, a narrow gap in the underbrush that most people would miss if they weren't familiar with the area.

The moment we entered the forest, the temperature dropped noticeably. Massive cedars and Douglas firs created a canopy that filtered the harsh sunlight into dappled patterns on the forest floor. The trail quickly steepened, forcing us to lean forward as we climbed.

"This is quite the workout," Jess said, her breath coming in controlled rhythms. "No wonder it was mostly high school kids coming up here."

"We'd race up this trail carrying cases of beer. Not my smartest teenage moment."

The trail twisted upward, roots forming natural steps in some places, while other sections required careful footing on loose rocks and gravel. The constant sound of birds and rustling leaves surrounded us, occasionally punctuated by the distant crash of waves against the shore below.

"Your dad's making amazing progress," Jess said after we paused to catch our breath at a steep section. "His determination is impressive."

"Pop grumbles constantly, but he's always been the hardest worker I know. That's just how he is."

"The wheelchair is great motivation. He hates using it."

"I've noticed," Jess laughed. "Every time I suggest it, he gives me that look."

"The Thomas Brownley special. I grew up with that look."

We continued climbing, sweat beginning to soak through my shirt despite the shade. Jess moved with practiced efficiency, her steps sure and steady on the uneven terrain.

"You know what I admire most?" she said, glancing back at me. "The relationship you have with your father. It's special."

"We have our moments."

"No, it's more than that. The way you two communicate without words sometimes. The respect between you. Not everyone has that with their parents."

I smiled, feeling an unexpected warmth at her observation.

"Thanks. That means a lot."

We reached a small clearing where a fallen log provided a natural bench. Jess took out her water bottle and offered me one from her pack. I accepted gratefully.

"You know so much about my life," I said, taking a long drink. "What about yours? I feel like I barely know anything about you."

Jess shrugged, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand.

"Not much to tell. Working-class kid from Texas. Anglo mother, Mexican father. Pretty typical story."

"How'd you get into physical therapy?"

"My dad was a roofer," Jess said, a smile ghosting her lips. "He fell and hurt his back when I was fifteen. The physical therapist who worked with him was amazing. She changed his life, got him walking again when doctors said he might not. That's when I knew what I wanted to do."

"That's quite a calling. How'd you get from Texas to the PNW?"

"I moved up here because the University of Gorst has one of the best PT programs in the country. Seven years of hard work, but honestly? Never been happier than when I was in school."

"Did you work in Seattle after graduation?"

"Yeah, I landed a job at one of the biggest rehabilitation centers in the state. Even worked with some Seahawks players recovering from injuries. It was intense but fulfilling."

"That sounds amazing. Why leave to work out here in the sticks?"

The question hung in the still air. Jess went quiet, her eyes fixed on something distant. The silence stretched long enough that I wondered if I'd crossed a line.

"The car accident set me back," she finally said, her voice softer. "Career-wise."

Though her tone remained even, I caught the flash of pain in her eyes before she masked it with a smile. Something about the way she said it made me certain there was much more to the story.

"Well, you're an incredible therapist, Jess. I've seen how you work with my father. Whatever happened in Seattle, I know you'll get back on track."

She looked at me, genuine surprise in her expression.

"Thanks, Ashe. I... I needed to hear that."

For a moment, her professional facade slipped, revealing a vulnerability that made my chest tighten. I recognized the look of someone carrying a burden too heavy to share, trying to maintain a brave face while shouldering private pain. I'd seen that same expression on my father's face after my mother died.

"Ready to keep going?" she asked, her bright smile returning as she stood and adjusted her pack. "The falls are just another half mile up."

"Lead the way," I said, following her back onto the trail.

We focused on the trail as we climbed higher. Through the trees, I could see the sparkling water of Chasten Cove far below us. Sunlight filtered through the canopy overhead, birdsong sounding from all around us.

"We're here," Jess said, slightly breathless. "This is the hardest part."

"Oh yeah, I remember this real well."

The two of us looked at the bare shelf of rock in front of us. There was a very steep section we'd have to crawl over before the trail leveled out again.

Jess grinned at me.

"I'll go first and show you how it's done, old man."

"I'm only forty," I protested.

"Ancient," she teased, turning to face the rock face. "Watch and learn."

She began to climb, finding handholds and footholds with practiced ease. I followed a few feet behind, my eyes automatically drawn to the way her yoga pants hugged her curves. The rhythmic sway of her hips as she climbed was hypnotic, her strong thighs flexing with each upward movement.

Jess looked over her shoulder, catching me mid-stare.

"Enjoying the view?"

I spluttered, feeling heat rush to my face.

"I was just--"

She laughed and pointed toward a gap in the trees.

"The cove looks amazing from up here, doesn't it?"

"Right. The cove. That's exactly what I was looking at," I said, clearing my throat. "Just focused on making it to the top without falling."

"Suuure you are," she drawled, her eyes twinkling with amusement. "Keep telling yourself that."

We continued climbing. The bare rock was warm beneath my palms. Jess moved confidently above me, occasionally calling out warnings about loose stones or slippery patches.

Suddenly, Jess gave a sharp yelp. Her foot slipped on a patch of moss. She twisted around as she began sliding backward.

Without thinking, I lunged upward, wrapping my arms around her waist as she fell against me. My feet found purchase on a small ledge, and I held her tight against my chest, preventing us both from tumbling down the rocky slope.

Jess clung to my neck, her face inches from mine. We were pressed together, her body soft and warm against me. Her breath came in quick gasps, stirring the hair at my temple.

"Thank you," she whispered, her brown eyes wide. "I could have slid all the way down."

"I had your back the whole time," I said softly.

We stayed frozen in that position, my arms locked around her waist, her hands gripping my shoulders. I could feel her heartbeat racing against my chest.

Time seemed to stretch as we stared at each other, neither of us moving. The world narrowed to just her face, so close to mine I could count her eyelashes, see my reflection in her deep brown eyes.

I leaned toward her almost involuntarily, drawn by some magnetic pull. Jess's eyes fluttered closed, her lips parting slightly in anticipation.

At the last moment, I turned slightly and pressed my lips gently against her cheek instead.

"Let's get you to the top," I murmured, carefully turning her around so she could continue climbing.

Jess blinked, surprise flashing across her face before she nodded and resumed her climb. I followed behind, my hands occasionally guiding her to secure footholds.

When we finally pulled ourselves over the edge onto level ground, we both stood catching our breath. The sound of rushing water filled the air.

"We're almost there," I said, nodding toward the trail ahead. "I can hear the waterfall."

We climbed the final gentle slope and emerged into a sunlit clearing. The Hidden Falls spread before us. At this time of year, it was not the thundering cascade I remembered from my youth, but a delicate silver ribbon of water that spilled down a series of moss-covered rocks into a crystal-clear pool.

Sunlight dappled through the surrounding trees, casting shifting patterns across the water's surface. The clearing itself was carpeted with lush grass and wildflowers that swayed in the gentle breeze.

"It's beautiful," Jess whispered beside me.

I breathed deeply, taking in the earthy scent of wet stone and moss mingled with the sweet perfume of wildflowers. The gentle splashing of the falls created a soothing white noise that seemed to wash away the world beyond this hidden sanctuary.

"It's smaller than I remembered," I admitted, "but somehow more perfect."

My eyes drifted to the far side of the pool, where I noticed we weren't alone. Four people lounged on the rocks, all completely naked. Two blonde women sat on a colorful blanket, while beside them reclined a middle-aged couple with black hair. All four turned toward us, smiling and waving casually as if greeting old friends at a backyard barbecue.

Jess and I exchanged a quick glance before waving back. She raised an eyebrow at me, her lips quirking into an amused smile.

"Guess the locals aren't the only ones who enjoy the falls," I murmured as we approached the group.

"G'day!" called one of the blonde women, her accent unmistakably Australian. "Beautiful day for a swim, isn't it?"

"Perfect day," Jess agreed, seemingly unfazed by their nudity.

The woman who had called out stood and introduced herself as Megan. She was tall and athletic with sun-freckled shoulders and a tattoo of a sea turtle on her hip. Her friend Sophie remained seated, her curly blonde hair piled atop her head, skin pale against the dark rocks.

The couple rose to greet us as well.

"I am Mateo," said the man, his accent rich and melodic, "and this is my wife, Lucia. We are visiting from Argentina."

Mateo was broad-shouldered with salt-and-pepper hair, while Lucia had an elegant bearing and warm brown eyes.

"I'm Ashe, and this is Jess," I said. "We're locals. Well, I grew up here anyway."

"The heat brought you to the water too, yes?" Lucia asked, gesturing to the pool. "It is a magical place you have here."

"Hidden treasure," Mateo agreed. "We found it on TikTok."

"Why don't you join us?" Sophie patted the blanket beside her. "Plenty of room."

I pulled a large beach towel from my backpack and spread it near their blanket. Jess and I settled onto it, kicking off our hiking boots.

"Fancy a toke?" Megan offered, holding out a neatly rolled joint. "Sophie grows it herself back home."

"No thanks," I declined politely. "I'm good."

"I'm driving," Jess added with a smile.

She reached into her pack and produced a thermos of kombucha.

"But I do have this if anyone wants to try? Homemade."

"Ooh, yes please," Sophie said, accepting the bottle.

She took a small sip and passed it to Megan.

"That's lovely. So tangy!"

"You both look quite sweaty from the hike," Lucia observed, her dark eyes twinkling. "The water here is truly rejuvenating, like nature's own spa."

Jess turned to her with a smile.

"¿De qué parte de Argentina son ustedes?"

"¡Buenos Aires! ¿Hablas español?" Lucia replied, her face lighting up.

"Un poco. Mi padre es mexicano, pero nunca aprendí bien," Jess explained.

They continued chatting rapidly in Spanish while I listened, catching only fragments of their conversation about Buenos Aires and hiking trails.

"How long have you lived here?" Sophie asked me.

"I grew up in Port Chasten but moved away about twenty years ago," I explained. "Just recently came back to help my father after he had a fall."

"And how's that been?" Megan asked, stretching her long legs out on the blanket. "Coming back to your hometown after so long?"

"Better than expected. I'm enjoying reconnecting with the place, seeing what's changed and what's stayed the same."

"We love it here," Sophie said, exhaling a thick cloud of smoke and coughing lightly. "Maybe you could show us around sometime? We're staying through the weekend."

"The County Fair is coming up soon," I said. "You might enjoy that."

"There's probably a lot of hidden gems only locals know about," Megan added, her eyes traveling over me with unmistakable interest. "You could be our guide."

I laughed off her proposal, but it was hard not to notice that these young women were stunning. Both were toned, tanned, and completely at ease in their nakedness.

Jess finished her conversation with Lucia and turned to me.

"Want to go for a swim? The water looks amazing."

"Definitely," I replied, grateful for the interruption.

Jess stood up and stretched her arms overhead. Then, without hesitation, she pulled off her sports bra in one fluid motion. Her large breasts spilled free, full and round with dark nipples that puckered in the open air. She hooked her thumbs into her yoga pants and slid them down her hips, revealing her smooth, bare pussy.

My mouth went dry as I took in the sight of her naked body, curves in all the right places, strong thighs, and a small diamond piercing glinting in her navel.

"You being the only one wearing clothes is kind of awkward," she teased, hands on her hips. "Don't you think?"

I hesitated, feeling suddenly self-conscious. Then I thought, why not? When would I ever have this chance again?

I stood and pulled my t-shirt over my head, then pushed my shorts and boxers down in one motion. The sensation of open air against my skin was exhilarating, the sun warm on my back, a gentle breeze caressing areas that never usually got exposed to sunlight.

Jess's eyes widened as she looked me over, her gaze lingering appreciatively. Behind her, Sophie and Megan exchanged whispers and giggles, their eyes fixed on us.

"Shall we?" I held out my hand to Jess.

She took it, her palm warm against mine, and we walked to the edge of the pool. Jess dipped one toe in and immediately squealed.

"Holy shit, it's freezing!"

"It's fed by mountain springs," I laughed. "Come on, we'll go in together."

We waded in slowly, the icy water climbing up our legs, then our waists. By the time we reached the middle of the pool, the water lapped at our chests.

"On the count of three," I said, teeth already chattering. "We duck under completely."

Jess nodded, her face a mixture of determination and dread.

"One... two... three!"

We both plunged beneath the surface. The cold was a shock that stole my breath as the crystal clear water enveloped me completely. We surfaced almost immediately, gasping and laughing.

"That's f-freezing!" Jess spluttered, pushing wet hair from her face.

Before I could respond, she moved toward me in the water. Her arms wrapped around my neck, her wet body pressing against mine.

Her lips found mine in a kiss that contrasted with the cold water, warm and soft and sweet. Her tongue slid against mine, tasting faintly of the kombucha she'd shared earlier.

From the shore came whoops and applause from our audience. Jess pulled back slightly, her eyes sparkling.

"I've been wanting to do that for a long time now," she whispered against my lips. "I thought you were going to kiss me before, on the trail."

"Hope I didn't disappoint you by making you wait," I teased.

"It's fine. I'm patient. I knew eventually we would kiss. And more."

"How'd you know that?"

"The way you look at me," she grinned. "The way you talk to me."

"You must be used to men looking at you like that."

"Of course. But not many deserve my attention."

"And I do?"

She answered me by kissing me again, her huge breasts flattening against my chest, her dark nipples hard bullets from the cold.

"It's cold," she said. "Let's go lie in the sun."

"Sounds good to me."

"And Ashe?"

"Yeah?"

"If you keep flirting with those two chicas rubias, I'm gonna have to scratch their eyes out."

"Uh..." I spluttered.

Jess threw her head back and laughed loudly.

"Your face!" she gasped. "Oh my god, Ashe. I'm joking!"

"Ha, good one," I said with a grin. "You had me for a second."

"I'm not the jealous type," Jess assured me. "If you can get their number, maybe we can meet them later."

"You want to?" I asked.

"Of course!" Jess leaned close to me, whispering in my ear. "I love cunt almost as much as I love cock."

I blinked in shock as Jess swam back to the edge of the pool. She climbed onto the bank, water cascading down her perfect body.

Goddamn. What have I gotten myself into? I wondered.


Chapter 11



"It's so quiet in here," Dorothy said.

"Like riding in a library," Lily agreed.

"The air conditioning works," Pop said. "That's all I care about."

The four of us were cruising down the road in my Mercedes-AMG. Pop was in the passenger seat while Lily and Dorothy were in back.

"Trunk was more than big enough for your wheelchair," I told my father. "Like I said, this vehicle is functional as well as luxurious."

"Son, if you wanted luxury, you could have bought a Cadillac."

"Franny wanted a matching pair of Mercedes. I think she got the idea from some influencer online. I wasn't consulted on the matter, Pop. It was an issue, believe me. We had several late-night discussions about this."

"Wow, what a shame," Lily smirked. "Talk about First World problems."

"Hey, you know I prefer a truck. You saw what I drive. Besides, this car worked out perfectly. I couldn't have driven you and Mrs. Jones to the County Fair in my Ford F-150. Unless you wanted to ride in the truck bed."

"Why not?" Pop snorted. "I used to do that all the time when I was a kid."

"We also didn't use seat belts, but did use leaded gasoline," Dorothy noted dryly. "It's a wonder we survived."

"It toughened us up," my father insisted. "Kids are too coddled these days. It hurts their development. Kids need a little rough and tumble, especially boys. Staring at a phone screen all day stunts their maturity. Thank goodness Asher grew up before these damn phones took over. He had a regular boyhood."

"It wasn't all sunshine and roses," I said.

"It's not supposed to be. It's supposed to be real life. Not some bullcrap digital daydream. Like the time Gary Jones beat you up. You remember that, Asher?"

"Hard to forget," I said. "I was nine. He was four years older than me."

"Wait, what?" Lily gasped. "My father beat you up?"

"It was just kid stuff," I assured her.

"What happened, though?"

"I'm curious as well," Dorothy said. "My son never mentioned anything about this. I didn't even know he played with Asher."

"We usually didn't hang out," I said. "Four years is an enormous difference at that age."

"So what happened between you?" Lily asked again, her eyes alight with curiosity.

"Well... as I remember, your father and his friends were playing Smear the Queer in the backyard--"

"They were playing WHAT?" Lily gasped.

"Yeah, I know," I chuckled. "It was the early nineties, not that that is any excuse. Anyway Gary asked me if I wanted to play. I should have known better, but I accepted. Of course, they immediately made me the Queer. Gary and his three friends jumped on me and smashed me to the ground and held me there, rubbing my face into the grass."

"What the hell kind of game was this?" Lily asked. "It sounds like assault."

"Yeah, it kind of was. With a heavy dose of homophobia. Which is weird because the game gave a bunch of boys an excuse to all pile on each other and wrestle around."

"Actually pretty gay," my father said. "We did it as well. Pretty sure my friend Aaron popped a boner several times playing that game."

"Pubescent boys are churning sacks of hormones and acne," Dorothy said. "Trust me, I know of what I speak."

"But the point is that Asher learned a valuable lesson from that encounter," Pop said. "He got a bloody nose and some bruises, but it made him mentally stronger. It shaped his character."

"Asher always did stand up against the bullies at school," Dorothy said. "We teachers often talked about how Asher protected the younger and weaker children."

"I never liked bullies," I shrugged. "I'm not sure I needed to get beat up to come to that belief, though."

"Every childhood experience shapes the person we become," Pop said firmly. "I talked to Jessamin the other day during therapy. She mentioned wanting to become a physical therapist after her father got hurt when she was young. That incident changed her life for the better."

Hearing Jess's name made me think back to our visit to Hidden Falls. Images of Jess's naked body, her wide hips and huge tits bared in the sunshine, the smooth cleft of her pussy, made my mouth go dry. The way she had smiled as she looked at my naked body, her eyes lingering on my cock, the firm weight of her body against mine.

I love cunt as much as I love cock.

The way she said it still shocked the hell out of me. Jessamin Martinez had shown me a different side of her, literally.

After swimming, we'd hiked back down and then came home. She'd left with a promise to see me again real soon. Jess and I had only kissed, but more was coming. We both knew it.

"I just can't imagine it," Lily said, shaking her head and making her cat ears wobble.

Today she was wearing a purple hair band to go with her purple dress. She looked both cute and sexy, which was her unique style.

"We were just kids," I repeated.

"Yeah, but like... Smear the Queer? With my dad? And now he's living in Florida with his boyfriend."

"People change," I said.

"Or finally become who they really are," Dorothy said. "My son found happiness late in life, but at least he found it. Some folks never get the chance."

"And some folks just get uglier with time," my father said. "The mask slips and their true faces come out."

Pop gave me a meaningful look. I knew he was thinking about Francine. Pop had never liked her. I had resented him for years, demanding that he respect the woman I'd chosen to be my wife.

But my father had been right, after all. My beautiful Franny had slowly faded away, replaced by a woman with no warmth for me or our relationship.

Had that been inside her the whole time? Or had Francine transformed over the years into something completely different from the woman I fell in love with?

I didn't know the answer to that and probably never would. It didn't really matter. Things had run their course between me and Francine.

At least we had nineteen years. With Ellen, everything ended before we even started. Sure, we were young and stupid. But who knows what might have been?

Ellen's confession about her miscarriage had settled into my heart like a lead weight. I tried to put it behind me, but it persisted inside me. It hurt to discover such a painful secret from so long ago. Ellen had been my first love. I never wanted to hurt her. Things just had not worked out.

And now? Now it seemed like everything was changing so fast. Becca was still out there, still occupying my thoughts and feelings. Seeing her again had just reminded me how much I missed her. She had started this entire sequence of events with her first video call to me. Becca was the bright light that had drawn me back to Port Chasten.

And then there was Lily, much too young for me but impossible to resist. And now Jessamin, a smart, confident, beautiful woman who made me feel buoyant whenever I was with her.

But it wasn't just the women who had come into my life. It was the changes I'd gone through since that ugly day when Francine gave me that watch. I'd been at my lowest then, a depressed forty-year-old man in a sexless, dying marriage.

Then came the video call from Becca. That was the catalyst for changes I'd never imagined. Getting a classic truck, beating up a meth-head, bedding a waitress I'd just met, hooking up with an old flame, taking the virginity of a girl who was half my age, and now about to get with a Latina goddess who loved cunt as much as she loved cock.

It was crazy how life could slowly shrivel for almost twenty years, and then suddenly explode into beautiful chaos over the course of a hot summer month.

They say you can never go home again. But here I am.

"There's the exit," my father said, pointing ahead. "County Fair is about a mile in."

"I remember," I said. "Hope we can find a parking space close to the fairgrounds."

To my frustration, the parking lot was packed with cars. I circled the lot several times before finally lucking out on a spot in the middle of the lot.

It took a few minutes to get Pop loaded into his wheelchair and then weave between the lines of vehicles before we finally got to the gates of the fair.

Entry was $45 a piece for me and Lily, $40 for Pop and Dorothy with the Senior Discount. My father shook his head at the prices.

"I remember when it was free to get in," he said.

"And leaded gasoline was ninety-nine cents a gallon," Dorothy teased.

"Oh wow, the entry price includes four ride tickets!" Lily said. "Yay!"

We ventured into the crowded fairgrounds. The late afternoon sun beat down on us. Despite the heat, the fairgrounds pulsed with activity. Barkers shouted over blaring music from rides, while laughter and screams from thrilled riders blended around us.

We made our way past the entrance. I pushed Pop's wheelchair as we weaved through the crowd. The County Fair wasn't nearly as impressive as the Washington State Fair in Puyallup, but it had its own small-town charm.

"Oh my gosh! They have everything!" Lily clapped her hands, her purple cat ears bobbing with each excited hop.

A brightly lit Ferris wheel dominated the skyline, its cars swinging gently against the blue backdrop. Nearby, a carousel spun slowly, its painted horses rising and falling to the tinny melody of an old-time calliope.

To our right stood what had to be the most questionable roller coaster I'd ever seen, a rattling contraption with peeling paint that looked like it had been assembled by drunk engineers with a grudge against safety regulations.

"Not a chance in hell I'm getting on that deathtrap," I muttered, watching the cars shake violently around a corner.

The smells hit me next, a mouthwatering aroma of fair food that immediately transported me back to childhood. Funnel cakes dusted with powdered sugar, the sweet caramel of kettle corn, the smell of corn dogs, and the unmistakable scent of fried everything filled the air.

"God, I'm getting hungry already," Pop said, inhaling deeply. "Smell those elephant ears?"

"I imagine we'll all be regretting our dietary choices tomorrow," Dorothy laughed.

Lily bounced on her toes, her eyes darting from attraction to attraction.

"Can we go on the rides? Please? I want to go on everything!"

I glanced at the snaking lines.

"Might be a while before we get on anything, Lily. Look at those lines."

"I know exactly which one I want!"

Lily grabbed my arm, practically vibrating with excitement. Dorothy patted my shoulder.

"You two go ahead. Thomas and I will head over to that lemonade stand. This heat is getting to these old bones."

"You sure?" I asked.

"Positive," Pop said. "Mrs. Jones promised to buy me one of those turkey legs later."

"I have my cellular phone if you need me, dear."

Before I could respond, Lily pulled me away, weaving through the crowd with surprising determination. She led me past the roller coaster, beyond the bumper cars, and straight toward the one ride with virtually no line, the Tea Cup Ride.

"This one!" she declared triumphantly.

The ride consisted of large, brightly colored teacups that spun on their axes while the entire platform rotated. It was clearly designed for families with young children, which became obvious as I surveyed the other people waiting, mostly parents with kids under ten.

Lily giggled and handed two tickets to the operator, a teenager with acne and a thousand-yard stare who glanced between us with raised eyebrows.

"Really?" I whispered as we approached an empty lavender teacup. "This is your choice?"

"It'll be fun!"

She hopped in, patting the space beside her. I felt awkward squeezing my six-foot-two frame into the tight space. A few parents standing on the sidelines shot curious glances our way.

I could understand their curiosity. A forty-year-old man and a girl with purple cat ears sharing a teacup meant for parents with their children? I caught one mother whispering to her husband while nodding in our direction.

But Lily's joy was infectious. Her face lit up as the ride started, and I couldn't help but smile at her wild enthusiasm.

"You have to turn the wheel in the middle!" she instructed, grabbing the metal disc between us. "The faster we spin it, the faster we go!"

As the platform began its rotation, Lily spun our center wheel with surprising strength. Our teacup whirled faster and faster, the fairgrounds blurring into a rush of colors. Her laughter rang out, pure and unrestrained, and I found myself joining in.

"Faster!" she challenged, and we both gripped the wheel, spinning it with all our might.

The G-forces pushed us against the sides of the cup, Lily sliding into me as we spun. Her hair whipped across my face. My stomach lurched pleasantly with that childhood feeling of controlled chaos that only carnival rides can deliver.

"This is amazing!" she shouted over the rush of wind and music.

For those few minutes, I forgot everything-- my age, the curious stares, my complicated life. I was just a guy having an absolute blast on a ridiculous teacup ride with someone who knew how to appreciate simple joys.

By the time the ride slowed to a stop, we were both dizzy and laughing. Lily's cat ears had gone askew, and my hair was standing straight up. The teenager operating the ride cracked a smile as we stumbled out.

"That was the best!" Lily declared, clutching my arm for balance. "Can we go again?"

"We have two more tickets. Maybe we should save them for another ride later?"

"Good idea! Come on, let's go find Grandma Dot. I want some cotton candy. Whee!"

Lily took my hand like an excited child and dragged me back through the crowd.

We found Pop and Dorothy sitting at a picnic table near the game booths, both looking refreshed beneath the shade of a large market umbrella.

"There you two are!" Dorothy called, waving us over. "I was starting to think you'd gotten lost."

"We went on the Tea Cup ride," I explained, still feeling a little dizzy.

"It was amazing!" Lily bounced on her toes. "We spun so fast that everything became a blur! Next I want to try the carousel. They have this black horse with silver stars that I've got my eye on."

Dorothy handed us each a large cup of lemonade.

"Here, drink up. It's fresh-squeezed. Best in the county, according to the vendor."

I took a long gulp, the tart sweetness washing away the cotton-mouth feeling from the heat. The ice-cold liquid hit my parched throat like a balm.

"God, that's good," I sighed, already halfway through the cup.

Lily drained hers just as quickly, leaving a small lemonade mustache on her upper lip that she wiped away with the back of her hand.

My father nudged me with his elbow, pointing toward a nearby game booth.

"Why don't you try your luck over there, son?"

I followed his gaze to a football toss game. Four metal rings hung suspended from a rack, decreasing in size from left to right.

A young couple stood at the counter, the guy winding up to throw while his girlfriend watched. He launched the football at the largest ring, but it struck the metal and bounced away. His girlfriend laughed good-naturedly while he shrugged with an apologetic grin before they walked away hand-in-hand.

"Asher was quite the quarterback in high school," Dorothy said, a nostalgic smile crossing her face. "I still remember that game against West Kitsap. Three touchdowns! You almost pulled off the comeback."

"I want to see you throw!" Lily said.

"It's been years, Lily. I haven't thrown a football since--"

"Let's see if you've still got it," Pop interrupted, a challenging gleam in his eye.

"Fine," I relented, draining the last of my lemonade. "But don't expect much."

We made our way to the booth. The attendant, a sunburned man with a faded Fair Staff t-shirt, perked up as we approached.

"Step right up! Test your arm! Twenty dollars for three throws!"

I handed over a twenty, and he placed three regulation-sized footballs on the counter.

"Three tries to win a prize," he explained. "Good luck!"

I picked up the first football, its familiar weight and texture awakening old muscle memories. My palms felt sweaty. I didn't want to embarrass myself, especially with Lily watching so intently.

Don't overthink it. Just throw the damn ball.

I gripped the laces, drew back, and fired. The football sailed cleanly through the largest ring with room to spare.

"Nice throw!" The attendant clapped. "You've won a hand stamp! Tiger or orca?"

"Orca!" Lily exclaimed.

I frowned at the inkpad.

"Hit the second ring with your next throw, and you'll win a keychain," the attendant grinned.

Without hesitation, I picked up the second football. The middle ring was significantly smaller, requiring more precision. I focused, planted my feet, and launched a tight spiral.

The ball flew straight through the center.

"Woo-hoo!" Lily cheered, while Pop and Dorothy applauded.

The attendant gestured to a rack of cheap plastic keychains.

"Octopus or orca?"

"Orca!" Lily shouted again.

"What if I hit the third ring?" I asked.

"You'll win a teddy bear," he replied, then added with a smirk, "But if you miss, you get nothing, not even the keychain. Maybe quit while you're ahead?"

That sealed it. I grabbed the third football, studying the third ring. It couldn't have been more than an inch larger than the football itself. The clearance was minimal, but I'd always been good at hitting tight windows.

Don't think. Just throw.

I released the ball with a flick of my wrist. It clipped the inside edge of the ring but went through.

"He did it!" Lily jumped up and down as Pop whistled appreciatively.

"Congratulations!" The attendant gestured to a rack of stuffed animals. "Would you like a bear or--"

"Orca!" Lily pointed excitedly at a black and white stuffed whale.

The attendant reached for it, but I held up my hand.

"What happens if I throw a ball through the final hoop?"

The attendant laughed, pointing to an enormous teddy bear slumped in the corner, easily the size of a small child.

"That's the grand prize. But you need to throw the golden ball through the golden hoop. Twenty more dollars, and if you miss, you get nothing."

I pulled out another twenty.

"I'll take that bet."

"Are you sure?" He eyed the bill. "Maybe better to take your prize and call it good?"

I shook my head, feeling that old competitive fire burning in my chest.

The attendant sighed, took my money, and handed me a football painted gold. The metallic paint made the surface slick and difficult to grip, an obvious trick to increase the difficulty.

I examined the golden hoop. It looked barely large enough for the football to pass through.

Lily patted my back.

"You can do it, Ashe! I believe in you!"

A small crowd had gathered, murmuring about my previous successes. I took a deep breath, adjusted my grip to compensate for the slippery surface, and threw the ball hard and tight.

The ball hit dead center of the golden hoop... and stuck, wedged tightly in the ring.

The crowd erupted in angry shouts.

"That's rigged!"

"The hoop's too small!"

"What a scam!"

The attendant paled, his eyes darting nervously.

"Must be the heat! Expanded the ball a bit! Everything's legit!"

He hurriedly grabbed the enormous teddy bear and thrust it into my arms.

"Congratulations, winner! Who else wants to test their skill?"

My heart raced with unexpected triumph as I turned and presented the giant bear to Lily. Her eyes widened with both admiration and unmistakable desire as she stared at me, not the prize.

"For you," I said.

She wrapped her arms around the massive teddy, squeezing it tight against her chest while gazing up at me with those bright green eyes.

"My hero," she whispered, just loud enough for me to hear.

Dorothy and Tom applauded, Pop giving me a proud nod that took me straight back to high school.

"Still got that arm, son," he said. "Never lost it."

Then, before I knew what was happening, Lily got on her tiptoes and kissed me hard, her hand clutching at my shoulder. Her lips mashed against mine, the sweetness of her lip gloss and the warmth of her darting tongue filling my mouth.

When she pulled back and looked up at me, her eyes were gleaming. I awkwardly turned and saw Dorothy and my father staring at us, their mouths agape.

"Whoops," Lily giggled. "I guess the kitty is out of the bag! Oh well!"

She kissed me again, laughing against my mouth. I hesitated, frozen by the looks on Dorothy and Pop's faces. Then I relaxed and returned Lily's kiss, savoring her warm lips against mine.

Our secret was out, just like being seen in the parking lot of the pho restaurant. There was no use trying to hide it anymore.

Might as well enjoy this, I told myself, holding Lily tight in my arms.


Chapter 12



"Can I come over?"

The text message hit my phone just as I was climbing the stairs to my room. I went to the narrow window and looked across the way at Dorothy's house.

Night had fallen and the house was dark, but the closet window was illuminated. Lily stood silhouetted in the window frame, looking at me.

She waved. I waved back.

"The front door is unlocked," I texted her.

I went back downstairs and into the kitchen. Wilson raised his head from the couch and peered at me curiously.

"Hey, boy. Don't mind me. We're about to have a visitor. Just getting some drinks for us to share."

Wilson cocked his head in that endearing way that dogs do. I heard his tail thumping against the sofa as the front door opened and Lily entered.

Lily went straight to the sofa and petted Wilson on the head. The old dog loved Lily. He licked her hand as Lily murmured soft words to him.

I stood at the dining room table and watched as Lily petted Wilson. She had changed into shorts and a T-shirt and was barefoot. She had a new hair band on, one with ears that were made of black leather.

"I like your cat ears," I said softly.

"Thank you! I got them from the same fetish store as my bed."

Lily came to me, wrapped me in a tight hug, pressing her lips to mine. We kissed deeply, her hands roaming my back as I stroked her hair.

"You taste like cotton candy," I told her.

"I still had some left from the County Fair," she said.

"That stuff is pure sugar. You should brush your teeth."

"Yes, Daddy," Lily grinned.

I patted her rump and gave her ass a firm squeeze. Lily nuzzled my chest, her hand slipping under my shirt to caress my lower back.

"Is Mr. Brownley asleep?" she asked.

"Pop went to bed about an hour ago. The County Fair wore him out today. Sitting in that wheelchair drains him. But at home he's standing more now and did everything on his own."

"Nice! That's so cool to hear."

"It takes him longer to get around, but it's good to see Pop back on his feet, even a little. His recovery is ahead of schedule. He works his ass off doing physical therapy."

"With your help."

"Sure."

"And the careful guidance of Nurse Tiddies?"

"Jess has been a tremendous help," I chuckled. "And yes, her tiddies are tremendous."

Now it was Lily's turn to swat my ass. I grabbed her wrist and pulled her into another kiss, reaching under her shirt and cupping her breast, no bra to hinder me as I played with her nipple and made her moan.

"Did your grandmother interrogate you about me?" I asked as I kissed her neck.

"She just asked if I was happy and I said, Yes. She likes you and trusts you and... and... oh god that feels so good when you pinch me like that!"

I rolled her nipple between my fingers, teasing it the way I knew she liked. Lily had very sensitive nipples and loved it when I squeezed them.

I jumped when a cold, wet nose suddenly pressed against my hand. Wilson looked up at me, his head cocked.

"I think we should head upstairs," I said. "Wilson looks like he wants us to leave so he can get some sleep."

As if satisfied I understood him, Wilson climbed back onto the sofa and rested his head on his paws, yawning widely.

With a muffled giggle, Lily climbed onto my back.

"Oof," I grunted.

"If you want me in your bed, you're gonna have to carry me there," she whispered in my ear. "Can you do it?"

"This is light work, kiddo."

I resettled Lily's petite frame on my back and headed up the stairs, grinning as the steps creaked beneath my feet.

Lily was a small girl and carrying her was no problem, but it was hard not to be distracted as she licked my ear and neck, her thighs clamped around me.

Lily squealed with delight as I plopped her onto my bed. I shut the door behind me, making sure to firmly latch it.

When I turned around, Lily was already on her knees. She pulled off her shirt, letting her full breasts sway freely. I stepped to the young redhead, putting my hands behind my back as she nuzzled my groin.

"I want to call you Daddy," she said, looking up at me with those dazzling green eyes. "Can I call you Daddy?"

I grimaced. That was one thing I couldn't stand. Having a woman call me Daddy had never sat right with me. It especially grated to hear it from Lily, who was young enough to be my daughter.

More importantly, Daddy was what Franny called me when we had sex. I'd put up with it because it got Franny off saying it, especially when I spanked her. But I didn't have to put up with it anymore.

"No, don't call me Daddy. I don't like that."

"Okay," Lily said, blinking furiously. "How about... Master? Can I call you Master?"

I reached down to cup her tit, loving her pink and puffy nipples.

"Is that what you want?" I asked.

She nodded eagerly.

"It makes me feel naughty and dirty and so fuckable," she whispered. "And you can call me your Kitty. Please?"

I stroked her cheek, my heart aching to see her young and innocent face gazing up at me with such undisguised lust

She'd given herself to me, let me be the first man inside her. Now she wanted me to give her the kind of handling she needed. I could tell she wanted me to take control, to make her my pet.

Francine had been the same way at first. She wanted to be used, to be dominated, to be my filthy slut... until she didn't. That passion had slowly faded in her, dried up and withered away until we were strangers sharing the same bed. Franny hadn't called me Daddy in a long time. Instead, she recoiled when I touched her.

But not Lily. Lily still ached for what I could give her. I'd already taken her virginity. Now she craved the touch of a dominant man. Knowing her personality, her eagerness to please, I wasn't surprised that Lily needed to be submissive. I knew I could satisfy this gorgeous young redhead. She knew it too, probably before I even did.

She promised she would change my mind. And she did it.

"I can do that. I can make you my Kitty."

"Thank you, Master!"

"Tell me... your mouth. Who does this belong to?"

"You, Master."

"And who does Kitty's pussy belong to?"

"You, Master. Only you!"

"Who owns all your holes?"

"My master," she sighed.

"Goddamn right," I grinned, stroking the leather cat ears she wore. "Now... Kitty needs to suck Master's cock!"

"Yes, Master!"

Lily wasted no time pulling down my shorts and boxers. My cock sprang free, already half-hard from her teasing. She nuzzled against my thigh, her warm breath making me twitch before she kissed lower, her soft lips tracing down until they brushed my balls.

“Mmm... you smell so good, Master,” she murmured, licking a hot stripe up my shaft.

I groaned, threading my fingers through her hair as she took me into her mouth. Those big green eyes looked up at me, full of hungry little catlike focus.

She hollowed her cheeks, sucking hard, her tongue swirling around the head before pulling back to flick the sensitive spot underneath. I hissed between clenched teeth.

"Fuuuck yeah, like that, Kitty. Just like that. Lick that cock like a good pet."

She moaned around me, loving the praise, gripping the base of my cock before swallowing me down deeper. She gagged for just a second, lips stretched tight, then relaxed her throat, taking me in until her nose pressed into my pubes.

"Christ, you're greedy," I growled, tightening my grip in her red hair.

She let out a needy little whimper, so I pushed deeper, slow but firm, watching her throat bulge around me.

Lily's hands clutched my thighs, nails digging in when I started rocking into her mouth. She didn’t pull away, she just moaned and took it, drool running down my shaft. A filthy, wet squelch filled the air with every thrust.

When I finally tugged her off, her lips stayed parted, panting, swollen and slick.

"Ready to get fucked, Kitty?"

"Yes, Master!"

"Then give me your pussy," I ordered, lying back on the bed.

Lily scrambled up, shimmying out of her shorts. No panties, just smooth, freckled skin and that fiery red bush I loved.

She straddled me, breath hitching as she gripped my cock and guided it between her soaked folds.

"Fuck... Oh FUCK," she whimpered, sinking onto me inch by inch.

Her tight little hole stretched around me, clenching as she bottomed out.

"Master... oh god, you’re so thick."

"You love it."

"I do! I love it so much!"

I took her hands, pressing them onto her tits.

"Squeeze those tits for me, slut. Show me how much you love my cock."

Lily pinched her nipples, biting her lip as she ground down.

"I thought... a-about this sooo much," she gasped. "Before I met you, I’d touch myself, wondering what a real man would feel like. And now... oh god, now you’re inside me."

"I know, Kitty. I know how much you needed my cock."

"I drew pictures of it, wondering what you had in your pants for me, wondering what it would feel like buried inside me." She rocked her hips with a desperate little moan. "Does that make me silly, Master?"

I smacked her ass, making her yelp.

"It makes you perfect."

Lily purred, actually purred, and I laughed before gripping her hips.

"Ride me harder, Kitty. Show me how bad you need it."

She didn't need to be told twice. Up and down, her pussy clenched around me, so fucking tight, so wet. The lewd squelch of her pussy mixed with her whimpers. Her tits bounced, her thighs trembled as she gasped.

"Master! I’m-- oh! OH!"

She came with a near-scream, back arching. I hoped like hell the damn AC downstairs drowned her out.

Lily didn’t slow down, just fucked me harder, chasing another orgasm before the first even faded. I could feel her pulsing around me, her moans filling the room.

My turn.

When I flipped her onto her back, she gasped, legs locking around me. The bed creaked wildly under us as I pounded into her, each thrust met with a broken little cry. Her eyes rolled back as she came again, whole body shaking.

"Gonna fill you up, Kitty," I snarled. "Flood your pussy with my load."

"Please, Master! Cum inside me, please!"

Her slick walls squeezed me as I shoved deep, unloading inside her with a groan. Jetting spurts of cum pumped into that greedy little hole while she clung to me, trembling, urging me on, begging for my sperm.

When I collapsed on top of her, she wriggled happily beneath me.

"Master, was I a good pet?"

I kissed her, slow and deep.

"Perfect Kitty. Perfect fucking mouth, perfect fucking pussy."

"All my holes are yours, Master." She beamed, tracing my jaw with her fingertips. "I love making you happy."

I nuzzled her neck, still buried inside her, knowing I was in deep with this vibrant, beautiful girl.

"Can I sleep here with you?" she asked. "Just for tonight? Please?"

"Don't you have to work tomorrow morning?"

"I'll set my phone alarm and get up early. Let me stay. Please, Master."

"Okay, Kitty. You can stay tonight."

I rolled off of her, my cock slipping from her pussy. Lily curled up next to me, snuggling close, her head resting on my chest.

The cool air from the AC washed over our damp bodies. Our breathing synced in slow, even breaths. I held Lily in my arms, the top of her head pressed against my chin.

Both of us exhausted and drained, we drifted to sleep, our bodies tangled together.

I awoke hours later, my bedroom still shadowy with the early morning dark. I checked my phone and saw it was five in the morning.

The glow from my phone pooled over the bed. Lily was still curled up next to me, her head on my chest, one hand gently cupping my cock.

In the dim light, Lily looked even younger than usual, her innocent face contrasting with her womanly body. It occurred to me that she had slept all night with my cum in her pussy.

Just twenty years old. God, I used to be her age, too. Where had the time gone?

Seeing Lily like that brought back memories from decades ago, memories of being eighteen and crazy in love with Ellen Smith. All those summer nights we spent together, the camping mattress in the back of my truck, the two of us fucking like rabbits beneath the stars.

I shivered as I recalled those days, days that never seemed to end, when time seemed to slow and the nights went on and on. Ellen had been my world back then. I thought we'd be spending our lives together.

Looking at Lily asleep in my arms, I felt a stab of sadness in my heart. Lily was so young, yet she was two years older than Ellen was when I left her.

Left her while she was pregnant with my child. Eighteen fucking years old? Goddamn, we were two dumb kids who knew nothing about the real world.

Breaking up was inevitable. And Ellen's miscarriage was a blessing in disguise, wasn't it? There was no way either of us was ready for a child. That was so clear to me now.

So why did thinking of Ellen make me feel so empty?

Even now, with Lily sleeping in my bed, why was I thinking of Ellen and what could have been?

I shook my head, trying to clear away thoughts of the past. Since Ellen told me about her miscarriage, memories and speculations kept rising in my mind like ghosts. It wasn't healthy to be haunted like that. The past could never be undone, only learned from.

I gently brushed a strand of hair from Lily's face and smiled. She was such a lovely girl. Her youthful joy took me back to my own youth here in Port Chasten.

An idea formed in my mind. I pondered it for a few minutes while checking the weather report on my phone. It was going to be another hot day with clear skies hazed by smoke from the Canadian wildfires.

Perfect, I thought.

I leaned over and kissed Lily's forehead. She grunted and stretched. I kissed her again and then again until she finally opened her eyes.

"Good morning," I whispered.

"Master," she yawned. "What time is it?"

"It's forty minutes to sunrise. Just enough time."

"Enough time?" she murmured groggily. "For what?"

"Making a new memory."

Half an hour later, we were parked on the cliffs overlooking Chasten Cove. The small clearing had a great view of the cove, but that wasn't why I drove there this morning.

Instead, I'd parked my truck facing east, towards the Olympic Mountains. The sky was lightening, a pink blush rising over the mountain range as the sun slowly climbed behind the peaks.

Lily sat beside me, her head resting on my shoulder while her legs stretched across the Ford's front bench seat.

She was wearing one of my hoodies. It was huge on her, like a small dress instead of a sweatshirt. She looked adorable in it, especially with her cat-ear hair band back in place.

"I used to park here with Ellen during the summer after we graduated high school," I said, gazing at the pink-streaked horizon. "Neither of us had anywhere private. My dad was always home, and Ellen's mom watched her like a hawk."

I smiled at the memory.

"So we'd drive up here in my old truck. Not this one, of course, but similar. I had an old camping mattress in the back. We'd make love under the stars, then cuddle up watching the sunrise over those mountains. The light and warmth... it felt like watching the world wake up."

Lily snuggled closer.

"That's so beautiful. Thank you for sharing this place with me, Master."

I turned to face her, taking her hands in mine.

"Lily, I enjoy when you call me Master in the bedroom. It's hot and I love the dynamic. But out here, when we're not having sex, our relationship is between equal partners. You don't need to call me Master then."

Her green eyes widened slightly, then she nodded.

"I understand. I'll behave appropriately in different settings." A playful smile crossed her lips. "Even though I'd love to be your pet all the time."

"You're amazing, you know that?" I squeezed her hand. "Most people your age wouldn't handle this situation with such maturity."

"I like how we are together," she said simply.

The first rays of sunlight crested the mountains, casting long golden beams across the valley below.

"Sorry if my old memories bore you," I said.

"No! I love hearing your stories. They're like little windows into who you are." She pulled her knees up to her chest inside the oversized hoodie. "I wish I had similar stories from high school, but I was too anxious back then."

"Too anxious?"

"Yeah. Social anxiety was really bad. While other kids were sneaking out and having adventures, I was usually at home, reading web comics or playing games online. Then my dad left my mom and moved to Florida with his boyfriend. It was a stressful time." She shivered and I stroked her back. "I felt safer in virtual worlds than real ones."

"And college?" I asked carefully. "No good memories from there?"

Lily hesitated, her fingers fidgeting with the drawstring of my hoodie. I could see the conflict playing across her face as she decided whether to open up.

"You don't have to talk about it if it makes you uncomfortable," I said gently.

"No, it's fine." She looked up at me with those earnest green eyes. "I like telling you my secrets. You don't judge me like other people do."

The sunrise painted her face in warm golden light as she gathered her thoughts.

"My experience at the University of Farah was... not good," she said quietly. "I went there because my dad lived in Orlando, just ten minutes away. It was nice being close to him, but the college experience itself was horrible."

She pulled the hoodie tighter around herself. "The campus was so big and had like sooo many people. Everything was noisy and hectic all the time. There were crowds everywhere, parties every night, people shouting in the hallways. It was overwhelming."

"It does sound overwhelming, especially after Port Chasten. So what did you do?"

"I mostly stayed in my dorm room and only went out for classes. Even then, I'd take the longest routes across campus to avoid the busiest areas." Her voice grew smaller. "I felt like I was drowning in all that chaos."

"Did you make any friends?" I asked.

Lily shook her head sadly.

"My roommates avoided me and treated me like a stranger. They'd whisper about me when they thought I couldn't hear. And I didn't talk to anyone in my classes. I just sat in the back and tried to be invisible."

"I'm sorry to hear you had such a difficult time in college," I said, stroking her hair. "A lot of people have a hard time adjusting to college life. It's a huge transition."

"Yeah, I know that now," she agreed, then hesitated again. Her fingers twisted nervously in the fabric. "But... it was more than just the shock of college life that got to me."

The way she said it made my chest tighten. There was something deeper lurking beneath her words, something that had left lasting scars. I waited patiently, letting her decide how much she wanted to share.

The morning light continued to strengthen, washing away the pink hues and replacing them with bright gold. But despite the warmth of the sunrise, I could feel Lily trembling slightly against me.

"What happened, Lily?" I asked softly.

Lily was quiet for a long moment, staring out at the mountains as the sun climbed higher. When she finally spoke, her voice was barely above a whisper.

"There was this guy in my American Literature class. His name was Zach." She pulled the hoodie sleeves down over her hands. "He was handsome. Tall, athletic, the kind of guy who looked like he belonged in a magazine. Nothing like my usual type."

"What is your usual type?" I asked gently.

A shy smile crossed her face as she glanced up at me.

"Older men. Men with experience and confidence. Men like you." Her cheeks flushed pink. "I've always been attracted to maturity rather than whatever it is guys my age think passes for alpha energy."

I squeezed her hand encouragingly, and she continued.

"But Zach was different from the other college guys. One day he sat next to me in lecture, and during class he passed me a note that said 'I love your cat ears!' I was wearing my pink ones that day."

She touched the black leather ears she wore now.

"I felt anxious because no one had paid attention to me in weeks, but I was also kinda attracted to him, even though he wasn't my type at all."

The morning breeze stirred her red hair as she gathered her thoughts.

"We started studying together at the library. He actually seemed interested in what I had to say about the books we were reading. I even showed him some of my artwork, and he said he loved it and that I was talented."

Her voice grew wistful.

"For the first time since arriving at college, I felt like I had a friend. The campus suddenly seemed less scary when I had someone to talk to."

I could hear the pain building in her voice, and my chest tightened as I suspected where this story was heading.

"Eventually, he invited me back to his dorm room to watch a movie. We were sitting on his bed, and he started kissing me."

Lily's fingers twisted in the hoodie fabric.

"It was going way too fast and I felt totally overwhelmed, but I didn't want to disappoint him. I thought if I did something like... intimate... it would bring us closer together."

She took a shaky breath.

"So I gave him a blowjob. It was my first time doing that with anyone, and it was so awkward. I had no idea what I was doing, I kept gagging and felt like an idiot. But Zach seemed to enjoy it, and I was happy because I thought it meant we were becoming closer."

The bitterness in her voice was unmistakable as she continued.

"But after that night, he stopped talking to me completely. In class, he'd walk right past me like I didn't exist. Wouldn't even look at me. I was heartbroken and confused. I kept wondering what I'd done wrong, why he was suddenly ghosting me."

Lily's hands were trembling now, and I pulled her closer against my side.

"Then I started getting messages from strangers. Horrible messages calling me disgusting names, laughing at me, saying the most awful things." Her voice cracked. "I was terrified and had no idea why random people were harassing me. So I did some investigating online."

She paused, finding her bearings for what came next.

"I found out that Zach had posted pictures of me... of me giving him oral sex. Pictures I had no idea he was taking. He'd bragged online about his 'seduction techniques' and how he'd 'picked up some nerdy chick.' He wrote about how terrible I was at giving head and that he was using something called 'negging' to manipulate me into having sex with him next. He promised to post about how awful that would be too."

My jaw clenched with fury, but I said nothing. Lily needed to get this out. I needed to listen.

"My face was blurred in the photos, but people recognized my cat ears and figured out who I was. The harassment got worse and worse."

Tears were flowing down her cheeks now.

"I felt so stupid and used and humiliated."

I wrapped my arms around her, holding her tight against my chest. Lily wiped her tears on her sleeves, taking deep and steadying breaths until she regained control of herself.

"I'm so sorry that happened to you," I finally said. "That's revenge porn, and it's a crime. Did you report him?"

Lily nodded against my shoulder.

"I was going to file charges, but first I went to my dorm's Resident Assistant for advice. She must have told someone on the college staff, because the next day I got summoned to a meeting with the Dean."

"The Dean? What did the Dean say?"

"I thought we were going to discuss taking action against Zach. Instead, the Dean told me that if I pursued criminal charges, the university would expel me and hire attorneys to sue me for defamation."

Her voice turned hollow.

"He said they had to protect their students from false accusations."

"What the hell?" I pulled back to look at her face. "Why would they threaten you like that?"

Lily sighed, wiping her eyes with the hoodie sleeves.

"Because Zach's father is a prominent politician and major donor to the University of Farah. The Dean made it very clear that it would be my word against the son of someone very powerful and wealthy."

My hands clenched into fists. The corruption and injustice of it made my blood boil.

"But then he offered me a deal," Lily continued. "If I agreed not to pursue charges and left school quietly, the university would transfer all my credits to any college I chose and refund my full tuition. They'd even write me a recommendation letter saying I was leaving for 'personal reasons.'"

"And you took the deal?"

"What choice did I have? I was nineteen years old, alone, with no money for lawyers. I knew I couldn't win a fight against someone with that kind of power and influence."

She looked up at me with those wounded green eyes.

"So I packed up my stuff and left. I couldn't face my father and my mother was in France. That's how I ended up here with Grandma Dot."

I held her face in my hands, my heart breaking for this sweet girl.

"I'm so sorry, Lily. What that bastard did to you was unforgivable, and the university's response was criminal. You deserved so much better."

"Yeah, but it's over now. I'm back in Port Chasten. I've got my Grandma Dot, and I've got my art. And I have you. Don't I?"

"Yes," I assured her. "You have me too."

She smiled and raised her face for a kiss. Our lips met and I held her tight as the rising daylight washed over us.


Chapter 13



"This damn cane makes me feel like I'm ninety."

"You'd feel a lot older if you hit the ground," Jess said. "Use it for support, Tom. Lean your weight on it to take pressure off that knee."

I watched as Jess helped my father walk across the living room. Pop was using an aluminum cane Jess had brought. My father wobbled but didn't stumble. He was still wearing his knee brace, but his gait was much steadier.

"I feel like I don't even need this thing," Pop said, tapping the cane against the hardwood floor.

"You can ditch the cane indoors for short distances," Jess said. "But outside or when you're doing anything complex like twisting or bending down, you need to use it. Your knee isn't ready for that kind of stress yet."

Pop stopped in the middle of the room and turned to face us.

"I want to try walking without it."

"I don't recommend that. You've made excellent progress, but--"

"Let him try," I said. "I'll spot him."

Jess shot me a look but didn't argue. I moved behind my father, close enough to catch him if he stumbled.

Pop handed the cane to Jess.

"Here goes nothing."

He took his first step without support. Slow and tentative, like a toddler learning to walk. His arms stretched out slightly for balance. The second step came easier. By the third, confidence crept into his movements.

"Look at that," he said, picking up the pace. "Told you I didn't need--"

His knee buckled without warning. Pop pitched forward, his arms windmilling as he fought to stay upright. I lunged forward and caught him under the arms before he could hit the floor.

"Whoa there. I got you, Pop."

Jess had the wheelchair positioned behind us in seconds. I lowered Pop into the seat, his face flushed red with embarrassment and frustration.

"Here." Jess handed him the cane. "You shouldn't try to rush things, Tom. You've made incredible progress. You should be proud of how far you've come."

My father gripped the cane with both hands, staring down at his treacherous knee.

"I'm just impatient to get back to normal."

"You will," Jess said. "But you have to be patient. Your body needs time to rebuild strength and coordination. Push too hard too fast, and you'll set yourself back weeks."

I squeezed my father's shoulder. The defeat in his posture reminded me of myself back in Newport, trapped in a life that felt smaller every day. But Pop had something I didn't-- people who cared enough to catch him when he fell. All the expensive watches and fancy cars couldn't beat that.

"Take a breather, then we'll get started on some strengthening exercises," Jess said. "Half an hour."

"Maybe a little longer," Pop said. "I'm feeling a twinge in my back."

"Okay," Jess agreed. "Forty-five minutes. Keep your leg elevated on the sofa cushion."

I settled Pop in front of the AC so he could cool down. The heat wave had returned and it was near ninety degrees outside. He propped his leg up on the sofa and let out a sigh. I handed him a bottle of water to drink.

"You two go amuse yourself," Pop said. "I'm on break."

"Want to check out my kombucha?" I asked Jess.

"I was just about to ask," Jess said. "Lead the way."

I led Jess to the garage where I'd been storing the kombucha brew. The garage door was closed to keep the heat out, but without air conditioning, it felt like stepping into a sauna. The temperature had to be over ninety degrees.

"Here it is," I said, gesturing to the glass jar on the workbench. "Day five of operation kombucha."

Jess leaned over to examine it, her dark hair falling forward as she studied the brew. The SCOBY floated on top like a pale, rubbery pancake.

"This looks perfect," she said, tapping the glass gently. "See how the new SCOBY layer is forming on top? That's a good sign. The fermentation is progressing nicely."

She pointed to tiny bubbles around the edges.

"These bubbles mean the yeast is converting sugar into carbon dioxide and alcohol. Then the bacteria convert that alcohol into acetic acid, which gives kombucha its tangy flavor."

"So what comes next?" I asked.

"The heat is accelerating things," Jess explained. "In about two more days, we'll do the second fermentation. That's when we bottle it and add flavors. Then it sits for another three days to carbonate naturally."

"Nice."

"Have you decided what flavors you want to try?" she asked.

I wiped sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand.

"I was thinking I'd keep one bottle plain, to taste the original flavor. For the other, maybe candied ginger? I love ginger ale."

"That sounds delicious," Jess nodded approvingly. "Ginger adds a nice spicy kick and helps with the fizz. Good choice."

The stifling heat in the garage was becoming unbearable. Sweat trickled down my back. I could see Jess's face getting dewy.

"How's the AC in the Honda working? Still blowing cold?"

"Actually, it's starting to blow lukewarm air," Jess said, fanning herself with her hand. "Especially when I'm idling at a stoplight."

"Sounds like it needs to be recharged," I said. "I was worried about that. The car is old and this summer has overworked the AC. I can order a R134a recharge kit that connects to the low-pressure AC port under the hood. It's pretty simple to--"

Jess cut me off with a fierce kiss, her soft lips pressing hard against mine. She pushed her body against me, firm and strong and sensual beneath her loose-fitting scrubs. My hands found her hips as arousal shot through my body.

"Enough about the AC," she murmured against my mouth. "I've been thinking about you since our hike. Haven't stopped thinking about you, actually."

"That's good to hear."

"Have you thought about me too?" she asked, her fingers tracing the collar of my shirt.

The image of Jess at Hidden Falls flashed through my mind, water cascading over her curves as we swam beneath the waterfall.

"You know I have," I replied, my voice rough.

I slipped my hand under her top, finding the smooth fabric of her sports bra. Her breast overflowed my palm as I cupped it, my thumb circling her nipple through the material. I knew how they looked, large and dark, like black licorice gumdrops.

Jess sighed and tilted her head back, giving me access to her neck. I trailed kisses along her throat as I continued to caress her breasts.

"God, your tits are amazing," I murmured against her skin. "So big and firm."

She laughed softly, her hand traveling down to the front of my jeans.

"You're blessed with size yourself," she said, giving me a gentle squeeze. "I've wanted you for a while now, Ashe."

"Why'd you wait so long to make your move?" I asked, pulling back slightly to look at her face.

Something shifted in Jess's expression. Her eyes darted away, a shadow crossing her features.

"After Alfie, my ex... I got wary about men."

She paused, lost in thought. Then, just as quickly, her smile returned.

"But you're not like him. Not at all." Her fingers traced my cheek. "I really like you, Ashe."

"How much do you like me?" I teased, trying to bring back the playful moment we'd been sharing.

Jess's smile turned mischievous, her hand still resting against the front of my jeans.

"I can show you."

Jess went to her knees, her fingers nimble as she unbuckled and unzipped my jeans.

"Don't be shy," she said with a playful smile. "I know what I'm working with."

I kicked off my shoes and stepped out of my jeans, my heart hammering as she freed my aching erection. Her hands were warm on my skin, her fingers exploring every inch.

I stroked her glossy black hair, seeing the scar that started at her hairline and ran down the side of her face, disappearing behind her ear.

Jess took me in her mouth, her lips wrapping around the head of my cock as she stared up at me. Her expression was eager and focused, like she was determined to give me the best blowjob I'd ever had.

And damn, she delivered.

Jess was so different from Lily or Becca. Lily had been eager but a little clumsy, excited to please but lacking experience. Becca had been slow and sensual, drawing out the anticipation.

Jess was another thing altogether. She aggressively worked my cock with a combination of suction and tongue work that made my knees weak. She bobbed her head, taking me deep, then pulled back to swirl her tongue around the head. Her free hand pumped the base of my shaft, giving extra stimulation to my frenulum.

Sweat poured down my back as the heat in the garage intensified the pleasure. It soaked my shirt and dripped from the tip of my nose. I kept my teeth clenched to stifle my groans as Jess expertly sucked my dick.

Jess paused occasionally to lick and suck my balls, giving me a wink before returning to worship my cock.

"Fuck, that's amazing," I gasped, my hands tightening in her hair.

I watched, mesmerized, as this gorgeous Latina worked my throbbing tool. The light streaming through the garage door windows illuminated her dark hair and olive skin, casting her in a soft glow.

"You're so good at that," I moaned as she hollowed her cheeks, sucking hard. "Work that fucking cock, just like that."

Then Jess did something that sent me over the edge. She cupped my balls with one hand while her other hand slid beneath my sack, her fingers finding a spot that felt like pure electricity. She massaged that sensitive spot with both hands, the sensation shooting straight to my cock.

"Oh fuck," I grunted, my hips bucking involuntarily. "I'm gonna cum."

Jess didn't let up, sucking hard as my orgasm hit. I gripped her hair tighter, my body rigid as I erupted in her mouth. Jess swallowed my load, not wasting a drop as I spurted into her hungry mouth.

Finally, she released me with a pop, my cock glistening with her saliva. She got to her feet, her face glistening with sweat.

"Did you enjoy that, Ashe?" she asked, her eyes narrowed with satisfaction.

I nodded, unable to speak as I tried to catch my breath.

Jess laughed softly, reaching for a roll of shop towels on the workbench. She tore one off and dabbed at her face, her chest rising and falling with rapid breaths.

"You're soaking wet."

"No kidding," I mumbled. "You just put me through a workout."

"I'm an amazing cocksucker, right?"

"Hell yeah. That was incredible."

I tore off a paper shop towel and started wiping the sweat from my face.

"There's more to come," Jess promised, her voice low and sultry. "But first, I'd better get back to work. Your dad will wonder where I disappeared to."

With another wink, she headed back into the house. Alone in the sweltering heat, I blew out a deep breath, still reeling from the intensity of what had just happened. Jess had thrown me off-balance, and I loved it.

As I was collecting myself, I noticed several wooden crates stacked at the back of the garage. They looked old, but I had never seen them before. With the way the Honda had been parked, it would have been easy to miss them.

On top of the crates was my father's old army footlocker. I remembered the footlocker being tucked away in a forgotten corner of the attic.

The crates were nailed shut and the footlocker had the familiar padlock on the front. My father had never shown me what he kept in that footlocker. I assumed it was old uniforms and other keepsakes from his time in the Army.

I wonder why Pop brought that out of storage?

After a final pat-down with a shop towel, I headed back into the house. I found Pop at the foot of the staircase, Jess behind him. Jess was having my father doing step exercises on the bottom step to strengthen his knee.

I watched as Jess guided my father through the exercise. She was steady and in control while also being encouraging. Her professionalism and competence always impressed me.

And her dick sucking skills are outstanding. Goddamn, my knees are still shaking.

"Come here and give me a hand," Jess said to me. "Let's get your father doing some balancing exercises."

I went and let Jess position me so my father could use me as a support while he balanced on one leg, then the other. I focused on Pop, trying to concentrate as Jess stood behind me, deliberately letting her tits brush against my back.

"You're doing great, Tom!"

"Trying my best ballerina impression," Pop grunted as he lifted one leg.

"Just hang on to your son. He's got a strong core."

Jess squeezed my ass, her hands hidden from Pop's view. I gritted my teeth, trying to keep in the laughter that was bubbling up inside me.

Jess ran us through a few more exercises before letting Pop slump onto the sofa, exhausted. I fetched cold drinks for all of us.

"You are way ahead of schedule," Jess said as she sipped her sparkling water. "You'll be walking without a cane within weeks, I predict. Until then, use the cane, Tom. It will speed up your recovery even more."

"Yes, ma'am."

"I've got some bad news. Now that a month had passed, I'll only be able to visit you once a week," Jess said to my father. "Your insurance will cover another month of that, no more."

"I should have stuck with regular Medicare," Pop grumbled. "This Advantage plan I got talked into is terrible."

"It's better than what Medicare alone would offer," Jess said sadly. "Plus, you have extra coverage from your retirement. Most folks don't get at-home visits."

My father nodded, acknowledging that he was better off than many people his age. All of us knew that the people who needed help the most were usually the ones who could not get it.

"Regardless, keep up the exercises and you'll be walking cane-free very soon, I promise!" Jess squeezed my father's shoulder. "I wish all my clients were as diligent as you, Tom."

"Not much to do, so I might as well do my best."

"¡Sigan con el buen trabajo! Keep up the good work!"

Jess gathered her things and slung her backpack over her shoulder.

"See you next week!" she said.

"Adios," my father grinned.

I walked Jess out to her car. It was late afternoon and the heat was still rising.

"Your father is a remarkable man," Jess said.

"He's used to hard work," I said. "So, one visit a week? That's not enough. I want to see more of you, Jess."

"I know you do," she laughed. "We'll make it happen, for sure. And by the way? Your load was huge. My belly is gurgling with all the cum I swallowed. When I burp, I can taste your leche, your semen, at the back of my throat."

"Uh..."

Jess laughed at the startled expression on my face. She seemed to take pleasure in shocking me. Her professional demeanor was such a contrast to her playful sexuality. I could still hear her words from the waterfall about cunt and cock.

"I'll be in touch," Jess said. "Now kiss me and I'll be on my way."

Jess grinned, her hands on her hips, waiting for me. I leaned in and gave her a peck on her full lips. Jess rolled her eyes and scoffed, pulling me back in for a hard kiss and sucking on my tongue.

"Hasta luego, Asher Brownley."

I watched Jess drive away, a silly grin on my face. As her Honda turned the corner and disappeared, I glanced up into the cloudless sky. A yellowish haze filmed the sun, smoke from the Canadian wildfires still dirtying the sky. Wildfires in eastern Washington had just started, making the pollution even worse.

I headed indoors, making a mental note to look into air purifiers. Summers looked to be hotter and smokier than before. If my father was going to be spending so much time indoors, it would be good to make sure he was breathing clean air.

Pop had turned on the TV and was watching the baseball pregame show.

"Suarez is pitching tonight, thank god," Pop said. "We might have a chance to win."

"Let's hope so. A sandwich and fruit salad sound good for dinner, Pop? Or you want me to cook that lasagna in the freezer."

"Sandwich is fine, as long as a beer goes with it."

"You got it."

I busied myself making the sandwiches as my father watched the game start. I could see him glancing over at me and shifting his weight. It was a restlessness I knew well from my childhood. My father got like that whenever he had something awkward to discuss with me.

I had a pretty good idea of what was on his mind. I still hadn't discussed what happened at the County Fair with my father. Lily had made a big show of kissing me in front of Pop and Dorothy. I knew that had weighed on my father's mind ever since.

I slipped a few slices of salami to Wilson, who waited patiently by the kitchen counter. The old dog scarfed them down and then went to his usual spot on the sofa. Pop scratched his head.

I brought the sandwiches and fruit salad to the coffee table and set a cold can of Rainier beside it.

"Don't give any of your sandwich to Wilson," I told my father. "I already gave him some salami slices. Any more and he'll get the runs."

My father thanked me and then cleared his throat.

"Asher? Pull up a seat. There's some things I'd like to talk with you--"

But before he could finish his sentence, there was a knock at the front door. Through the window, I could see it was Lily.

"Hold that thought, Pop."

I went to the front door and opened it. Lily beamed up at me.

"I have a surprise for you," Lily said, bouncing with excitement. "Well, for you and Mr. Brownley, actually. Do you have a minute?"

"Uh, sure. Come on in."

Lily picked up a large cardboard box leaning against the porch railing. I followed her into the house, wondering what surprise Lily had in store for me now.


Chapter 14



"Hi, Mr. Brownley!"

"Lily?" My father looked up from his sandwich, breaking into a smile at the sight of our young neighbor. "Well, aren't you pretty today. Orange is your color."

"Thank you," Lily said, preening theatrically. "Matching the dress to my hair band was sooo hard for this outfit. Orange is not a popular color!"

"It looks great on you," I told her. "And your ears are extra fuzzy today."

"I know, right? All the customers who came into the shop were like, Your ears are so cute! Before my shift ended, I gave three girls the URL for where I bought them."

"You rode your bicycle home?" I asked.

"Yes. I love riding my bike after work. Everybody waves when I pass by. Hi, Wilson!"

Wilson nuzzled Lily's hand, panting as she scratched his ear before heading back to his place on the sofa.

"Well, it's good for you to get out of the heat," Pop said. "Would you like something to drink? How about a sandwich? Ashe made a salami for me. I'm sure he could whip up something for you."

"Salami, tuna, veggie... anything you'd like," I offered. "Plus chilled fruit salad."

"Oh, wow, that sounds good, but I'm going to make a cold pasta salad for Grandma Dot. I just stopped by to give you this."

Lily set the box down by the table and stepped back, grinning at both me and my father.

"Open it," she urged.

Pop watched closely as I opened the box and reached inside.

My finger brushed against a wooden picture frame. I carefully lifted the heavy frame from the box, feeling its weight in my hands.

"Unwrap it! Unwrap it!"

Lily bounced on her toes, nearly vibrating with excitement, her orange cat ears bobbing with each movement.

I peeled away the butcher paper. What lay beneath took my breath away.

Pop and I both fell silent, staring at a watercolor painting that captured the two of us sitting on the front porch, Wilson lying contentedly at our feet. Lily had captured the golden afternoon light filtering through the trees, casting dappled shadows across the weathered boards of the porch.

The colors were vibrant yet soft, my father's weathered face rendered with careful attention to the laugh lines around his eyes, the slight downturn at the corners of his mouth.

Wilson's chocolate coat gleamed in a shaft of sunlight, his eyes gazing up at us with his unmistakable devotion.

And there I was, rendered in deft strokes of pastel watercolors and ink. My face looked younger somehow, more at peace than I'd felt in years. Lily truly saw me differently than I saw myself.

Or maybe she sees me the way I could be... if I allowed myself to embrace who I truly am.

"Good Lord," Pop murmured, leaning forward for a closer look. "That's something special right there."

"This is incredible," I said, finding my voice. "How did you... when did you even do this?"

Lily shrugged, her smile radiant.

"I took a mental snapshot that day you two were sitting out there talking about fishing. I just painted it from memory."

I stared at her, astonished. The sheer talent bubbling inside this petite young woman left me speechless. The detail, the emotion captured in our faces, the way she'd caught Wilson's expression was so moving. And she'd done it all from memory?

"Lily, I don't know what to say. This is..." My voice cracked slightly. "Thank you. This means more than you know."

"Consider it your welcome home gift," she replied, her eyes shining.

Pop ran his fingers along the frame's edge.

"This frame is beautiful craftsmanship. Where'd you get it done?"

"I traded some portrait commissions with a hobbyist framer I met online. He does amazing work, right? It arrived today and I rushed home to get it."

"I insist on paying you for this," Pop said firmly. "Art like this shouldn't be given away."

"Absolutely not. Besides, I've already been paid. And I'm still trying to Master my craft."

Lily deliberately drew out the word Master. She flashed me a sly grin that sent heat rushing to my groin.

"Well, I know exactly where we're hanging this," Pop declared, oblivious to our exchange. "Right in the living room where everyone can see it."

"I can't wait to see it up!" Lily clapped her hands together. "But I really should get going. Grandma Dot's waiting for that pasta salad."

She leaned down and hugged my father, planting a quick kiss on his cheek.

"I'm so happy you're getting better so fast, Mr. Brownley."

"Thank you again for the painting, young lady," Pop said, patting her hand. "It's a treasure."

Lily gave Wilson one final scratch behind the ears before I walked her outside. The heat hit us like a wall as we stepped onto the driveway, the sun beating down mercilessly.

"I don't know how to thank you for such a thoughtful gift," I said quietly. "I can't believe you did that for us."

Lily stood on her tiptoes and pressed her lips softly against mine.

"You don't have to thank me." She stepped back, her green eyes serious. "Besides, you know why I made it for you."

"Why?" I asked, though something in me already knew the answer.

"Because I love you, Ashe."

The words hung in the heat between us. I stood speechless, a storm of emotions churning inside me. Before I could form a response, she placed her fingertips gently against my lips.

"You don't have to say it back. I just wanted you to know how I feel. Kay, bye!"

She kissed me once more, then skipped away toward her grandmother's house, her orange dress bright against the summer greenery.

"Call me when you hang the picture!" she called over her shoulder.

"I will!" I shouted back, watching her go, feeling the weight of her words and the summer heat pressing down on me equally.

I went back inside, still processing Lily's declaration of love. Pop sat exactly where I'd left him, holding the painting in his hands. His face had softened into something close to wonder.

"This is really something, isn't it?" he said without looking up. "She captured everything just right."

"She did," I agreed, moving closer to examine the details. "Look how she got Wilson's head tilt perfect. The way he always cocks it when he's listening to us."

Pop nodded, his weathered fingers tracing the edge of the frame.

"Lily's a lovely young girl," he said, his voice quiet. "Which is why I was so surprised to see you kissing her at the County Fair."

The tension in his voice was unmistakable. I felt a flush creep up my neck.

"Well, technically, she was kissing me," I said with a weak laugh.

Pop didn't smile. He set the painting carefully on the table.

"Sit down, Ashe."

I recognized that tone immediately. It was the same one he'd used when I was sixteen and he found weed in my bedroom. Or when I'd stayed out until dawn the night before graduation.

I sat across from him, feeling like a teenager again.

"How long have you been dating Lily?" he asked, his blue eyes, so like mine, fixed steadily on my face.

I cleared my throat.

"It's been a few weeks since we started seeing each other."

"I see." Pop reached for his beer, took a sip, then set it down carefully. "I imagine you must be concerned about the age difference."

"I was," I admitted. "Still am, to be honest. That's why I tried to resist at first."

A wry smile crossed Pop's face.

"Your resistance seems to have failed pretty spectacularly."

"Lily is as persistent as she is pretty," I said, shaking my head ruefully.

Pop leaned back in his chair, considering me.

"You know she's half your age, right? Young enough to be your daughter."

"I'm aware of that."

"And Lily's..." Pop searched for the right words. "She's different from other girls her age. More vulnerable because of how trusting she is. How she wears her heart on her sleeve."

I nodded, knowing he was right.

"Is this just a summer crush for her?" he asked.

I thought about Lily's eyes when she looked at me. The way her body responded to mine when we made love. The soft, certain way she'd said "I love you" just minutes ago in the driveway.

"It's more than a summer crush, Pop," I said quietly. "For both of us."

Pop sighed heavily, running a hand through his thinning gray hair.

"That's what I was afraid of." He looked down at the painting, then back at me. "You've got a mess of complications in your life right now, son. A marriage that's falling apart. A job on hold. And now this thing with Lily."

"I know."

"Just be careful," he said finally. "Not just with your heart, but with hers. Lily is the kind of girl who gives everything when she loves. And when that gets taken away?" He shook his head. "Well, some people don't recover from that kind of hurt."

I nodded, knowing my father was talking about losing my mother so early in their marriage. The weight of Lily's "I love you" settled more heavily inside me.

"And I'm not going to mention what you did in the garage with Jess."

"What?" I spluttered. "Uh, what did I do?"

"Ashe," my father drawled, narrowing his eyes at me. "I've got a gimpy knee, not a hearing problem. I could tell what was going on in there."

I sighed and slumped in my chair. My father had always been a keen observer. I'd never been much at hiding things from him.

"Jess is an amazing woman," I said.

"So is Lily. And so was Becca. What happened with her, anyway?"

"Nothing. Well... Ellen came back."

My father nodded, understanding me immediately. He reached out and patted my hand.

"I'm not going to lecture you, son. You're a grown man and I'm too old to be scolding anyone. Especially with my circumstances."

"Circumstances? What do you mean?"

Now it was my father's turn to sigh and look away. I waited, curious about what he was going to say.

"Mrs. Jones... Dorothy," he started, then paused, finding his words. "We've been seeing each other for a few years now."

I blinked in surprise. After my mother died, my father had never shown any interest in another woman. Growing up, I'd never seen him date anyone or even talk about a woman he found attractive.

Picturing Pop with Dorothy felt incredibly strange. But the more I thought about it, the more things fell into place. The vodka and the French vanilla creamer in the fridge, Dorothy knowing where all the cooking utensils were in the kitchen, the fact that Dorothy was with Pop when he had his heart attack and fell. It all made sense.

I shook my head, wondering how I could have missed these obvious signs. My father must have seen the look on my face. I could see the color rising up his cheeks.

"We didn't start until well after Karl passed away," he said firmly. "Never any hanky-panky while her husband was alive, not even a flirty moment. Karl was a good man and a good neighbor. I would never have done him wrong like that. Neither would Dorothy."

"I never thought you would," I said. "I know the kind of man you are, Pop."

"Well, just laying it out so there is no misunderstanding." He straightened in his wheelchair and sipped his beer. "Dorothy is a classy lady. She's been a wonderful companion for me. I like to think I've been the same for her. We're neighbors and friends. There's no need for us to be alone when we live next door to each other."

"I understand. And I'm happy for you. Both of you."

"Good," my father said gruffly. "Everything is in the clear then. I'm glad we had this talk."

I could tell my father was uncomfortable discussing these relationships. He'd always been more reserved and stoic when it came to emotions, but that didn't mean my father didn't feel things deeply.

Raising me on his own, I'd come to know Pop as a loving man doing the best he could. He just didn't enjoy exposing himself to others and burdening them with his struggles. I'd always respected that about him.

"Games about to start," Pop said, picking up the TV remote. "Lawrence is back at first base, thank goodness. We might have a chance to score some runs."

"A chance is all you can ask for," I agreed.

And that applies to more than just baseball, I thought. It applies to life as well.

"Gonna make myself a sandwich," I said, getting up from the table. "Want another one?"

"We talking about a sandwich or a Rainier?"

"Either," I laughed. "You worked hard today. You deserve a second beer, if you want one."

"Damn right."

I went and got my father another Rainier, then got to work making myself a salami sandwich. Opening the refrigerator, I pulled out the paper-wrapped deli salami, some sharp cheddar, and stone-ground mustard.

Sunlight poured through the large kitchen windows. It was still in the upper eighties outside. I could feel sweat beading at my temples as I sliced the crusty sourdough bread I'd picked up at Irma's bakery. I layered on the mustard, then added salami, slices of cheese, some crisp lettuce and pickles from the Farmer's Market.

The familiar routine was comforting. How many sandwiches had I made in this kitchen? With just me and Pop in the house, neither of us being much for cooking, we'd eaten a lot of sandwiches over the years.

I joined Pop back at the table, setting down his fresh beer and my sandwich. We settled in as the Mariners game started, the familiar rhythm of baseball filling the living room.

By the third inning, we'd fallen into our old pattern of Pop critiquing every pitch, me analyzing the batting stats that flashed across the screen.

"Suarez has got his fastball working tonight," Pop commented, nodding approvingly as the pitcher struck out another batter.

"Yeah, but his control on the breaking ball is shaky," I replied. "Hope he doesn't hang one over the plate."

As the game progressed, my mind drifted to Becca. Pop asking about her had reopened that wound. I missed her steady presence, her warm smile, the way she'd lean against me while we talked.

What was she doing right now? Was she thinking about me too? Or had Ellen finally convinced her to wash her hands of me completely?

The memory of Becca's hurt expression when she'd told me we couldn't see each other anymore haunted me. I'd respected her decision, but the loss felt tangible, like something precious had been stolen from my grasp.

The hurt had only increased when she visited again, concerned about me and Lily. Becca's confession that she hoped I would wait for her had only made things more confusing.

Things have gotten so damned complicated.

My thoughts shifted to Jess in the garage, remembering the heat of her mouth, the way she'd looked up at me with those fiery brown eyes. There was something raw and honest about Jess that drew me in. I found myself wondering what might develop between us if I gave it a chance.

And then there was Lily telling me, I love you. Those three words had always stuck in my throat, even with Francine. I couldn't remember the last time I'd said them to my wife. Had I ever truly meant them with her?

The first girl I'd said those words to was Ellen. We were at the Starlite Drive-In, sitting in my father's truck after making love for the first time. The movie playing on the screen was forgotten as I held her close, overwhelmed by the depth of what I felt.

"I love you, Ellen," I'd whispered against her hair.

She'd pulled back, searching my face in the dim light.

"Do you mean that?" she'd asked, her voice small and vulnerable.

"More than anything," I'd replied with the absolute certainty of an eighteen-year-old who still believed love conquered all.

I'd meant it, too. Ellen had been my world then. Before Newport, before Francine, before the corporate ladder and the house in the gated community and the watches that cost more than my father's old truck.

I made a lot of money these last twenty years, I thought. But in the end, the losses seem greater than the gains. Maybe this summer is when I finally reclaim my life?

The crack of a bat brought me back to the present. A routine fly ball to center field, easily caught.

"You with me, son?" Pop asked, glancing over. "You look a million miles away."

"Just thinking," I replied, taking a swig of my soda.

"About what?"

I hesitated, gathering my jumbled thoughts.

"About Newport," I said. "About not going back."

Pop raised his eyebrows but didn't speak, giving me space to continue.

"I keep trying to picture returning to that house, to Francine, to my job... and I can't see it anymore." The admission felt both terrifying and freeing. "It's like looking at someone else's life."

"What about your work? Thought you were next in line for the big chair."

"CEO track," I nodded. "It's what I've been working toward for years."

"And you're almost there," Pop said, pride evident in his voice.

"But is it worth it?" I asked, more to myself than to him. "I already have more money than I know what to do with. Do I need the stress, the sixty-hour weeks, the constant travel? And for what? A bigger bank account?"

Pop took a thoughtful sip of his beer.

"Only you can answer that, son."

I looked aimlessly around the house. The familiar walls of my childhood home offered a comfort I hadn't felt in years. The worn leather of the couch, the faded photos on the mantel, the soft light filtering through the curtains. It all felt right in a way Newport never had.

"I might stay," I said quietly. "Here, in Port Chasten. Permanently."

Before Pop could respond, the crowd roared on TV. Miyamoto had smacked a double into the gap, driving in two runs.

"Yes!" Pop shouted, pumping his fist. "About time someone showed up to hit!"

I cheered along with him, feeling that familiar sense of belonging wash over me. This was home. Not the sterile perfection of Newport, but this worn house with its creaky floorboards and memories in every corner.

My phone buzzed on the table. I picked it up distractedly, still watching the replay of Miyamoto's hit.

I froze. The message on the screen made my heart race.

"Everything okay?" Pop asked, noticing my sudden silence.

I stared at the phone, reading the text message again to make sure I wasn't misreading it.

"Ashe?" Pop's voice sharpened with concern. "What's going on?"

I looked up at him, my mind racing.

"I need to go out."

Pop studied my face, clearly seeing the turmoil there. He looked like he wanted to ask where I was going, but after a moment he just nodded.

"Drive safe," he said simply.

I grabbed my keys from the hook by the door, my heart hammering in my chest as I headed out into the warm evening air.

Five minutes later, I pulled into the gravel parking area at Chasten Cove. The sun had just set off the far horizon, leaving the sky painted in deepening shades of red and purple. A handful of cars dotted the lot, including a familiar minivan.

I climbed out of the truck and took a deep breath. The evening air carried the salt tang of the ocean and the distant sound of waves washing gently against the rocky shore. A few tourists lingered on the beach below, their voices drifting up on the breeze.

Walking to the wooden railing, I scanned the cove. Shadows pooled in the spaces between the towering sea stacks as the first star flickered to life overhead.

Then I spotted her, a solitary figure near the far edge of the cove where Pop used to take me fishing when I was a boy. Even in the fading light, her golden hair was unmistakable, flowing loose down her back.

I took the weathered stairs down to the beach. Tide-smoothed rocks crunched beneath my feet as I crossed the sand and driftwood. She didn't turn, but I saw her head tilt slightly, acknowledging my approach.

I stopped beside her, both of us facing the darkening water. Waves rolled against the sea stacks in front of us, foam lapping at the shore near our feet.

Neither of us spoke.

I sensed her movement rather than saw it. Then her hand was brushing against mine, hesitant and questioning, as if she was afraid I would reject her.

Instead, I clasped Becca's hand in mine, our fingers interlacing.

"Do you remember that day you and me and Ellen came down here?" Becca asked softly. "That day we brought a frisbee you found in your garage?"

"I think so," I said. "A little."

"That day was one of my most vivid memories," Becca said, her voice barely audible above the gentle tumble of waves. "I was twelve, but I remember everything about it. How you and Ellen laughed so much as you tossed that frisbee around. How patient you were with me tagging along, even though I was just Ellen's clingy little sister."

I squeezed her hand gently, encouraging her to continue.

"I watched you kiss her," Becca whispered. "The way you looked at Ellen with so much adoration. And I remember thinking, 'Why can't that be me?' Such a foolish thought for a twelve-year-old."

"But it was you, now," I said, turning to face her profile. "It was you I kissed a month ago. Until you ended things."

"I know."

Becca squeezed my hand tighter.

"Ellen convinced me to go on a date today. With Dr. Peterson from the hospital. He's friendly and handsome, and we have a lot in common." Her voice carried a note of forced brightness. "The perfect match, according to my sister."

I felt a stab of jealousy pierce through my chest. I turned my face away, not wanting to show my feelings.

"During the entire dinner, all I could think about was you," Becca continued. "What were you doing at that moment? Who were you with? Did you have Lily in your arms?"

The raw honesty in her voice made my throat tighten.

"After the date, I came here to clear my mind. And watching the sun set reminded me that time was passing. The days go by faster and faster as I get older." She paused, her breathing shallow. "I wondered if I would let the years slip by without going after what I truly wanted."

"What do you want?" I asked.

Becca turned to look at me for the first time since I'd arrived. Shadows streaked her face in the failing light, but her eyes gleamed with an intensity that took my breath away.

"I want you," she said simply. "Do you want me?"

I reached out and stroked her cheek, feeling the silk of her skin beneath my fingertips.

"It was you who brought me back to Port Chasten, Becca. Your video call about Pop was the start of my journey home. Of course I want you."

Her eyes searched mine in the gathering darkness.

"I don't want to lose you, Ashe. I don't want any more time to slip away without you."

She stepped to me, closing the space between us. Her hands found my chest, fingers spreading over my heart.

"I've wasted so many years already," she whispered. "Waiting for the right moment, the perfect circumstances. But there's never a perfect time, is there?"

"No," I agreed, my voice rough. "There isn't."

Becca's hands slid up to frame my face.

"I'm tired of being careful. Tired of letting other people make decisions about my happiness. Ellen will never forgive me. She sees what happened between you two as unfinished business. But I'm not twelve anymore, and this isn't her choice to make."

"And what about Lily?" I asked, needing to know where we stood.

Becca bit her lip, frowning.

"That's between you and her. I can't control what you do with other people in your life. I can only tell you what I want."

"Which is?"

"You," she said again, more firmly this time. "Whatever that means, however it works out. I want to be with you."

I pulled her close, feeling her body mold against mine. The familiar scent of her hair, the way she fit perfectly in my arms... everything about this moment felt inevitable, like we'd been moving toward it since the day she'd called me about my father falling from a ladder.

"This could get messy," I warned her.

"Messy can be good. We don't have to be afraid of messy."

"We're both careful people," I said. "We're responsible and thoughtful. Maybe we think too much."

"Then for once, let's stop thinking."

She rose on her toes and pressed her lips to mine. The kiss was different from our other kisses. It was deeper, more desperate, carrying the weight of all our missed opportunities and careful considerations.

When we broke apart, both of us were breathing hard.

"What now, Ashe?"

"I don't know," I said honestly. "Do you?"

"No," Becca whispered. "But maybe we can find out together."

We kissed again, holding each other tightly as night settled over Port Chasten.


Coming Soon



In the final book of the Hometown Heat Wave series, tensions reach a boiling point as Ashe finds himself pulled in three directions. Each woman wants something real, and Ashe knows he can’t keep dodging the choice forever. But as secrets surface and loyalties are tested, Ashe begins to wonder if the answer isn’t choosing one woman... but daring to keep them all.
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