
        
            
                
            
        

    
HOMETOWN HEAT WAVE






An Unconventional Romance, Book 3


CHASE JANNOCK



Copyright © 2025 by Chase Jannock

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author's imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

[image: Vellum flower icon]
Formatted with Vellum



Contents

Synopsis
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Epilogue
About the Author



Synopsis



Book 3 of 3 - The hottest summer in Port Chasten is finally about to break, and so is Ashe’s carefully balanced world.

Becca offers him a future. Lily wants to be his devoted young lover. Jess is pure sensual pleasure. And Ashe? He wants all three.

But summer is ending, and hard choices can’t be delayed forever. As buried secrets emerge and loyalties fray, Ashe will have to decide. Will he claim one woman... or risk everything to keep them all?


Chapter 1



"...and then there's the artist alley where I'll have my booth, but I also signed up for like three different panels about digital art techniques, and oh my god, Ashe, did I tell you that CosplayQueen47 is going to be there? She's like totally internet famous for her Sailor Stahrz costumes, and she said she wants to meet me in person after seeing my fanart online, and..."

Lily's words tumbled over each other in a breathless cascade as we walked down the familiar path toward downtown Port Chasten.

Wilson trotted ahead of us, his tail wagging as he sniffed at every interesting scent, while Sammy padded along beside Lily on her leash, the cat's glossy fur bright in the morning sun.

"...I've been working on this new piece for weeks, it's a commission for someone who wants their RPG character drawn as an anime girl, and the detail work is insane, like I had to paint every single scale on her dragon familiar, but it's going to look so good printed on canvas..."

I nodded and made the appropriate sounds of interest, genuinely enjoying the excitement radiating from Lily. When she got worked up like this, her green eyes sparkled with an intensity that made her whole face come alive.

Our morning walks had become a regular ritual I enjoyed sharing with this energetic young woman. Her cat ears were bright purple today, matching the sundress that swirled around her knees as she gestured with her free hand.

"...and the best part is that you said you'd drive me to Seattle! I mean, I could try to take the bus, but that would be like six hours of transfers and gross bus station bathrooms, and this way we can make it into a little adventure, maybe stop somewhere fun on the way, and I promise you won't be bored, there's actually tons of stuff for non-anime people to do in that part of the city..."

As Lily chattered about convention schedules and artist booth setups, my mind kept drifting back to yesterday evening at Chasten Cove.

The way Becca had looked in the fading light, shadows playing across her face as she'd told me she wanted me. The softness of her lips when she'd kissed me, the way her body had molded against mine like we were two pieces of a puzzle finally clicking into place.

I'd thought I'd lost that feeling forever. After eighteen years of marriage to Franny, I'd convinced myself that the racing heartbeat, the breathless anticipation, the simple joy of holding a woman who wanted to be held by me? I'd figured those were things that belonged to my youth, fading away in time and disappointment.

But standing there with Becca as the sun painted the sky in shades of gold and orange, feeling her hands frame my face as she looked at me like I was something precious to her? It was like discovering I could still feel something so deeply.

"...oh, and there's this amazing ramen place right near the convention center that stays open until like two in the morning, so we could totally get dinner there after the closing ceremonies, and maybe walk around Pike Place Market before we drive back. What do you think?"

"That sounds great, Lily."

I forced myself to focus on her animated face. Lily deserved my full attention when she was this excited about something that meant so much to her.

"Really? You're not just saying that because you think I'm being a silly little anime nerd?"

"When have I ever called you silly?"

Lily grinned and bumped her shoulder against my arm.

"Never. That's one of the things I love about you, Ashe. You take me seriously."

The word 'love' hung between us, and I felt that familiar twist of complicated feelings in my chest.

Wilson stopped to investigate a particularly interesting patch of grass, and Lily tugged gently on Sammy's leash to keep the cat from wandering into the street.

When Lily looked back at me, her expression had shifted from animated excitement to something more thoughtful.

"You're thinking about something heavy," she said, tilting her head in a way that reminded me of Wilson when the dog was trying to figure out a new sound. "I can tell. You get this little line right here when you're working through something complicated."

She reached up and touched the space between my eyebrows with one finger, the gesture so natural and intimate that it made my chest tighten.

I looked down at her trusting gaze, those green eyes so open and earnest beneath the fuzzy purple cat ears that somehow was both silly and endearing.

Lily was such a vibrant and lovely girl, eccentric and beautiful and so very young. Twenty years old, with that fearless way she threw herself into everything that interested her, whether it was digital art or video games or the way she'd opened herself up to me so willingly, both emotionally and sexually.

The memory of her calling me Master in that breathless voice, the way she'd told me she was in love with me with such complete certainty. I felt such deep affection for this young woman.

More than affection, if I was being honest with myself. The protectiveness that surged through me when I thought about her getting hurt, the way my day felt brighter when she smiled at me, the simple pleasure of listening to her chatter about things that mattered to her.

Am I falling in love with Lily?

But how could that be when I knew I was falling in love with Becca? The way Becca made me feel grounded and hopeful, like I could build something real and lasting with her. The sense that we could create the life I'd always wanted but never thought I deserved.

And what about Jess? The spark between me and the sultry Latina had already grown hotter and brighter with each encounter. The way she challenged me, the heat in her eyes when she looked at me, the feeling that she saw past all my careful politeness to something raw and honest underneath.

How could a man love two women? How could he possibly be falling for three?

I knew I needed to be honest with Lily about Becca. About what had happened yesterday, about the feelings that were growing between Rebecca and me.

But looking at her trusting face, her excitement about our upcoming trip to Seattle, the way she was looking forward to sharing something she loved with someone she loved, made me hold back.

"Just thinking about how I've never been to a convention before," I said instead. "Wondering what I'm getting myself into."

Lily's face lit up again, and she slipped her arms through mine as we resumed walking, Wilson finally satisfied with his investigation.

"You're going to love it! Well, maybe not love it the way I do, but you'll appreciate it. The craftsmanship alone is incredible. Some of these costumes cost thousands of dollars and take months to make." She squeezed my arm. "But don't worry, I won't make you wear a costume."

"Good, because I was starting to panic about that."

She laughed, that bright sound that never failed to make me smile. She leaned close.

"I can wear a costume for you, Master. Any costume you like. French maid? Anime school uniform? K-Pop idol in leather and lace? Or something... furry?"

"Let me think about it," I grinned.

"Just let me know, Master. You know I'll do whatever you want."

"I know, Kitty."

Lily glowed when I called her by her secret nickname. She kissed my hand and rubbed her face against my fingers.

"Oh, I can't wait for you to see the cake Irma has prepared for your father," Lily said as we continued our walk. "I've never had a pistachio torte before."

"Yeah, I'm looking forward to seeing what Irma has done. A cake to celebrate my father walking again is just what he needs."

"Mr. Brownley will be all gruff and stoic about it, though."

"He will," I laughed. "But underneath it all, Pop is just--"

A loud engine revved behind us, the sound cutting through the morning quiet like a chainsaw.

I turned to see a bright yellow Japanese coupe with an oversized spoiler and other modifications pulling up alongside us, the engine note aggressive and intentionally obnoxious.

The passenger window rolled down, and a skinny kid leaned out, maybe eighteen years old with greasy hair and dilated pupils that screamed drugs. He let out a wolf whistle that made my jaw clench.

"Hey there, sweet thing!" the kid yelled at Lily. "Why don't you leave that old man and get in the car with us?"

I felt Lily stiffen beside me, her grip tightening on my arm.

"No chance," she said firmly, but I could hear the tremor in her voice.

The kid's face twisted into an ugly grin.

"Come on, baby! I got a big cock and I'm finna to bust your cunt wide open!"

Lily's entire body went rigid with fear, and Wilson let out a low, threatening growl that raised the hair on the back of my neck.

Here we go.

The protective rage that had erupted at the diner with Maura came roaring back, hot and violent and demanding action.

I stepped toward the car, putting myself between Lily and the window.

"You're being out of line," I said, my voice deadly calm. "Apologize to the lady."

The kid laughed, a harsh sound that grated against my ears like fingernails on a chalkboard. He leaned further out the window and spat, the glob of saliva hitting my chest.

Something snapped inside me. The world went red around the edges, and before I could think, my boot connected with the car door with a metallic crunch that left a satisfying dent in the yellow paint.

"What the fuck, old man!"

"Step outside and say that to my face," I growled, my hands clenched into fists.

The kid's bravado evaporated as he took in my size and the fury radiating from every inch of my body. His eyes went wide, but he tried to salvage his pride.

"You're gonna pay for that, asshole! I know people!"

"Try it."

I lunged toward the car, and the driver hit the gas so hard the tires squealed against the asphalt.

The coupe peeled away down the street, engine roaring, leaving behind the stench of burned rubber and the echo of their cowardice.

The rage was still coursing through my veins like molten metal, but I forced myself to breathe slowly and deeply. Lily was pressed against my side, trembling. She needed me to be calm and in control.

"You okay?" I asked, turning to face her fully.

She nodded, but her face was pale beneath her freckles, and her green eyes were wide with lingering fear.

"Have you seen those guys before?"

Lily bit her lower lip, thinking.

"Maybe? I think I saw them getting high down at Chasten Cove a few days ago. But they're not from town. I would have recognized them."

I shook my head, disgusted.

"I hate little punks who think they can treat women like that."

"I'm so glad you were here," Lily whispered, pressing closer to my side. "When he said those things, I got so scared. But then you stepped in front of me, and I knew you wouldn't let anything happen to me."

Her trust in me, absolute and unwavering, made my chest tight with emotion. I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and pulled her close, feeling some of the tension leave her body.

"Nobody's going to hurt you while I'm around," I said quietly. "That's a promise."

Wilson had stopped growling, but he stayed close to my other side, his dark eyes still scanning the street where the car had disappeared. Even the dog understood that what had just happened was serious.

"Come on," I said, giving Lily's shoulders a gentle squeeze. "Let's get that cake for Pop and head home."

As we walked toward the bakery, Lily's hand found mine and held tight.

Wait. What's that noise?

The familiar rumble of that obnoxious engine reached my ears again, growing louder by the second. My blood turned to ice water as I spun around to see the same yellow coupe racing back down the street toward us, engine revving aggressively.

"Get behind me," I ordered Lily, my voice sharp with urgency.

She didn't hesitate, stepping quickly behind my back as I planted my feet and balled my fists, ready for whatever these punks had planned.

Wilson positioned himself beside me, a low growl rumbling in his chest, while Sammy pressed close to Lily's legs.

The car screeched to a halt just a few feet away, close enough that I could smell the acrid exhaust fumes.

The passenger window rolled down, and the same greasy-haired kid leaned out, but this time his expression was different. Instead of the ugly sneer from before, he wore what he probably thought was a charming smile.

"Hey man, I'm really sorry about what I said back there," he called out, his voice dripping with false sincerity. "That was totally uncool of me."

Every instinct I had screamed that this was wrong. The kid's eyes were still dilated, still had that manic gleam, and his smile never reached them. But I kept my voice level.

"Fine. Just keep driving."

"Nah, nah, I want to make it right, you know?" The kid's hands moved restlessly in his lap, fidgeting with something I couldn't see clearly. "I got something for you guys. Like an apology gift."

"I don't want anything from you except for you to drive away and leave us alone."

The kid's fake smile widened, showing teeth that needed serious dental work.

"Come on, man. Don't be like that. I insist you take my gift."

His laugh sent chills down my back, high-pitched and unhinged. His hand came up from his lap, revealing a smoking bundle of what looked like small cylinders wrapped together with a fuse already lit and sparking.

"Catch!" he screamed, hurling the bundle directly at us.

The car peeled away with another squeal of tires as the smoking package hit the pavement between us and Wilson.

For a split second, nothing happened. Then the first explosion erupted in a shower of sparks and colored fire.

"Shit!" I cursed as more explosions followed in rapid succession.

Wilson let out a high-pitched yelp of terror and pain as the jumping jacks began spinning and bouncing erratically across the pavement in all directions. Bright sparks and trails of fire shot through the air like angry wasps, high-pitched whistles sounding in the morning air.

Wilson bolted in blind panic, his leash jerking from my hand as he disappeared around the corner.

"Wilson!" I shouted after him, but there was no time to chase the terrified dog.

Sammy had scrambled up Lily's body with claws extended, perching on her shoulder like a panicked parrot.

I wrapped my arms around both of them, using my body as a shield as more fireworks exploded around us, the acrid smoke burning my nostrils and the heat from the sparks uncomfortably close to my skin.

"Cover your eyes!" I yelled over the chaos. "Don't look at the flashes!"

Lily pressed her face against my chest, her hands over her eyes, while Sammy buried her head in Lily's hair as I hurried them away from the fireworks.

The jumping jacks continued spinning and careening off the sidewalk, bouncing off buildings, one even ricocheting off a parked car's bumper with a metallic clang.

The explosions seemed to go on forever, each one making me flinch as I waited for one of us to get hit by a stray spark.

But finally, mercifully, the last jumping jack sputtered out in a shower of dying embers, leaving behind only the smell of gunpowder and the ringing in my ears.

I loosened my protective grip and stepped back to look at Lily, my hands framing her face as I searched for any sign of injury.

"Are you alright?"

She nodded, though her face was pale and her hands shook as she reached up to gently coax Sammy down from her shoulder. The cat was panting, her cream-colored fur standing on end, but she seemed unharmed.

"I'm okay," Lily whispered, her voice barely audible. "But Wilson."

"I know." My jaw clenched as I looked in the direction the dog had fled. "We need to find him."

The bastards were long gone, but the fury burning in my chest promised that if I ever saw that yellow car again, there would be consequences.

"Wilson!" I shouted, my voice echoing off the houses as I ran down the street in the direction the terrified dog had fled. "Wilson, come back!"

Behind me, I could hear Lily's lighter footsteps as she hurried to catch up, Sammy still clutched protectively in her arms.

"Wilson!" Lily called out, her voice high and clear. "Here, boy!"

I reached the corner where I'd last seen the chocolate Lab disappear and looked frantically in both directions.

The street stretched empty in front of me, no sign of a panicked dog anywhere.

My heart hammered against my ribs as I imagined having to tell Pop that I'd lost his beloved companion.

A door opened on my left. An elderly woman in a floral housecoat stepped onto her porch, squinting at us with curiosity.

"Excuse me," I called out, jogging toward her. "Did you see a chocolate Lab run past here? Big dog, really scared?"

The woman shook her head slowly.

"Haven't seen any dogs this morning. Is everything alright?"

"Some kids threw fireworks at us," Lily explained breathlessly as she caught up. "The dog got spooked and ran off."

"Oh my," the woman said, pressing a hand to her chest. "What is wrong with young people these days?"

I was already moving again, my eyes scanning every yard, every gap between houses where Wilson might have hidden.

The old dog was not as spry as he used to be. The terror in his yelp when those jumping jacks exploded replayed in my mind like a broken record.

"Wilson!" I called again, cupping my hands around my mouth. "Come here, boy!"

For the next thirty minutes, Lily and I combed through the streets of Port Chasten systematically.

We eventually split up to cover more ground, her voice drifting to me from parallel streets as she called the dog's name with the same desperate urgency I felt.

Every person we encountered got the same question, and every negative response made the knot in my stomach tighten further.

I knocked on doors, checked behind garbage cans, peered into every shadow where a frightened dog might take refuge. The thought of Pop's face when I had to tell him Wilson was missing made my chest ache.

That dog wasn't just a pet to my father. Wilson was his constant companion, especially since the accident. They'd developed a rhythm together, an easy partnership that helped fill the quiet spaces in Pop's day.

How could I have been so careless? I should have held the leash tighter, should have seen those punks coming back, should have protected Wilson better.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out eagerly, expecting to see Lily's name on the display. Instead, Pop's contact photo stared back at me.

My stomach dropped. Had something happened? Was he calling because he needed help and couldn't find Wilson to alert him?

"Pop?"

"Wilson just showed up on the porch," he said, his gruff voice carrying a note of confusion.

"How is he?"

"Old boy's shaking like a leaf, but he's alright."

The relief hit me so hard I had to lean against a nearby fence post to keep my knees from buckling.

"Thank God," I breathed. "We've been looking everywhere for him."

"What happened?"

"I'll tell you when I get home. We're on our way."

I disconnected and immediately called Lily's number, practically shouting when she picked up.

"He's home! Wilson made it home!"

"Oh, thank goodness!" Lily's voice cracked with emotion. "I was so worried about him. Where are you? I'll meet you there."

We converged at the end of the street, both of us breathless from hurrying. Lily still carried Sammy, the cat now calm enough to purr softly against her chest.

Lily gave me a relieved hug. I hugged her back tightly.

"Let's get home," I told her.


Chapter 2



"I was so shook, I can't believe how much I was freaking," Lily said as we walked quickly toward the house. "I kept thinking about how heartbroken Mr. Brownley would be if we couldn't find Wilson."

The caring in her voice, the way she hadn't hesitated even for a moment to help search for Wilson, calmed me despite the lingering adrenaline.

"You didn't have to help like that," I said. "But I'm grateful you did."

"Of course I had to help. Wilson is family."

As we approached the house, I could see the familiar silhouettes on the front porch. Pop sat in his usual chair. Wilson lay sprawled at his feet, the dog's sides rising and falling with the deep breaths of exhaustion.

"You okay?" Pop called.

"We're fine!"

I took the porch steps two at a time and kneeled beside Wilson, running my hands over his coat to check for injuries.

The old dog lifted his head and gave my hand a tired lick, his dark eyes still holding traces of the fear he'd experienced.

"Good boy," I murmured, scratching behind his ears. "You're safe now."

"I'm so glad he found his way home," Lily said softly, settling Sammy on the porch before crouching down to give Wilson a gentle pat. "Smart dog."

She straightened and looked at me, her green eyes still bright with residual worry.

"I'm going to take Sammy home so she can calm down properly. Poor thing is still pretty shaken up."

Lily stepped close and kissed me. I felt the familiar flutter of awkwardness at the public display of affection with Pop sitting right there, but I didn't pull away.

"I'll see you later," she whispered against my lips.

After Lily disappeared next door with Sammy, I settled into the chair beside Pop, the familiar creak of the chair a comforting sound after the chaos of the morning.

"So what happened?" my father asked, his weathered hands resting on his knees.

I gave him a brief rundown of the encounter with the kids in the yellow car, watching his expression grow darker with each detail.

"Jumping jacks," he said with disgust when I finished. "Could have burned you both. Could have started a fire. Could have blinded you!"

"I know."

Pop's jaw worked as he stared out at the street, his blue eyes hard as winter ice.

"Some people need a good thrashing to learn manners," he said finally.

"I couldn't agree more, Pop."

He leaned back in his chair, his eyes distant as he watched a seagull circle overhead.

"Reminds me of something that happened when I was about your age," he said. "Maybe a year or two younger. There was a family that moved into the Kowalski place down on Cedar Street. The Yamadas. Nice folks. He worked at the mill, she kept a beautiful garden."

He paused to sip his coffee, carefully setting his mug down.

"One Saturday afternoon, a car full of punks rolled into town. Not from here. Probably from Aberdeen or maybe even Forks. They parked right in front of the Yamada house and started throwing rocks through their front windows. Calling them names I won't repeat."

Wilson shifted at Pop's feet, letting out a soft whine as if he sensed the tension in the story.

"Me and Bobby Henricks and Jimmie Walsh were working on Jimmie's motorcycle in his garage across the street. We heard the glass breaking, heard the shouting. Saw Mrs. Yamada pulling her little boy away from the front window."

My father's hands clenched into fists on his knees.

"We dropped our tools and ran across that street like our hair was on fire. Caught those boys before they could get back in their car. Bobby grabbed the driver, Jimmie took the one with the biggest mouth, and I got the ringleader."

"What did you do?"

"We dragged them into the walkway behind the Miller's and gave them the education their parents should have provided years earlier. Nothing permanent, you understand. Just enough to help them remember their manners."

Pop's mouth curved into the ghost of a smile.

"We told them if we ever saw them in Port Chasten again, the next lesson would be considerably more thorough. Made them pick up every piece of glass from the Yamadas' yard before we let them leave town."

"Did they come back?"

"Never saw hide nor hair of them again. And word got around to other would-be troublemakers. Port Chasten folks look after their own, regardless of where they came from originally."

I nodded, understanding the code my father lived by. It was the same protective instinct that made him care for Dorothy after her husband died, that made him accept Lily despite her eccentricities.

"Sounds like the right approach," I said. "But times have changed. These days, those kids would be live streaming the whole thing on their phones. Making TikTok videos for clout. Someone tries to teach them a lesson the old-fashioned way, suddenly you're the villain in a viral video and facing assault charges."

Pop shook his head slowly, disgust clear in his expression.

"Social media. Internet nonsense. Turns everyone into their own little television star, doesn't it? No accountability anymore. Just performance."

He gestured toward the quiet street, where the rising heat shimmered off the asphalt.

"Even a place like Port Chasten can't escape the slow decay of society these days. Kids with no respect, adults who won't teach them better. At least the decay moves a little slower out here. Still got neighbors who know each other's names. Still got folks who'll help when times get tough."

"That's something, I guess."

"It's everything," he said firmly. "Community. Real community. Not the fake kind people pretend to have online."

Wilson stretched and padded over to me, resting his heavy head on my knee. I scratched his ears, thinking about the difference between the Port Chasten my father grew up in and the one I'd returned to. Not much had changed, but there had been changes.

I suddenly groaned and slapped my forehead.

"Damn it, I forgot about the cake."

"What cake?" he asked.

"The celebration cake. I was supposed to pick it up from the bakery this morning. It's to celebrate you walking again, Pop. The whole reason we were out there in the first place."

I rubbed my temples, feeling the weight of my forgetfulness.

"Mrs. Jones is going to think I'm completely unreliable. Here she goes to all the trouble of organizing this celebration for you, and I can't even remember to pick up the damn cake."

My father's face softened slightly, though he tried to maintain his gruff exterior.

"Mrs. Jones will understand. She'll hear what happened out there with those punks and Wilson. Woman's got more sense than to hold a delay against you after something like that."

"Still, I promised her I'd have everything ready."

I stood up and stretched, my back protesting from the lingering tension of the morning's confrontation. The adrenaline had faded, leaving behind a dull ache in my shoulders and neck.

"I'll drive down to the bakery now and get it. Irma must be wondering why I haven't arrived yet. She's not the kind of woman I want to keep waiting."

Pop chuckled, the first genuine humor I'd heard from him since we'd gotten back from our walk.

"She's been Port Chasten's baker for going on fifty years. Anyone who wakes up at four in the morning every day to go to work is a hard case, for sure."

"Which is why I should get going."

I gave Wilson another pat and then stepped off the porch. I climbed into the truck and started the engine, the familiar rumble helping to settle my nerves.

The drive to downtown Port Chasten took less than five minutes, but it gave me time to think about what had happened with those kids.

Part of me wanted to just let it go. Wilson was safe, nobody got hurt, and the whole thing was over.

But another part of me, the part that came from my father, kept insisting that letting punks like that get away with dangerous behavior just encouraged them to escalate next time.

I pulled into a parking spot near the bakery and sat there for a moment, engine idling, weighing my options. I could call the police and file a report. Give them the license plate number I'd memorized. Let the system handle it.

The rational part of my brain knew that was the right move. The adult thing to do. The civilized approach.

I was reaching for my phone when I spotted it.

The same Honda Civic sat parked across the street by the gift shop, its primer-spotted hood unmistakable. The passenger door was open, and I could see the greasy-haired kid who'd thrown the fireworks sitting sideways in the seat, his feet on the pavement.

Rage flooded back through me, hot and immediate. All rational thoughts about calling the police evaporated.

I killed the engine and charged across the street, my shoes pounding on the asphalt. The kid looked up just as I reached the passenger side of his car.

"What the hell--"

I yanked him out of the seat by his shirtfront and slammed him back against the side of the car. He was smaller than I'd thought, with acne scars on his cheeks and the sour smell of energy drinks on his breath.

"You son of a bitch," I growled, pinning him against the metal. "You could have killed my dog."

"Get off me!" he screamed, his voice cracking. "I'll sue you! I'll have you arrested for assault! My uncle's a lawyer!"

The threat just made my anger burn hotter. Here was this little punk who'd terrorized a young woman and nearly killed a harmless old dog, and he was threatening me with lawsuits?

"Your uncle's a lawyer?" I said through clenched teeth. "Good for you. Personally, I don't give a shit who the fuck your uncle is."

The kid's face twisted with defiance and fear.

"You can't touch me, old man. I know my rights!"

Then he spat directly in my face.

The world went red.

My fist connected with his nose before I'd consciously decided to throw the punch. I felt cartilage give way under my knuckles, heard his sharp cry of pain and shock. Blood immediately started flowing down his face.

"You broke my nose!" he wailed, hands flying to his face. "You broke my nose!"

He thought I was done.

I wasn't.

I grabbed him by the shoulders and slammed him down onto the pavement beside his car. He hit the asphalt hard and curled into a ball, whimpering and clutching his face.

"That's for spitting on me," I said, standing over him as he writhed on the ground.

I kicked him hard in the ass.

"And that's for throwing explosives at people trying to enjoy a peaceful morning walk."

He moaned as blood seeped between his fingers while he rocked back and forth on the hot pavement.

"I'm calling the cops," he gasped. "I'm pressing charges. You're going to jail."

"Go ahead," I said. "Tell them all about how you were throwing jumping jacks at pedestrians first."

"I'm going to sue you for everything you got, old man!"

"Bitch, I'm worth millions! I have expert attorneys on retainer! They'll fuck you up the ass and not even bill me for the extra effort. You want to take this to court, I'll fucking end you there!"

I don't know why I said that. It was not the kind of thing I thought, much less ever yelled at someone. Never.

But people like this greasy fuck didn't seem to understand anything but brute force and threats. He needed to know who he had fucked with, and that he shouldn't fuck with me again.

The gift shop door chimed, and another young man emerged, maybe twenty-two or twenty-three with stringy blond hair and a faded rock band t-shirt.

He took one look at his friend bleeding on the pavement and his eyes went wide.

"What the fuck, dude!" he shouted at me. "Leave him alone!"

I straightened up and turned to face him, my hands still clenched into fists. The adrenaline was still coursing through my system, making everything feel sharp and immediate.

"You want some too?" I said. "Step up if you think you can handle it."

The driver's bravado crumbled instantly. His face went pale, and he took a step backward toward the shop entrance.

"I'm calling the police," he said, but his voice shook. "You can't just attack people like that."

"Go ahead," I said. "Call them. I'll wait right here until they arrive. We can all have a delightful conversation about your friend throwing explosives at people."

The bleeding kid on the ground let out another moan and tried to sit up. Blood had soaked through the front of his shirt, and his nose was already swelling.

I thought about kicking him in the face, but held back. No need to go overboard.

"Help me up, Jake," he whimpered. "This psycho broke my nose."

Jake looked between me and his injured friend, clearly torn between wanting to help and not wanting to get within my reach.

After a moment, he edged closer and helped pull the injured kid to his feet.

"You're fucking crazy, man," Jake said to me, but he kept his distance. "We're calling the cops. You're going to jail for assault."

"I'm counting on it," I said. "I'll tell them all about how you two were terrorizing pedestrians with fireworks. How you spooked an old dog so badly that he ran into traffic. How your buddy here spat in my face when I tried to talk to him reasonably."

The injured kid was leaning heavily against his friend, blood still dripping from his nose onto the asphalt.

"Just get me to the car," he mumbled through his damaged nose. "Let's get out of here before this maniac kills us both."

Jake helped him shuffle around to the passenger side of the Honda. The kid's movements were unsteady, and he kept one hand pressed to his face while Jake opened the door and helped him collapse into the seat.

"You better hope we don't press charges," Jake called out as he hurried around to the driver's side. "My buddy's uncle is a lawyer. He's going to own your ass when this is over."

"Looking forward to it," I said.

Jake yanked open the driver's door and scrambled behind the wheel. The engine turned over on the third try, coughing and sputtering like it might die at any moment.

"You're fucking insane!" Jake screamed through the open window as he put the car in reverse. "Stay away from us or we'll kill you!"

"Kill me?" I laughed. "You?"

As the Honda started backing out of the parking space, I walked over and kicked the driver's side door as hard as I could. My foot left another dent in the already battered metal. The impact made a satisfying thud that echoed off the surrounding buildings.

Jake's eyes went huge with terror, and he gunned the engine. The car lurched backward with a squeal of tires, nearly clipping a parked pickup truck as Jake fought to get away from me.

The Honda peeled out of the parking space and shot down Main Street, leaving behind the smell of burning rubber and engine exhaust.

I watched until it disappeared around the corner near the marina, my chest still rising and falling with the aftermath of violence.

My right hand throbbed where I'd connected with the kid's nose. When I looked down, I could see blood on my knuckles.

His blood, not mine.

I flexed my fingers experimentally. Nothing felt broken, just sore from the impact. I'd probably have some bruising tomorrow, but that seemed like a small price to pay for the satisfaction of teaching that little punk a lesson he wouldn't forget.

Feels like the time I punched that druggy at the diner. The one harassing Maura.

The street around me had gone quiet again, as if the whole confrontation had been a brief interruption in Port Chasten's peaceful afternoon rhythm.

A couple of tourists walking past the hardware store gave me curious looks, but nobody approached or asked if I was all right.

I took a deep breath and walked toward the bakery, trying to settle the last of the adrenaline that was still making my hands shake slightly.

The bakery door opened before I could reach for the handle. Irma stood in the doorway, her gray hair pulled back in its usual neat bun, her flour-dusted apron tied around her waist.

Her sharp eyes took in my appearance with the practiced assessment of someone who'd been watching Main Street drama unfold for decades.

"You okay, Asher?" she asked, stepping aside to let me into the air-conditioned sanctuary of her shop.

"Yeah. I'm good."

The smell of fresh bread and cinnamon rolls wrapped around me like a comforting blanket. Irma disappeared behind the counter for a moment and returned with a small stack of paper towels.

"Here," she said, pressing them into my hands. "Clean yourself up."

I looked down at my knuckles and realized the blood was more visible than I'd thought. Dark red streaks marked the back of my right hand where I'd connected with the kid's nose.

"Thanks," I said, accepting the towels gratefully.

The paper came away pink as I wiped away the evidence of the altercation.

Irma crossed her arms and studied me with the same direct gaze she'd used to keep rowdy teenagers in line during my high school years.

"I saw the whole thing," she said matter-of-factly. "You beating up that scrawny kid in the loud car."

"I'm sorry you had to see that."

"Don't apologize to me," Irma said with a wave of her hand. "I just want to know if the little bastard deserved it."

Her blunt language caught me off guard. Irma had always been direct, but I'd never heard her curse before.

"He deserved it," I assured her. "Threw fireworks at me and my neighbor while we were walking our dogs. Nearly got my father's dog killed when he ran into the street to get away from the noise."

Irma nodded once, her expression satisfied.

"Good. Some people need their attitudes adjusted the hard way."

She moved behind the counter and retrieved a pink bakery box tied with string.

"All boxed up and ready to go," she said, sliding it across the counter to me. "I haven't made a pistachio torte in years. There's only one man in town who enjoys that kind of thing. Let me know how your father likes it."

"I will."

Irma gave me a sharp nod.

"I'm glad you're back in town, Asher. Port Chasten is better when the Brownleys are around."

The simple statement hit me harder than I'd expected. This was the place I'd grown up, the community that had shaped me before I'd left to make my fortune in the wider world.

Now it was welcoming me back.

"Thanks, Irma. That means a lot."


Chapter 3



The headlights carved through the darkness ahead as I navigated the winding back road, my hands loose on the steering wheel. The night air rushed through the open windows, offering cool relief from the day's lingering heat.

"Wilson slept at the foot of Pop's bed last night instead of his usual spot on the sofa," I said, finishing my account of yesterday's firework incident. "Pop was so gentle with him, just kept stroking his fur and talking to him in that quiet way of his. The old boy seemed back to normal this morning, though."

Becca shifted on the passenger side, her blonde hair catching the dashboard lights.

"I wish you hadn't beaten that kid up, Ashe."

I didn't reply for a moment. I'd known this conversation was coming. Becca was too good and too caring not to address what I'd done.

"I don't like what I did," I said, keeping my eyes on the road. "But I can't say I regret it either. That little punk could have seriously hurt Wilson with those fireworks. Or Lily. Or anyone walking by."

"I'm glad Lily is okay," Becca said stiffly. "But hurting him like that? I understand being angry--"

"It's not just the anger, Becca." I slowed the truck as we approached a sharp curve. "Wilson's been with Pop for eight years. That dog is everything to him right now. If something had happened..."

She reached over and placed her hand on my arm.

"But nothing did happen. Wilson's fine."

"Yeah, he is." I paused, working through the thoughts that had been eating at me all day. "The only thing I do regret is what I said afterward. All that garbage about having money and lawyers. That was ugly. Really ugly."

"What do you mean?"

I needed to talk through this, get my mind right. I pulled over at a scenic overlook. Below us, the lights of Port Chasten twinkled against the dark coastline.

"I threatened the kid with my wealth," I said. "Told him I had more money and better lawyers than his family could ever afford. It was this... this bullying rich guy act that just came out of nowhere."

Becca turned to face me fully.

"That's not who you are, though."

"But it is, apparently. At least part of me."

I stared out at the water, the waves barely visible in the moonlight.

"I've never done anything like that before." I said softly. "Never used money as a weapon. My whole life, I've tried to earn respect through work, through being decent to people. But yesterday, when I was angry enough, I turned into exactly the kind of entitled prick I've always despised."

"One awful moment doesn't define you, Ashe."

"Doesn't it? The kid was already scared. Already beaten. And I kept going with the verbal threats, making sure he knew I could destroy his family financially if I wanted to."

I turned away, finding it difficult to look at her.

"That's not protecting Wilson or Lily," I said. "That's just being a rich asshole who likes the power."

"You're not a bully because you have money. You're the man who came home when his father needed help. You're the one who installed air conditioning units for his elderly neighbor."

"Those are easy things to do when you have resources."

"No, they're not." Her voice carried quiet conviction. "Rich bullies don't do those things. They hire people to do them, or they don't do them at all. You get your hands dirty. You show up. That matters."

A warm breeze stirred through the cab, carrying the salt scent of the ocean. Part of me wanted to believe her, to accept that yesterday was just an aberration. But the memory of how easily those threats had rolled off my tongue still bothered me.

"I just don't want to become that guy," I said finally.

"You won't." She squeezed my arm. "I know you won't."

Becca's words helped settle something restless in my chest, but the praise made me fidget against the truck seat. I'd never been comfortable when women said nice things about me. Even Franny's rare compliments had made me want to change the subject.

"We should get going," I said, reaching for the ignition. "Don't want to miss whatever passes for entertainment at the Clydeman Saloon these days."

The engine rumbled to life as I pulled back onto the road. The headlights swept across weathered guardrails and towering Douglas firs that crowded the asphalt's edge.

"I can't believe we're going there," Becca said.

"I haven't seen that place in twenty years," I said. "Used to be the kind of spot where you kept your windows up and your doors locked if you had to drive past."

"Really? I heard it was rough back then, but I don't know much about it."

I slowed as we approached a steep grade.

"Back when I was in high school, it was a proper biker bar. Hairy guys who looked like they'd gut you for looking at them wrong. The parking lot was always full of Harleys that were so loud, you couldn't hear yourself think when they were revving."

"Sounds charming."

"Gets worse. My senior year, there was a shooting. Two guys got killed over a drug deal gone bad."

The memory came back sharp and clear, the sirens wailing through town, the newspaper headlines that had everyone talking for weeks.

"One was some meth dealer from Seattle, the other was a local guy who worked at the lumber mill. Wrong place, wrong time kind of thing."

Becca shifted in her seat.

"I remember hearing something about that. My parents wouldn't let Ellen or me anywhere near this part of the county for months."

"Smart parents. Pop always told me if my truck ever broke down out here, I should walk back to town before I'd ask for help at the Clyde. Said the kind of people who drank there would rather rob you than help you."

The road curved sharply, and I glimpsed neon lights through the trees ahead. Red and blue, spelling out "Clydeman Saloon" in letters that flickered against the dark.

"Well, the owners got busted for dealing meth about ten years ago," Becca said. "Big federal raid, DEA and everything. There's been several new owners since then."

"What's it like now?"

"I honestly don't know. But I guess we're about to find out."

I slowed the truck as the bar came into full view. The building looked smaller than I remembered, less menacing somehow. The parking lot was packed with cars instead of the sea of motorcycles from my memory.

"Well, this should be an adventure," I said.

"I haven't been on an adventure in a long time."

Becca's eyes were wide and there was something excited in her voice that made me smile.

"I like going on adventures with you," I told her.

She laughed, the sound light and warm in the cab.

"Just promise me you won't beat anyone up tonight."

"Very funny."

"I'm serious. I don't want to explain to the emergency room staff why I'm bringing in my date with a broken nose."

I pulled into the gravel parking lot, stones crunching under the tires.

"I'll try to keep my fists to myself."

"Try?"

"Fine. I promise to be a perfect gentleman... unless someone throws fireworks at you."

"Deal."

I parked between a Range Rover and a brand new Ram 1500 Limited.

"Nice trucks," I noted. "Not a speck of dirt on them. Probably never going to leave pavement."

"Better than a bunch of thugged up bikers."

"True. No Harley's leaking oil all over the place," I joked. "Looks like there's some live music tonight."

Through the bar's windows, I could see people moving around inside. The twang of country music vibrated through the air.

"Ready for this?" I asked.

"Lead the way."

We headed across the parking lot to the entrance. I pushed through the heavy wooden door and held it open for Becca.

The Clydeman Saloon hit us with a wall of air conditioning that felt like stepping into a refrigerator after the muggy night outside.

The place was nothing like I expected. It looked like it had the bones of a dive bar with its exposed wooden beams overhead, scuffed plank flooring, and walls covered in old license plates and rusty farm equipment.

But someone had spent serious money trying to make it look shabby chic. The bar itself was some kind of exotic wood, gleaming with brass fixtures. Expansive mirrors backed the bar.

The space had been cleared for a show. A small stage occupied the back corner, complete with professional sound equipment and stage lights that cast colorful beams across the mirrors.

A muscled-up guy who looked like a cage fighter was setting up, checking microphones and adjusting amplifiers.

"Interesting clientele," I murmured to Becca as we wove through the crowd.

The customers were definitely not the rough crowd I'd expected. Everyone looked like they'd stepped out of a Western wear catalog with their crisp jeans, flannel shirts with perfect creases, and boots that gleamed with high gloss polish.

"Check out the guy by the bathroom," I said, leaning close to Becca's ear. "Those are custom Kaye Brame boots. Probably six thousand dollars, minimum. Takes six months to make."

"How do you know that?"

"My CEO wears them. And look at those jeans, pressed and starched like he's heading to a board meeting. That's Italian denim, by the way. You can tell by the sheen."

Becca stifled a laugh.

"He looks like he bought his entire outfit this afternoon."

"The whole crowd's cosplaying as rural folk while wearing enough money to buy a small farm."

I nodded toward a woman in designer distressed denim and a silk bandana.

"That's a five-thousand-dollar cowgirl costume if I've ever seen one. Very popular in the Bellevue boutiques."

"The Clydeman Saloon certainly isn't what it used to be," Becca said, shaking her head. "This is like country chic for people who've never been within fifty miles of an actual ranch."

"I imagine most of them are here from the other side of the Puget Sound."

"The rich side," Becca said.

"Exactly," I grinned, enjoying the spectacle.

We made our way to the bar, squeezing between clusters of well-dressed suburbanites who were probably telling each other how authentic and rustic this place was.

The bar top was polished to a mirror finish, reflecting the Edison bulb chandeliers hanging overhead.

A chalkboard menu displayed the drink prices in careful script. I nearly choked when I saw domestic beer listed at fifteen dollars a bottle.

"Fifteen bucks for a Budweiser," I said to Becca. "That's more Seattle than Port Chasten. Doesn't really fit the aesthetic here. Or maybe it does, actually."

The bartender approached us. She was a young woman with a cowboy hat and a low-cut tank top that showed off her ample cleavage. Her smile was practiced and bright, the kind servers perfected when they knew good tips came from playing up their looks.

"What can I get you folks tonight?" she asked, leaning forward just enough to make sure we noticed her assets.

"I'm driving, so I'll take a sparkling water," I said, returning her smile but keeping my eyes on her face.

She turned to Becca with the same professional friendliness.

"And for you, honey?"

"I'm not sure what to order," Becca admitted. "What would you suggest?"

The bartender looked Becca up and down with obvious approval, taking in her blonde hair, blue eyes, and the way her fitted shirt showed off her figure.

"A hot girl like you deserves a hot girl drink," she said with a smirk. "Give me just a minute. I'll make you something special that'll cool you down on a night like this."

She turned away to survey the impressive array of top-shelf liquor behind the bar, already reaching for bottles I couldn't identify from where I stood.

"Well, she's certainly confident," Becca said quietly, a hint of amusement in her voice.

"And expensive, I'm guessing," I replied, watching the bartender work.

Cheers erupted from behind us, loud enough to drown out the country music playing over the sound system.

I turned to see what was causing the commotion and found three women taking the stage, their entrance generating the kind of enthusiasm reserved for headline acts.

They wore matching outfits that walked a careful line between provocative and performance-ready. Skimpy cut-off denim shorts that showed off long legs, lacy bras visible beneath open denim jackets, and cowboy boots that looked like they'd actually seen some use.

"Are these strippers or performers?" Becca asked, leaning close to my ear with barely contained laughter.

"In this place, probably both," I replied, watching the crowd surge toward the stage.

The busty redhead stepped up to the microphone, her banjo gleaming under the stage lights. She had the kind of confident presence that commanded attention, her smile wide and practiced as she surveyed the packed room.

"Good evening, y'all!" she called out, her voice carrying a slight Southern drawl that may or may not have been authentic. "I'm Bluebell. This gorgeous blonde with the fiddle is Naveah. And our seasoned beauty on the bass is Mama. Together, we are The Dirt Road Debutantes!"

The crowd responded with another round of wild cheering, cell phones appearing as people started recording.

"We're here doing a free show to welcome the new owners of the Clydeman Saloon," Bluebell continued, gesturing toward a well-dressed couple near the front of the crowd. "They've promised to bring y'all the finest in country entertainment, and we're honored to be part of that vision!"

More cheers, more phones. The blonde fiddle player, Naveah, struck a few test notes that rang clear and bright over the sound system.

I noticed her exchanging looks with the rough-looking guy I saw earlier. He was hanging out at the side of the stage, watching the crowd, his bulging muscles on full display.

"So let me tell you a little bit about how we got to Clallam County tonight," Bluebell continued. "We've been driving all day and just got over the Cascade Mountains when our van..."

"Here you go, honey."

Becca and I turned around. The bartender had returned, sliding two glasses across the polished bar top toward Becca.

One was a sophisticated-looking cocktail in a coupe glass, pale orange with a garnish I couldn't identify. The other was a smaller glass filled with what looked like champagne.

"Two glasses?" Becca asked, looking puzzled.

"It's a Pornstar Martini," the bartender explained with obvious pride. "Made with premium vodka, passion fruit puree, vanilla syrup, and fresh lime. The second glass is prosecco. You pour it right into the martini before you drink it."

Becca picked up the smaller glass and tipped it into the cocktail, the bubbles creating a brief foam before settling. She took a careful sip, her blue eyes widening with appreciation.

"Oh wow, that's delicious," she said, genuine surprise in her voice.

"I knew you'd like it," the bartender replied with satisfaction. "I can always tell what a girl needs."

She pushed a glass of sparkling water across to me, the ice already starting to sweat in the warm air.

"That'll be forty dollars," she told me, her smile never wavering. "Plus a generous tip, for which I thank you."

I raised an eyebrow at the price, though I wasn't particularly surprised given what I'd seen on the menu board.

"Why do you assume I'm paying for the drinks?" I joked, pulling out my wallet with exaggerated reluctance. "It's 2025. There's gender equality nowadays."

The bartender laughed, a sound that was equal parts amusement and flirtation.

"A lady as pretty as your date never has to buy her own drinks," she said, as if explaining a fundamental law of physics. "That's just how the world works, sugar."

I couldn't help but laugh at her confidence. There was something refreshing about her direct approach, even if it was costing me a small fortune for two drinks.

"Fair enough," I said, pulling out four twenty-dollar bills and sliding them across the bar.

The bartender swept up the money with practiced efficiency, tucking it away with a satisfied nod.

"You're a gentleman and a scholar," she said. "Y'all enjoy the show now."

On stage, The Dirt Road Debutantes had finished their introduction and were launching into their first song. The redhead's banjo work was impressive, weaving around the blonde's fiddle lines while the older woman on bass provided a solid foundation.

"Wow, they're actually really good," Becca said, taking another sip of her cocktail. "Though I'm still not entirely sure about those outfits."

"I think that's the point," I replied, watching the crowd's enthusiastic response. "Sex sells, even when you can actually play your instruments."

"Well don't stare too hard, mister. You came here with me."

"You're the only woman I have eyes for," I told Becca. "Well, you and that banjo player with the big boobs."

"Don't push your luck," Becca teased, swatting at me. "Besides, you know I don't like to share you."

The way she said that made me do a double take. She was staring at me with an intensity that was startling.

"I'm all yours for tonight," I assured her.

"Tonight is not enough," she said quietly. "But it will do for now."

Becca smiled, then leaned in to kiss me. She kept her eyes open the whole time, those blue eyes searching mine.

It was a telling moment. I knew Becca wanted more from me than just tonight. I knew how she felt about Lily. There was lots we needed to work out.

But not now.

Now it was just me and Becca. Ellen's kid sister was now a gorgeous woman who wanted me as much as I wanted her. That was all that mattered.

"Come on," I told her, taking her hand. "Let's dance."

Becca downed her drink with a grin. I swept her into my arms. Holding her close, we joined the throng of people dancing in the crowded bar, losing ourselves in the music and the heat of the long summer night.


Chapter 4



"Fuck, you're so good at that," I groaned.

The late afternoon sun bled through the drawn curtains, painting the living room in a golden haze. The window air conditioner rattled in its frame, pushing out cool air that did little to cool the erotic heat of our bodies.

I stood there completely naked, my chest rising and falling with each ragged breath as I looked down at Jessamin kneeling before me.

She was a vision. Topless, her long black hair spilling over her shoulders in messy waves, the strands clinging to the dampness at her neck. Her huge tits, full and heavy, swayed with every movement, the dark brown nipples already tight from arousal.

The scar on the right side of her face, usually hidden beneath her hair, was just visible now, a faint silver line that only made her more striking.

Her brown eyes locked onto mine, dark with hunger, her lips parted as she took me deep into her throat.

My fingers tangled in her hair, the silken strands slipping between my knuckles. The first groan tore from my chest before I could stop it.

"That mouth is fucking magic, you feel so fucking good," I muttered, my voice rough with need.

Jess pulled back just enough for my cock to slip from her lips with an obscene pop, a thin strand of saliva stretching from her chin to the tip of my shaft.

Her mascara had already begun to smudge, dark streaks beneath her watering eyes, but she didn’t care as she grinned up at me.

"Fuck my face, papi," she demanded, her voice hoarse. "Don’t treat me like I’ll break, mi amor. I want it deep. I want to feel you in my throat."

She laced her fingers behind her back, arching her spine to offer herself completely, her tits lifting with the movement. The diamond in her navel ring caught the light, a tiny spark against the smooth plane of her stomach.

I didn’t hesitate.

My hand cradled the back of her head, fingers tightening in her hair as I guided her forward, my hips rolling into the wet heat of her mouth.

Each thrust went deeper, Jess's throat contracting around the head of my cock as she gagged, her eyes watering freely now. The sounds she made-- choking, gasping, the slick slide of her lips around my shaft-- filled the room, raw and filthy and so fucking perfect. My stomach clenched with every thrust, the sight of her lips stretched around me almost too much to handle.

She took it all. Every inch, without complaint, her hunger matching my own.

I could feel the head of my cock pressing against the back of her throat, the resistance of her muscles as she swallowed around me, her nose buried in the coarse hair at the base of my shaft.

I held her there for a long moment, my breath coming in sharp bursts, before pulling back just enough to let her breathe. She gasped, a line of spit connecting her swollen lips to my cock, her chest heaving.

But she didn’t stop.

Instead, she leaned in, her tongue flicking out to trace the underside of my shaft before she took one of my balls into her mouth, sucking gently.

The sensation was electric, a jolt of pleasure that made my knees weak. She lavished the same attention on the other testicle, her tongue working in slow, deliberate circles that had me groaning her name.

"Holy shit, Jess. Suck those balls just like that. Perfect."

I pulled back, my cock throbbing. The imprint of her lipstick was still visible around my shaft, a faint ring of red that sent a sharp thrill through me.

I wrapped my hand around myself, using the tip to tap lightly against her cheek, leaving a glistening smear of pre-cum and spit on her skin. She turned her head instantly, trying to capture me in her mouth again, but I held back, teasing her.

Her eyes flashed up at me, dark and challenging.

"More," she whispered, her voice hoarse from the effort. "Don’t stop now, papi. Give me more of that fat fucking cock."

I couldn’t refuse her.

Gripping the base of my cock, I fed it back into her waiting mouth, inch by inch. She took me eagerly, her tongue pressing flat against the underside as she hollowed her cheeks, her eyes never leaving mine.

The connection between us was intense, almost too much, her trust in me absolute as she let me use her throat as my fucktoy.

The room filled with the wet, obscene sounds of her gagging, her choking, the way her nails dug into her own palms as she fought to take all of me as I face fucked her.

I could feel it building, the familiar tension coiling tight in my balls, the pressure growing with every thrust.

I was close, so fucking close.

With a groan, I pulled free of her sloppy, swollen lips, my cock glistening with her saliva. Jess tilted her head back, her mouth open like a hungry baby bird, her tongue already darting out to catch the first spurt.

I came hard, ropes of cum stripping across her face, splattering her open mouth, painting her heaving tits in thick, white streaks.

She gasped with pleasure as I busted on her face, her fingers clutching at her knees as I marked her, her eyelashes fluttering as the warm cum dripped down her cheeks.

When I finally finished, she looked up at me, her face a mess of cum and tears and smeared mascara, her lips curved in a satisfied, filthy smile.

"What a load," she murmured, swiping a finger through the cum on her collarbone before sucking it clean. "You came so much!"

"Fuck, you look so beautiful like that," I sighed, taking in her gorgeous face dripping with my sperm.

"I know. Me encanta usarlo para ti, I love wearing it for you. Now get me a towel, papi."

I gave her a hand towel and grabbed one for myself. I wiped the sweat from my neck as Jess cleaned the cum from her face and tits.

"You got a little in your hair," I said.

"Shit. Work on your aim, corazón."

"Sorry. Hard to stay in control when a hot chick is sucking the life out of me."

"I do my best."

Jess started to put her top on, but I stopped her.

"Wait," I said. "I want to hold those tits just a little while longer."

Jess rolled her eyes and sighed, pretending to be exasperated as I cupped her massive tits in my palms, my thumbs scraping across her dark nipples.

"Lily has a cute nickname for you," I grinned. "Nurse Tiddies."

"Any girl that appreciates tits is a girl I'd like to hang out with."

"You and Lily? Damn. You're putting some filthy images in my mind right now."

"Good. Filthy is how I like it."

I wiped a stray glob of cum from Jess's neck and fed it to her. She gave me a wink as she sucked my finger.

"I love the way you suck dick," I told her. "But when can I get balls deep inside you?"

"Soon as I'm off my period."

"A little blood doesn't bother me."

"No, but it does bother me." She pulled on her top and got to her feet. "Once Aunty Flo has gone, I promise that my cunt is all yours."

"I'll hold you to that."

Jess leaned close and kissed my cheek.

"We could have gone anal, you know. I love a fat cock up my ass."

"Damn. Now you tell me!"

Jess's laugh was infectious. Her switch from competent professional to a dirty girl always left me shaking my head.

"Let's get that kombucha from the garage," Jess said. "I'm dying for a glass."

"Yeah, me too. Pop and Mrs. Jones are next door, playing cards. Lily must be home from work by now."

"Looking forward to getting to know Lily better," Jess teased. "Now that I know she appreciates my tiddies."

"Anyone with eyes can appreciate them," I said, patting her heavy breasts beneath her top. "Wearing a sports bra is like catnip for--"

My phone chimed and I froze. The notification was a custom tone I hadn't heard in a long time.

Franny?

"You okay?" Jess asked, seeing the look on my face. "You look like you saw a ghost."

I didn't answer, just went to the table and picked up my phone. I read the message a couple of times, my heart sinking.

"Ashe?"

"I'll get that kombucha," I said quietly. "You can take it next door. Mrs. Jones and Pop are expecting you."

"You're not coming with me?" Jess asked, baffled.

"No. I have something I need to take care of."

"Anything I can help with?"

I looked over the gorgeous young Latina standing in front of me. Her black hair framed her heart-shaped face, her full lips compressed with concern. I reached out and stroked her cheek.

"You've already helped me," I told her. "More than you know."
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I pulled my truck into the gravel parking area at Chasten Cove. The familiar Mercedes S-Class sat gleaming in the late afternoon sun, its black paint reflecting the cloudless sky.

A young man sat behind the wheel, maybe mid-twenties, with sandy brown hair and a jawline that looked sharp enough to cut paper.

I'd never seen him before, but something deep in my gut recognized him, like I'd always known he existed, just waiting in the shadows of my marriage.

The kid didn't look at me as I parked. He stared straight ahead, hands gripping the steering wheel like he was holding on for dear life.

Franny stood at the wooden railing that overlooked the cove, her back to me. The same railing where I'd held Lily close just days ago, where Becca and I had talked about our past, where Jess and I had shared kombucha and watched Wilson splash in the surf.

Now it would host one more conversation, this one with the woman I'd given twenty years of my life to.

I climbed out of the truck. The ocean breeze carried the scent of salt and kelp up from the beach below. Seagulls wheeled overhead, their cries sharp against the sound of waves crashing against the sea stacks.

I didn't spare another glance at the Mercedes or its occupant. Whatever story that kid represented, I'd hear it soon enough.

My footsteps on the wooden planks made Franny turn. For just a moment the sunlight caught her brown hair and the ocean breeze lifted it from her shoulders. The harsh lines around her mouth softened, and I saw a ghost of the twenty-year-old waitress who'd laughed at my jokes and made me believe I could build a life with her.

Then she frowned.

The illusion shattered like glass hitting concrete. The coldness slammed back into her brown eyes, the same contempt I'd been living with for years. Her mouth twisted into that familiar expression of disappointment, like I was a stain on her expensive dress that wouldn't wash out.

"Hello, Asher."

Her voice carried no warmth, no acknowledgment of the two decades we'd shared. Just the flat tone she used when asking me to take out the garbage.

"Franny."

"Thank you for meeting me."

"I would have appreciated a little more notice that you were in Port Chasten."

"I know."

She turned back to the cove. I joined her at the railing, the two of us side by side, our eyes fixed on the waves lapping against the sea stacks offshore.

"How's your father?" she asked.

"He's doing well. Recovering from his heart attack. Back on his feet."

"Good."

"You could have stopped by the house. He would have been glad to see you."

"I doubt that," Francine chuckled. "Tom never made a secret of his feelings for me."

I couldn't deny that, so I said nothing. There was no need for white lies anymore, not with Francine. The time for that kind of consideration was long past.

"I'd forgotten how beautiful it was out here," Francine said, her gaze tracking a pair of gulls gliding low over the water.

"You were always welcome to join me when I visited Port Chasten." The words came out steady, though something twisted in my chest. "In fact, I always wished you would come with me."

"I know. But I never felt comfortable revisiting your past. All those stories about high school, your father's old friends, the places you used to go as a kid."

She shook her head and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, a gesture I'd seen thousands of times.

"I only wanted to think about the future," she said.

The future. All those years of planning, saving, building something together... or so I'd thought. Now it felt like I'd been constructing a house while she'd been drawing up demolition plans.

"And what do you think of our future together as a couple?" I asked.

Franny's lips pressed into a thin line.

"We both know our marriage is over, Asher."

The finality of it hit like cold water, even though I'd known it was coming. Even though I'd been living with a stranger for years.

"I came to Port Chasten to talk to you face to face," she continued, her tone matter-of-fact. "Like civilized people do. There's no need for histrionics."

The word stung more than it should have.

Histrionics.

As if any display of emotion about the end of our twenty-year marriage would be theatrical, excessive, embarrassing.

I swallowed the bitterness rising in my throat.

"We can be courteous in ending our marriage," I agreed.

"Good." Relief flickered across her face. "I'm glad to hear that. I've arranged everything. We'll have mediation to divide our assets, and the paperwork will be drawn up fairly. You understand?"

"I understand."

She nodded, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

"All you'll have to do is sign the papers. I'll handle everything. Like I've always handled things."

Her face remained placid, her voice soft, but I heard it clearly, the sneering undertone that had become the soundtrack of our marriage. The same dismissive note that colored every interaction, every request, every conversation about anything that mattered.

She'd been talking to me like I was an incompetent child for years, and I'd been too focused on keeping the peace to acknowledge it. My wife had regarded me with contempt for a decade, maybe longer, and I'd let her.

I glanced at her hand on the railing.

"You took off your wedding rings," I noted.

"Yes. There's no need for pretending, is there?"

"No. No more pretending."

I held up my hand, showing her I had taken off my ring as well. I expected some kind of acknowledgement from her, but was shocked by the hostility that twisted Francine's face.

"When did you take it off?" she hissed. "As soon as you got back here? Earlier? Maybe when you bought that stupid fucking truck?"

"Franny, what⁠—"

"Don't 'Franny' me, Asher. Not after showing how little you think of me."

"You took off your ring too," I pointed out, baffled at her reaction.

"I took it off today! To meet you. To let you know our marriage was over. But you seem to have removed your ring some time ago. I'd just like to know when."

"Does it really matter?"

The words seemed to deflate her. She took a deep breath and shook her head.

"No," she said. "I guess not. It doesn't matter. Not anymore. You have your life, I have mine. You probably already have another woman out here in Port Chasten, don't you?"

I held her gaze, not bothering to reply. Francine saw the look in my eyes and gave a sharp nod.

"Well I hope you find happiness with whatever townie girl you found out here."

"Everyone deserves happiness," I agreed. "You seem to have found comfort with another man. Like the one waiting in your car."

Francine smiled, her lips curling upward in a subtle sneer.

"Oh, you saw him?" she asked sweetly. "Yes. That's Xavier."

"Your lover?"

"Yes."

"How long?" I asked quietly.

"Years," she said simply, a gleam in her eye.

I expected white hot rage to burn through me. Instead coldness flooded through my heart. It was a cold anger, a deliberate anger, a focused anger.

I knew Francine was scrutinizing me, trying to see how affected I was by her casual confession. I kept my expression neutral, letting the icy anger guide my actions.

"Xavier," I said slowly. "I knew an Xavier in high school. We called him X-man, after the old Seattle SuperSonics player. X-man played wide receiver. He had good hands."

"My Xavier also has good hands," Francine smirked.

"I'm sure he does. Why don't you bring him over? We can introduce ourselves."

Francine gave me a skeptical look. I could see she was worried about what I might do.

I gave her a reassuring smile, putting on the resigned expression she had gotten used to over the years.

"You won't do anything stupid, will you?"

"There's no reason we can't be civilized. Come on, Francine. You know me."

She gave me a final appraising look. I knew what she saw in me. I knew the man she thought I was.

"Okay," she said.

I expected her to go to the car, but instead she just waved.

The door of the Mercedes swung open and Xavier stepped out. He was tall and good-looking, with dark hair and a body chiseled from lots of time in the gym. He looked like he was in his mid-twenties.

What the hell is a guy like him doing with Franny? What is he getting from her?

Xavier joined us at the railing. Francine pulled him close. I saw a flicker of something in Xavier's eyes as she put an arm around his waist, a moment of irritation that he quickly hid behind a practiced smile.

"Everything good?" he asked my wife.

"All good, babe. Asher wanted to meet you."

"Did he?"

"I did," I replied. "It's best to get everything out in the open. No use playing games. We can all act like civilized people."

"Fuck yeah, man," Xavier said, nodding. "No drama, bro. That's like, so cool."

"Yeah, cool. So, what do you do, Xavier?"

"Xavier is a rapper," Francine answered for him. "He's very popular on SoundCloud."

"A rapper? Wow. How interesting. You do that full-time?"

"24/7, bro. I'm crafting bars and building beats, yo. No time for a job when I'm hustling the music industry. My job is music. I be grinding that shit all day. And pleasing my baby."

He kissed my wife. Francine looked up at Xavier with admiring eyes.

"Xavier doesn't need some bullshit job," she sighed. "He has me. And I believe in him."

"Fuck yeah," Xavier grinned.

I took in Xavier's clothes, all name brand and very expensive. His sneakers were brand new and spotless, color-coordinated to match his outfit. The phone in his pocket was the latest folding model, costing about $2,500. A thick gold chain hung around his neck.

Xavier's relationship with my wife was becoming clearer by the moment.

"Asher has agreed to mediation, just like I said he would."

"Sweet. It's good we can be doing this like adults. No hard feelings, bro."

"No hard feelings," I echoed.

I held out my hand.

For a moment, Xavier looked confused. He looked at me, a middle-aged man, offering his hand to the guy his wife had cheated with. With a snort of contempt, he shook my hand.

And that's when I saw the watch on his wrist.

A Placido watch.

The exact same model Franny had given me twice.

I wonder if she engraved a little message on his watch?

"I'm glad we worked everything out, Asher," Francine said. "Please give me some notice before you return to Newport. I'm having your things boxed. I assumed you wouldn't want to live there anymore."

"You assumed correctly."

"Excellent. The mediator will be in touch with you soon."

"Sure. I'll wait for his call."

There was a moment of silence, Francine and I just contemplating one another. It was a strange moment, but a necessary one. I felt more focused than I had in many years.

"Goodbye, Asher."

"Yes," I said. "Goodbye."

I stayed at the railing, watching the sunlight glinting off the waters of Chasten Cove as Francine and her lover got into her Mercedes and drove away. My mind had already turned to the future and what I needed to do.

Francine had been very pleased with how this meeting went. I was too, but for very different reasons.

My thoughts returned to the beating I gave the kid who threw fireworks at me and Lily. That had felt good.

What didn't feel good, what turned my stomach, were the threats I'd made to shut the kid up. Threats of lawyers, threats of using my money and influence to ruin his life.

Becca had assured me that was not the kind of man I was. She was right, I was not that kind of man.

But I could be... if I needed to.

A gull wheeled overhead, its shadow streaking across the rocky shore. I watched it circling through the hazy sky as I took out my phone and made a call back to Newport.


Chapter 5



"I still can't believe she brought her fuckboy!" Lily snorted.

I glanced over at Lily as I navigated the Mercedes through the narrow streets of Seattle. I was taking Lily to AnimeNorthwestCon, an event she'd been looking forward to all year. The trunk and backseat were filled with her art and supplies for Lily's booth in the Vendor section of the convention.

We'd been driving for three hours, making our way from Port Chasten to the Emerald City through the predawn darkness.

Lily had kicked off her sandals and tucked her legs beneath her on the leather seat, running her fingers along the wood grain trim like she was petting a cat.

The early morning sun caught the copper in her hair, making it glow against the cream interior.

"It was brazen, for sure."

"Brazen? No, that was like seriously sick." Lily shook her head, her cat ears wobbling. "Who does that? Who brings their boyfriend to meet their husband?"

"Ex-husband, basically."

"Still!" Lily's voice rose. "And that Xavier guy wearing that same Plastico watch? The nerve!"

"Placido," I corrected her. "Pretty famous brand."

"How much do those things cost?"

"Thirty thousand."

"Oh my god, that's crazy!"

"It's a quality watch," I shrugged. "High-precision, hand-built movements, complex complications, gold and sapphire crystal, and unmatched craftsmanship. Limited edition. Only a thousand units were ever produced."

"But it can't even connect to your phone."

"You got me there," I laughed.

"What's going on, Ashe?" Lily twisted in her seat to face me. "You don't seem that bothered."

"Should I be?"

"Your wife just showed up with her lover! To ask for a divorce!"

"Know what? I'm glad she did. No more pretending. No more wondering if I was imagining how bad things were. She laid it all out, clear as day. Our marriage is over. Time to close the door."

"And you're really going to do this mediation thing she asked for?"

"Sure."

Lily studied my face, her green eyes narrowing.

"There's something else. You look almost happy about seeing her."

A smile tugged at my mouth.

"What?" She leaned forward. "What aren't you telling me?"

"Let's just say I've got something brewing for Francine. Something that might permanently remove that contemptuous little smirk from her face."

"Ooh!" Lily bounced in her seat, her breasts jiggling in her low-cut dress. "What is it? Are you going to screw her over in the divorce? Take all her money? Make her--"

I reached over and patted her bare leg, feeling the warmth of her skin under my palm.

"Maybe I'll tell you later."

"Ashe!" She grabbed my hand, holding it against her thigh. "You can't just say something like that and not explain!"

"Sure I can." I squeezed her leg gently before returning my hand to the wheel. "Besides, some things are better as surprises."

She huffed and crossed her arms, but I caught her reflection in the window. She was grinning.

"Fine. But you better tell me eventually."

"We'll see. Anyway, we're almost at the convention center."

"Ooh, I can't wait to set up my booth," Lily said. "I'm finally selling my art. Thanks so much for driving me!"

"My pleasure. You enjoy the ride?"

"This car feels so expensive. It even smells expensive." She pressed a button on the door panel and watched the seat adjust. "Like leather and... I don't know, rich people cologne?"

The S-Class had been Franny's idea. Matching pairs to impress our snooty neighbors. Franny had always craved icy Teutonic sophistication.

Now Lily was leaving fingerprints on the brushed aluminum accents and fiddling with the ambient lighting controls, cycling through colors until she found a soft purple that matched her sundress.

"Your truck's more fun though." She traced the stitching on the dashboard. "This feels like riding in someone else's life."

She wasn't wrong. Everything about this car screamed Newport executive, from the massage seats to the crystal gear selector.

Lily looked completely out of place and perfectly at home at the same time, her cat-ear headband reflecting in the panoramic sunroof.

My heart ached to see this young woman so comfortable and happy beside me. Despite the huge age gap, my feelings for Lily were growing stronger with each passing day.

I reached out and squeezed her thigh again. Lily took my hand and kissed it.

"Master," she whispered with a grin.

Hearing her call me that no longer made me feel uncomfortable or cringy. It made me feel appreciated. It made me feel loved.

"Kitten," I replied, enjoying the way she shivered with delight.

There was no question, Lily adored me. It felt good to be wanted. After my soul-deadening meeting with Francine, the warmth of Lily was something I couldn't get enough of.

Still riding high on Lily's adoration, I pulled into the convention center. Even at this early hour, the parking garage was already filling up.

"The vendors are supposed to park on C Level."

"Gotcha," I said.

We parked at C Level. I helped Lily with the plastic crates and easels she'd packed for the day.

We joined a crowd of people hauling their goods into the lower level of the convention center. There were lots of colorful costumes, colorful hair, colorful art. Several people in full mascot costumes were clustered near the entrance.

"Not mascots, Ashe. They're furries!" Lily giggled as we made our way through the crowded halls. "I love them so much!"

"You fit right in," I noted. "I'm starting to understand you a little more, Lily."

"This is who I am. This is my tribe."

My eyes widened as I saw a guy in a leather jumpsuit leading two young women with leashes around their necks.

"Ooh, sexy!" Lily sighed. "Maybe we can try that, Master."

My first instinct was to laugh and say, No way. But then I wondered why I was so hesitant to give Lily what she wanted. This was her world, her tribe as she called it.

Lily was like no one I had met before. She had given herself to me so fully, the least I could do was open myself up to her unique desires.

"Sure," I said. "Why not? Those collars and leashes look amazing."

Lily clapped her hands excitedly. It made me feel good to see her so happy. There was a child-like joy to her that was infectious, especially when it came to her kinks.

"And those two girls are so hot," she said. "They're dressed as the bonded fox slaves from The Whippoorwill Princess anime."

"If you say so."

"They can't have sex alone, they have to be together when they serve their owner in bed. It's super hot."

"Sounds like it."

"So... would you want me and another girl at the same time?" Lily asked with a sly smile.

"I'm a man," I laughed. "You know the answer to that."

"Bet," Lily nodded. "Noted for future reference."

Jess's playful words at Hidden Falls suddenly ran through my mind, I love cunt almost as much as I love cock.

The thought of Lily and Jess together...

"Here's my spot!" Lily called out.

I helped Lily arrange her art on the pegboard walls of her booth. She'd brought prints in plastic sleeves, some original paintings on small canvases, and a selection of stickers featuring her colorful characters. A banner with her artist name stretched across the top.

"This one goes here." Lily handed me a painting of a fox girl in a flowing kimono. "And these need to be at eye level."

"Like this?"

"Perfect." She stepped back to survey the layout. "What do you think?"

The booth transformed as we worked. What had been bare white walls became a gallery of color and fantasy art. Dragons curled around cherry blossom trees. Cat girls lounged in elaborate ball gowns.

A painted portrait of Wilson wearing a crown caught my eye.

"That one is really good, Lily."

"Thanks." She blushed and adjusted a row of stickers. "The crown is from a web comic. I wasn't sure anyone would--"

A squeal erupted behind me.

"Lily Flower!"

"Oh my god!" Lily gasped. "Ocean Wynne!"

I turned to see a curvy Asian girl rushing toward us, her pink pigtails bouncing. She wore a purple velvet dress cut low enough to showcase her ample cleavage.

The two girls collided in a hug, jumping and laughing.

"Oh my god, you're really here!" Ocean pulled back to look at Lily. "You're even cuter in person!"

"So are you!" Lily beamed. "I can't believe we're finally meeting face-to-face! I love your dress. Empress Locky from High Rise Masterpiece, right?"

"Right!" Ocean spun in a circle, her dress flaring. "Not too many people have recognized it."

"It's a super deep cut from like twelve years ago."

"True! Wow, this is so surreal. Your booth looks amazing already!"

"Ashe helped me set everything up."

Ocean glanced at me with an appreciative smile. Her eyes narrowed as she looked me up and down.

"You must be the subject of that incredible painting. The one with generational masculine energy radiating through the composition. BDE, indeed."

"Uh, I guess so?" I said, bemused that she was openly staring at my groin.

"Well done, sir. Very well done."

Lily grabbed Ocean's hands.

"Are you ready for tonight? I brought my overnight bag."

"Yes!" Ocean bounced on her toes. "I'm so excited we're sharing a room! And wait until you meet everyone. The Seattle kinfolk are dying to meet you. They've all seen your work online."

"Really?"

"Really." Ocean squeezed her hands. "You're kind of a big deal in our community, Lily Flower. People have been asking about you for months."

I watched them chatter, their excitement building on itself. This was a side of Lily I hadn't fully seen before.

Here, surrounded by her art and her people, she glowed with confidence. Port Chasten was her home, but this world belonged to her too.

Small-town girl with a tribe in the big city.

I watched Lily and Ocean lean together, examining a print of a warrior princess riding a mechanical dragon. Their laughter came easy, their movements synchronized like they'd known each other for years instead of just online.

Twenty years old. Almost the same age as my marriage to Francine.

"Well." I stepped back from the booth. "I should get going. Long drive back to Port Chasten."

Ocean's eyes widened.

"You're not staying? I mean, the hotel room's kind of small, but we could definitely squeeze together."

She glanced between Lily and me, her smile playful.

"I promise not to hog the covers," Ocean cooed.

I laughed and shook my head.

"Tempting, but I need to get back. My father needs care."

"Right, Lily mentioned." Ocean nodded. "That's really sweet of you."

"Nice meeting you, Ocean."

I extended my hand. She swatted it away and swept me into a hug, her soft body pressing against mine. Her breasts flattened against my chest, warm and yielding through the velvet dress.

"I feel like I already know you." She pulled back with a grin. "Lily talks about you all the time. Like, constantly."

"Ocean!" Lily's face flushed pink.

"It's true!" Ocean laughed. "Every conversation is like Ashe this, Ashe that. Ashe helped with Wilson. Ashe installed the AC. Ashe has got a really thick and veiny--"

"Okay!" Lily covered Ocean's mouth with her hand.

I grinned. Ocean's energy was infectious, bright and unfiltered. No wonder Lily liked her.

"You need anything else?" I asked Lily.

"I'm all set." She removed her hand from Ocean's face. "Thanks for everything."

Lily stepped close and kissed me hard. Her tongue pushed into my mouth, aggressive and hungry. Her hands grabbed my ass, squeezing through my jeans.

A wolf whistle echoed from somewhere nearby.

Heat crept up my neck. A middle-aged man making out with a girl young enough to be his daughter was cringy, right?

But then I glanced around at the crowd streaming past. Furries. Leather gear. Those girls on leashes. Two guys in matching maid outfits carrying a giant sword between them.

Me and Lily? We were tame.

I broke the kiss, breathing hard.

"I'll pick you up in two days. Call if you need anything."

"I will." Lily pressed close, her lips brushing my ear. "I love you, Master."

I kissed her cheek.

"I know, Kitten."

I walked away from Lily's booth, my hands in my pockets. A dozen steps out and I glanced back.

Three more girls had joined Lily and Ocean. They clustered around her booth, pointing at her art and laughing. Lily stood in the center, radiant, her cat-ear headband bobbing as she talked.

She belonged here. Among her people, her tribe.

The warmth in my chest spread, unfamiliar and unsettling. Lily loved me. She'd said it openly, without hesitation or shame. She gave herself to me completely, held nothing back.

And me?

I cared for her. Protected her. Wanted her.

But love? That word carried a weight I wasn't ready to take on. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

Twenty years between us. The math didn't change no matter how many times I ran the numbers.

But those numbers felt less important when she looked at me the way she did. Like I made her world make sense.

She's old enough to know what she wants. And she wants me.

I shook my head and headed for the parking garage.

The concrete structure swallowed the convention noise. My footsteps echoed off bare walls as I descended the ramp toward C Level. The Mercedes waited in the distance, its paint gleaming under fluorescent lights.

"Ashy?"

The voice rang out behind me, sharp with disbelief.

I turned.

A woman rushed toward me, her black hair fluttering.

It was Yvette Delacroix, looking exactly as she had at the Farmer's Market weeks ago. She wore fitted jeans and a tank top, practical clothes that somehow looked elegant on her.

She swept me into a hug before I could speak. Her arms wrapped tight around my ribs, her face pressed against my chest.

"What the hell?" She pulled back, laughing. "You're the last person I expected to run into at an anime convention!"

"Small world."

"Seriously though, what are you doing here?" Her eyes searched mine. "This doesn't strike me as your scene."

"I drove someone here to set up a booth in the artists' section. Lily. Remember her from the Farmer's Market?"

Recognition lit Yvette's face.

"The pretty redhead? With the cat ears?" She grinned. "Hard to forget. She was glued to your side the whole time we talked."

"That's Lily."

"So you're her chauffeur now?"

"Something like that."

Yvette studied my face, her smile softening into something more thoughtful. She didn't press. Didn't ask the questions I could see forming behind her eyes.

"What about you?" I nodded toward the convention center. "What brings you here?"

"I'm on a panel this afternoon. Discussing costuming on a few films I worked on." She rolled her eyes. "Industry stuff, pretty dry. But I'm also helping a friend with his cosplay entry for tonight's contest."

"That your boyfriend?"

Yvette laughed, bright and genuine.

"Victor? No way. He's one hundred percent gay. Most beautiful man I've ever met, and completely unavailable to women."

She tilted her head as she regarded me.

"I don't have a boyfriend, but I appreciate the tactful way you got that information out of me, Ashy."

A blush crept up my neck. She'd read me like a book.

"Wasn't trying to be subtle."

"Yes you were." Her smile turned playful. "But it's sweet. Very old-fashioned."

The parking garage felt smaller suddenly, the space between us charged with something I couldn't quite name.

Yvette stood close enough that I could smell her perfume, something light and floral that reminded me of summer afternoons in Port Chasten when we were kids.

"I waited for your call, you know." Yvette cocked her head, eyeing me playfully. "Nothing. Not even a text. What's up with that?"

"Hey, you could have messaged me."

"I'm the girl," she grinned. "You're supposed to be the one chasing me."

"Am I chasing you?" I asked. "Damn, Yvette. That's kind of presumptuous, isn't it?"

"I mean, you always had a crush on me."

"When we were kids," I laughed.

"I'm still a kid at heart. Besides, I don't see a wedding ring on your finger. Naked, just like mine."

She wiggled her left hand in front of my face, showing me her bare ring finger.

"Guess we're both middle-aged and single."

"I suppose we are." Her eyes darkened for a moment, then brightened. "How long are you in Seattle?"

"I'm heading back now. Long drive to Port Chasten."

"Right." Disappointment flickered across her face. "Well, it was really good seeing you again."

"You too."

We stood there, neither moving. The fluorescent lights hummed overhead. Somewhere in the distance, car doors slammed.

Yvette bit her lip.

"You know, I've decided to move to Seattle permanently. A position I've always wanted has opened up, and some friends invited me to join the team."

"That's great."

"Seattle puts me a lot closer to Port Chasten than Vancouver." She met my eyes. "Which means we could actually see each other. If you wanted."

My heart beat faster.

"I'd like that," I said. "I'd like that a lot."

Yvette nodded, then suddenly wrapped her arms around me. I blinked in surprise as she pressed her lips to mine.

We kissed, slow and soft, our tongues gently caressing.

"Wow, Yvette," I teased as she pulled back. "You really are presumptuous, aren't you?"

"I've wanted to do that for a long time," Yvette shrugged, her arms still draped around me. "Been thinking about you since I last ran into you."

"That was serendipity."

"You believe in serendipity too?"

"I do," I nodded. "A lot of things have happened to me recently. Moments that have changed me. Chances I never foresaw. Second chances, mostly."

"Maybe this could be another second chance? We were kids together. Shared our first kiss. And now here we are again. Serendipity."

"Maybe so."

Yvette kissed me again, a slow lingering kiss, both of us keeping our eyes open.

"Call me," she whispered. "I mean it."

"I will."

Yvette stepped away, regarding me with that crooked smile I remembered so well from our childhood.

"See ya around, Ashy."

"You know it."

Yvette took a step toward the convention center, then hesitated. She looked back over her shoulder at me, an eyebrow raised.

"By the way, I could taste Lily on your lips... unless you started wearing cherry lip gloss."

I shrugged, not bothering to reply. What was there to say?

Yvette's laughter echoed in the parking garage as she headed inside. I watched her go, happy that the years had been so kind to the first girl I ever kissed.


Chapter 6



"Oh, wow. I haven't been here in years!" Becca said.

"Been a couple of decades for me, too."

The old-fashioned sign stood at the entrance, its white-painted metal frame supporting two marquees with movable black letters.

STARLIGHT DRIVE-IN

The top marquee read "TONIGHT: BLACK HOLE DEMONS" and below that "PLUS: SHOOTIST McGILLY." A smaller sign beneath announced "EVERY FRIDAY DOUBLE FEATURE $15/PERSON."

Neon tubing outlined a shooting star that arced across the top, though only half of it still lit up in the gathering dusk.

I pulled into the short line of cars waiting at the booth. There were three vehicles ahead of us and the drive-in parking beyond.

Through the windshield, I could see families piling out of minivans, kids racing toward the playground near the snack bar.

"I can't believe this place is still open," Becca said. "I thought for sure it would've been torn down and turned into a strip mall or something."

"Neah Bay doesn't do strip malls. Not much of anything out here, honestly."

"Thank God for that."

The line moved forward. When I reached the booth, an old woman with thick glasses peered out at me.

"How many?"

"Two adults."

"Thirty dollars."

She held out a small tap-to-pay scanner through the window.

"Hardly use cash anymore," I noted as I tapped my phone against the scanner.

"It's more convenient. Customers prefer it."

"This place hasn't changed much, except for the prices. I remember when it was six dollars per person, four for kids."

"You must be an old timer. Those prices were from twenty years ago." She tore two tickets from a roll and handed them over. "No outside food, no smoking or vaping, and no hanky-panky. Also, go visit the snack bar and each ticket will give you a dollar off your purchase. Enjoy the show."

"Yes, ma'am."

I took the tickets and drove through.

"No hanky-panky," Becca repeated, grinning. "Does she tell that to everyone, or did we look particularly suspicious?"

"Probably standard issue. Though I'm guessing she's seen enough over the years to know why people really come here."

"Is that why you brought me?" Becca asked. "Looking for some hanky-panky?"

"Oh hell yes," I teased.

I found a spot near the back, away from the families clustered closer to the screen. Becca unbuckled her seatbelt and clapped her hands.

"Want to hit the snack bar before it gets crowded?" she asked.

"Two dollars off with these tickets? How can I refuse?"

We stepped out of the truck, our feet crunching on the packed dirt and gravel. The heat had finally broken with the evening. A breeze carried the smell of popcorn and hot dogs across the parking area.

Becca reached over and slipped her hand into mine.

The simple gesture caught me off guard. Her fingers laced through mine, warm and confident, like we'd done this a thousand times before. Like we were teenagers sneaking away from our parents' watchful eyes.

"I want vanilla ice cream cups!" Becca said, swinging my hand. "And root beer with lots of ice."

"Sounds good to me."

We walked toward the snack bar, a low concrete-block building with a yellow awning. The windows glowed with fluorescent light, and a line of families waited near the counter. Kids bounced on their toes, pointing at candy displays. A young couple stood close together, sharing whispered conversation.

Inside, the air smelled like butter and sugar. I stepped up to the counter where a teenager with a Port Chasten High baseball cap waited.

"Two vanilla ice cream cups," I said. "And two root beers with extra ice, please."

The kid poured the sodas and grabbed two ice cream cups from a freezer chest. When he set them on the counter, I frowned.

"Plastic spoons? You guys don't give the wood spoons anymore?"

"Naw, we switched over like so many years ago," the kid drawled. "Health code thing or something. That'll be fifteen dollars."

"What's wrong with plastic spoons?" Becca asked.

"Nothing. It's just that they used to have those little balsa wood paddles shaped like a flat shovel? Remember those?"

"Oh my God, yes!" she laughed. "I used to chew on them. Split them into shreds with my teeth."

"I did the exact same thing."

"Ellen always got so grossed out. She'd tell me I was going to get splinters in my tongue."

"She said the same thing to me."

We gathered our drinks and ice cream and headed back to the truck. I lowered the tailgate and climbed into the bed, then helped Becca up. She unrolled a couple of blankets while I unfolded two camping chairs.

"Cozy setup," she said. "We used to stay in our parents' car and watch through the windshield."

"Pop and I used to come out here all the time when I was a kid. He'd bring a lawn chair and a cooler full of drinks."

"Cooler full of Rainiers?" Becca asked.

"No, never. Especially after my mother was killed by a drunk driver."

"Oh, gosh. I'm so sorry, Ashe. I wasn't thinking."

"It's okay," I assured her. "It was a long time ago."

"Drunk drivers are stupid and selfish."

"Amen to that."

We settled into the chairs. Around us were other trucks and cars filled with people. Families spread out on blankets. Couples reclined in truck beds.

Nostalgia washed over me, thick and sweet as the ice cream melting in my hand.

"We need to eat these quick," I laughed.

The ice cream tasted better than it had any right to. Sweet vanilla melting on my tongue, cold and simple and perfect.

"God, this is good," I said, spooning another bite. "My wife would never get anything but this fancy organic stuff from the co-op. Cost twelve dollars a pint and tasted like frozen air."

"Cheap ice cream at the drive-in somehow tastes better than expensive ice cream at home," Becca said. "I don't know why that is."

"It's the atmosphere. The anticipation. The gravel and popcorn smell."

I scraped the bottom of my cup, savoring the last bit of melted cream. A memory surfaced, and I laughed.

"What?" Becca asked.

"I just remembered something. Ellen and I came here one night, probably that last summer before I left for Newport. We were watching some comedy, I can't even remember which one. She laughed so hard at something that she snorted ice cream out of her nose."

Becca covered her mouth, her eyes wide with delight.

"Oh my God, I remember that night!"

"You do?" I asked, baffled.

"I wanted to come with you guys so badly, but Ellen refused to let me tag along. She was so mean about it, too. Told me I was too young and needed to find my own friends."

"That sounds like Ellen."

"She came home all giggly and weird, acting like she had this huge secret." Becca's voice lowered. "Ellen usually told me everything. We shared a room, shared clothes, shared all our stories. But that night she wouldn't say a word about what happened."

I cleared my throat. The evening air suddenly felt warmer.

"That's when I guessed," Becca continued. She looked at me, her expression open and curious. "Was that the night you and Ellen lost your virginity together?"

The question hung between us. I set down my empty ice-cream cup.

"Why are you asking?"

"Because I've always wondered. I was twelve, and I thought I knew everything about my sister. But she kept that secret from me. I wanted to know what made that night so special that she wouldn't share it."

I nodded slowly.

"You're right. That was the night."

"Where did it happen?"

I pointed toward the very back row of parking spaces, where shadows pooled between the vehicles. Half a dozen cars sat clustered there, windows fogged, occupants invisible.

"Back there. Everyone knew those were the make-out spots. Still are, I guess."

Becca followed my gesture. She laughed and shook her head.

"Things don't change, do they? Look at all those kids back there. Probably doing the exact same thing you and Ellen did twenty-two years ago."

"No hanky panky!" I joked. "But yeah. Probably."

"Did you love her?" Becca asked quietly.

The question should have been harder to answer. But sitting here with Becca, ice cream melting in my stomach and the sky turning purple overhead, the truth came easy.

"Yes. At least, I thought I did. I was eighteen and stupid and thought what I felt was the biggest thing in the world. But looking back, I don't think I knew what love was. Not really."

"Do you know now?"

I turned to look at her. She met my eyes, waiting.

"I'm starting to understand it better," I said.

The drive-in lights blinked three times. A ripple of movement swept through the lot as families gathered their things, kids ran back from the playground, engines shut off.

"I always got so excited when those lights blinked," I said. "Pop would send me to the sandbox while he grabbed the snacks, and I'd sprint back to the truck the second I saw them flash."

"Ellen used to watch over me while I played in the sand," Becca said. "She'd sit on the bench flirting with boys, making sure I didn't wander off. Then those lights would blink and we'd race each other back to the car."

"Who usually won?"

"Me. Every time. Ellen was terrible at running."

I pulled the portable radio from behind my seat and turned it on, spinning the dial until static resolved into clear audio.

The drive-in announcer's voice crackled through the speaker.

"Welcome to Starlight Drive-In, folks. Hope you're ready for some intergalactic action with Black Hole Demons!"

The screen flickered to life. Previews rolled, then the opening credits. Becca settled back in her chair. I draped my arm around her shoulders. She leaned into me, her head resting against my chest.

The movie opened with a space battle, laser fire cutting through the darkness. Explosions bloomed across the screen in bright oranges and yellows. The portable radio buzzed with orchestral music and sound effects.

"This is perfect," Becca murmured.

We watched in comfortable silence. The story unfolded, something about a crew of misfits fighting alien monsters.

I didn't pay much attention to the plot. The warmth of Becca pressed against me, the smell of her shampoo, the way her fingers drew lazy circles on my forearm occupied most of my focus.

Halfway through, during a quiet moment between action sequences, Becca nudged me.

"Look," she whispered.

I glanced back at the make-out spots. In the darkness, several cars had their windows completely fogged over. One sedan in particular rocked back and forth on its suspension, rhythmic and obvious.

"Hope they're having a good time in there," I chuckled. "And that they're using condoms."

Becca went still against me. When she spoke, her voice carried a shy uncertainty.

"Did you use a condom with Ellen?"

I felt myself blushing again. I cleared my throat.

"No. We were too excited, too caught up in the moment. Forgot to bring any."

"Was that when she got pregnant?"

"I think so. Yeah."

The movie continued, but neither of us watched. The space between us filled with memory and consequences, choices made two decades ago that still rippled forward.

"It was a long time ago," I said finally.

"Must make you feel like quite the stud," Becca said. "Having sex with two sisters. Every guy's fantasy."

I pulled back enough to look at her face. The screen's light played across her features, casting shadows and highlights.

"That's not how I think of you," I said. "That's not how I think of this at all."

Her expression softened. She reached up, cupping my jaw with her hand.

"I know. I was just teasing."

"I'm serious, Becca. You're not... this isn't some conquest or notch on a bedpost. You're important to me."

"I know, Ashe. And I'm glad I'm here with you now," she said. "Right here. Not twenty-two years ago, not in some fantasy future. Just now."

She kissed me, her lips warm against mine. The radio crackled with explosions and laser fire, but I barely heard it. Her hand stayed on my cheek, thumb brushing along my jaw.

When we parted, she settled back against my chest. My arm tightened around her shoulders.

On screen, the heroes prepared for their ultimate battle. Around us, families munched popcorn and kids bounced with excitement. In the back row, that sedan kept rocking.

"Now," Becca repeated softly. "This is perfect."

After the ultimate battle was won, the credits rolled, white text scrolling against a star field. Around us, engines started, headlights flicked on. Families gathered their trash and folded their blankets.

I stretched, my back popping.

"Want to hit the bathroom before the second feature? I remember they used to make these garlic pretzels that were amazing. We could grab--"

Becca shook her head, turning to face me. The look in her eyes stopped me mid-sentence.

"Take me home, Ashe."

Heat flooded through me. Her voice carried a weight that made my pulse race.

"Yeah?"

"Yeah."

I pulled her close, kissing her hard. She responded immediately, her hand sliding up to grip the back of my neck. The taste of vanilla ice cream and root beer lingered on her tongue.

When we broke apart, both of us were breathing hard.

Five minutes later, we joined the line of cars streaming toward the exit. The old woman in the booth waved as we passed, probably not noticing or caring that we were leaving halfway through.

As soon as we hit the main road, Becca unbuckled her seatbelt and slid across the bench seat. She pressed against my side, her head on my shoulder, her hand resting on my thigh.

"That's dangerous," I said, putting my arm around her shoulders. "Illegal, too."

"You'll just have to be careful." Her breath warmed my neck. "Make sure we get back to my place in one piece."

We didn't speak as the miles passed. Warm night air rushed through my open window, carrying the smell of pine and ocean breeze. The radio stayed off. The only sounds were the rumble of the engine and the soft roar of tires on pavement.

The highway curved along the coast. In the moonlight, I could make out the white foam of waves breaking against the rocks below. Above, stars scattered across the sky in a thick band.

Becca's fingers traced along the seam of my jeans, idle and affectionate. Every so often she'd shift, pressing a kiss to my shoulder or my jaw.

Port Chasten appeared ahead, a cluster of lights below the cliffs. I slowed as we entered town, passing landmarks we'd both known since childhood.

The old firehouse, dark and abandoned.

The elementary school where Becca had probably played on those same swings still visible in the playground.

Charley's Diner, open as always, its neon sign glowing.

"Almost there," Becca murmured.

I turned onto her street. The houses sat quiet, windows dark.

I pulled into her driveway and killed the engine as motion-sensing porch lights flickered on, casting yellow pools across the lawn.

Silence settled over us. Through the windshield, I could see her house lit from inside, through the curtains, the living room where we'd made love before Ellen interrupted.

Becca tilted her face up. I kissed her again, slower this time. Her hand came up to cup my cheek, thumb brushing along my jaw.

"Come on," she whispered against my lips.

We climbed out of the truck. She took my hand, lacing our fingers together, and led me up the front walk. The key turned smoothly in the lock. Inside, the house stood dark and quiet.

She didn't turn on any more lights, just pulled me through the living room, past the kitchen, up the stairs. Her bedroom door stood open at the end of the hall.

"Becca--"

She kissed me again, backing through the doorway, pulling me with her into her room.

The darkness of her bedroom was streaked with light from outside. She pulled me forward, her hand firm in mine.

She guided me until the backs of my knees hit the edge of her mattress. With a soft push, she sent me tumbling back onto the bed.

The mattress was soft, smelling of clean linen and the faint, sweet scent of her perfume.

Becca moved over me, a dark shape against the faint moonlight filtering through the window, ready to straddle my hips.

I placed my hands gently on her waist, stopping her.

"Not yet."

I reached over and clicked on the small lamp on her bedside table. A soft yellow glow filled the room, washing over us.

"Strip for me," I said, my voice low. "Slowly. I want to watch you."

A smile played on her lips, her eyes glittering in the warm light. She stood up, her hands going to the hem of her t-shirt.

"You've seen all this before, you know."

"And I'll never get tired of looking."

She pulled the shirt over her head, her blonde hair tumbling around her shoulders. Her D-cup breasts, full and high, were supported by a simple white lace bra.

She unhooked it from the front and let it fall to the floor. Her nipples hardened in the cool air of the room, tight little points aimed right at me.

Then she unbuttoned her jeans. She worked the zipper down with a slow, deliberate pull that made my cock ache.

The denim slid down her long, toned legs, pooling at her ankles with her panties. She stepped out of them, completely naked.

"Turn around," I said.

She did, making a slow, complete circle. Her ass was perfect, round and high, with two little dimples just above it. Her back was a smooth expanse of muscle and soft skin.

When she faced me again, her cheeks were flushed.

"Nice enough for you?"

"You have no idea."

Becca crawled onto the bed, her knees sinking into the mattress on either side of my hips. She leaned down and kissed me, her tongue tracing my lips before diving inside.

Then she moved lower, her fingers unfastening the button of my jeans. She worked the zipper down, her knuckles brushing against the straining bulge in my boxers.

She pulled my hard cock from my shorts. Her eyes widened for a second, a look of pure appreciation on her face.

"So hard already?"

"I never get tired of looking at your body."

"Well, I never get tired of holding this cock of yours."

"I'm a lucky man."

"Yes, you are."

Her warm breath washed over the head of my cock a moment before her mouth closed around it. Her tongue swirled around the tip before she took me deep, her throat accepting all of me.

My hips bucked off the mattress. I threaded my fingers into her soft hair, holding her head as she sucked me, her mouth working my cock, slick and tight. Her pace was slow, deliberate, each pull sending a shockwave of pleasure through my whole body.

After a few minutes, she pulled away, a string of saliva connecting her lips to my cock.

"Get these off," she ordered, tugging at the waistband of my pants.

I kicked them off, along with my boxers. She straddled me, grabbing my cock and guiding the wet, slick head to her entrance.

She lowered herself onto me with a soft hiss, her pussy stretching to take me in inch by slow inch. Her walls clamped down on me, hot and wet.

"Fuck," she breathed, her eyes closing. "You're so thick!"

She rode me slowly at first, a lazy, grinding rhythm that let me feel every part of her.

My hands found her waist, then slid up to cup her tits. They were heavy and soft, her nipples hard against my palms. I squeezed them gently as she increased her pace.

Her hips pumped harder, faster, her breath coming in ragged gasps. The bed frame knocked against the wall with the force of her riding.

"Oh, God," she cried out, her head thrown back. "I'm so close!"

I watched her face contort with pleasure, her tits bouncing as she ground herself down onto my cock.

Her orgasm hit her like a lightning strike. Her pussy convulsed around me, milking me, her body shuddering. Her cry was a raw, guttural sound that filled the room.

Before she could fully recover, I gripped her hips.

"My turn."

I rolled her onto her back, never breaking our connection. She gasped as I slid out almost completely, then drove back in, burying myself to the hilt. Her long legs wrapped around my waist, locking her ankles behind me, pulling me even deeper.

"Harder, Ashe," she begged, her voice hoarse. "Fuck me harder."

I pounded into her, a relentless, driving rhythm. The sound of our bodies slapping together echoed in the room.

I fucked her like I owned her, my thrusts deep and hard. She met me thrust for thrust, her hips rising off the bed to take all of me. Her nails dug into my back.

"Ashe!" she screamed, her eyes rolling back. "I'm cumming again!"

Her second orgasm ripped through her. Her inner walls clenched around my cock in a series of violent spasms. Her scream, a pure, unrestrained sound of absolute pleasure, shattered my control.

I felt my own climax building, an unstoppable wave surging from the base of my balls.

With a final, deep thrust, I emptied myself inside her, pumping my hot seed deep into her womb. My grunting as I flooded her pussy mingled with her whimpering cries.

My body went limp. I collapsed on top of her, my forehead resting on her damp shoulder. My cock was still buried deep inside her, her legs still locked tight around my back, holding me there.

We lay tangled together, slick with sweat, our harsh breaths the only sound in the quiet room.

"Stay," Becca whispered. "Spend the night. Sleep with me here. I'm so lonely without you."

"Okay," I whispered back. "My father is all taken care of. Mrs. Jones will make sure he is okay."

We held each other, enjoying the afterglow washing through us.

"We can have this all the time now," Becca told me.

"I want that."

"Good. Because I love you, Ashe. I think I always have."

I froze, my heart hammering in my chest. I opened my mouth, but no words came.

"Say it when you're ready," Becca sighed, kissing me again.

"Becca," I said, my voice trailing off.

"When you're ready," she repeated. "I waited twenty years. I can wait a little longer. It's just..."

"What?"

"It's just... I don't like sharing you, Ashe. I want you all to myself. You don't have to make a choice now... but you will have to make a choice eventually."

A sudden coldness washed through me, a chill even as I held this warm woman in my arms.

Becca must have sensed the tension in me. She kissed me hard, then held my face.

"Not tonight, lover. Tonight it's just us."

She pulled me down, kissing me again as she turned out the bedside light.

I lay on her, resting my weight on her soft body, my cock still inside her warm pussy as we let the night sweep over us.


Chapter 7



I stood in the old warehouse, amazed at the sheer scale of it.

Brick walls rose three stories high, their aged surfaces warmed by thick beams of late afternoon sunlight streaming through industrial windows near the ceiling. Dust motes swirled in the shafts of light.

Racks of costumes stretched out in neat, organized rows, creating aisles that disappeared into the cavernous space.

Along the walls, props of every imaginable kind were arranged on shelves and hanging from hooks. Swords, shields, antique telephones, vintage luggage, ornate picture frames, and other fascinating objects.

"So, what do you think?"

Yvette's voice came from behind me. I turned to find her grinning, her short black hair catching the light.

"This is incredible," I said. "I had no idea this was the kind of work you were talking about. I imagined some cute little costume boutique in Pioneer Square or something."

Yvette laughed, the sound echoing off the brick.

"I might have ended up in a boutique like that after getting burned out doing film costuming up in Vancouver."

She gestured around the warehouse with obvious pride.

"But I'm so thrilled to have this job. It pays to have friends in the industry."

"What exactly do you do here?"

"This company does costuming for local film and television, plus Seattle's vibrant theatre scene."

She started walking down one of the aisles, trailing her fingers along the hanging garments.

"I'll still be constructing costumes, just like I did in Vancouver, but I'll have more job security and stability here. No more twelve-hour days during production, then weeks of nothing."

I followed her down the row. She stopped at a rack and pulled out an elaborate Renaissance gown, the fabric heavy with embroidery and beadwork.

"These are ready-made costumes," she explained, returning the dress to its place. "We rent them out to smaller productions and theatre companies across the country. If some community theatre in Idaho needs period costumes for their production of Romeo and Juliet, they call us."

She moved to another section and pulled out a worn leather jacket with elaborate patches.

"This one was in a Netflix series last year. Now it's waiting for its next gig."

"You keep track of all this?"

"Computer system."

She pointed to a desk setup near the front of the warehouse.

"Every piece is catalogued. Measurements, era, condition, what productions it's been in. Some of these costumes have more credits than most actors."

We walked deeper into the warehouse. Yvette pointed out a section of Victorian-era clothing, then a collection of 1960s psychedelic dresses that shimmered even in the dim light between the sunbeams.

Further down, military uniforms from various eras hung in precise formation.

"This is amazing, Yvette. Really."

"I love coming to this place every day. It's like recess at school. Remember that?"

"Hell yes."

"Every day is playtime here." Her smile widened. "Want to see what I'm working on?"

"Absolutely."

She led me to a door at the back of the warehouse. Beyond it, a workshop space opened up, smaller and brighter than the main floor.

Natural light poured through large windows. Several worktables dominated the room, covered with fabric, patterns, sewing machines, and tools I couldn't identify. Dress forms stood along one wall, some draped with partially completed garments.

"This is my domain," Yvette said, spreading her arms. "Well, mine and three other costumers. But this corner is all mine. Check this out."

She moved to a corner of the workshop and gestured toward a massive window that dominated the wall.

Beyond the glass, the Port of Seattle spread out below us. Shipping cranes rose like skeletal giants against the sky, their arms frozen mid-reach. Container ships dotted the water, dull splashes of color against the deep blue.

"Best view in the building," Yvette said. "Sometimes I just stand here and watch the ships come in."

"I'm really happy for you," I said, joining her at the window. "It's so amazing to see you again, Yvette. The little girl I knew all those years ago has turned out to be a remarkable woman."

"That's so sweet." She glanced at me, one eyebrow raised. "Are you flattering me to try to get into my pants, Ashy?"

"I'm being honest with the first girl I ever kissed."

The teasing expression faded from her face. Something softer replaced it, something vulnerable that reminded me of that twelve-year-old girl who'd pressed her lips to mine in that tree house so many years ago.

"Wait here a moment," she said. "I want to show you my latest work."

She crossed to a folding screen set up in the corner and disappeared behind it.

"No peeking!" Her voice came from behind the screen, playful again.

I turned back to the window. The workshop fell quiet except for the soft sounds of fabric rustling and Yvette moving behind the screen.

My gaze drifted across the industrial landscape below, following the lines of cranes and shipping containers, then up to the Seattle skyline in the distance. The Space Needle rose above the cluster of buildings, that familiar silhouette I'd seen countless times.

Ellen loved the Seattle skyline. She always wanted to be in the city, far away from Port Chasten. Always restless, always wanting something bigger and brighter. Kind of like Franny.

Thinking of Francine made me wince, but the memory of Ellen was melancholy. So much time had passed, even if some wounds remained fresh.

Seattle had also changed a lot since I was last here. New buildings, new waterfront. Summer sunlight washed over everything, turning the water golden, making the glass and steel towers gleam.

Nothing beat Seattle in the summer. The city came alive in ways that felt almost magical, everyone emerging from their homes to soak up every precious hour of warmth and light.

Come winter, though, the Big Dark would hit. Sunlight would become a memory, swallowed by months of gray clouds and endless drizzle. The population would retreat indoors, hunker down, wait it out.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out to find another message from Lily.

"Just sold three more prints!!! This guy wants to commission a piece. He saw my dragon knight series and wants one for his office. This is AMAZING!!!"

I smiled. She'd been texting me all weekend, a steady stream of excitement and updates. Her sales. Meeting other artists she'd admired online for years. Hanging out with her friends at the convention's evening events. Every message radiated joy.

"That's fantastic," I typed back. "How much are you charging for the commission?"

The response came almost immediately.

"He suggested $400 but Ocean says I should ask for $500. What do you think?"

"Listen to Ocean," I replied.

"Okay, get ready, Ashy. Here I come!"

I put my phone away as Yvette stepped out from behind the screen. I stared, taking in the sight of her.

Yvette had changed into a dress that didn’t look like anything I’d ever seen in real life before. The fabric caught the light, flashing soft gold and silver when she moved.

It hung loosely on her slender frame, brushing her curves without really clinging to them, then tapering high on her thighs.

Thin straps rested on her shoulders, the neckline dipping low and edged with tiny beads that glittered in the sunlight. Long strands of fringe swung with every step she took, swaying against her legs.

She had a shiny band around her head with a black feather tucked into it, and a light scarf draped over her shoulders that kept sliding when she moved. Her skin looked warm in the soft light of the studio, her smile easy and teasing.

"Wow, you look amazing."

"Do you know what I'm wearing?" she asked, pleased with my response.

"Uh, like something from the 1920s?" I ventured.

Yvette twirled once in front of me, letting the fringe swing.

“Very good!” she said, her voice soft but proud. “It’s a 1920s cabaret dress. Flapper chic! See the drop waist? The fringe? All period-accurate. The beads are hand-stitched glass, like they used to do in the speakeasy shows back in Seattle during Prohibition.”

“It looks complicated.”

She laughed, stepping closer.

“It is. The fabric is silk charmeuse, light and flowing, perfect for dancing. And the fringe? Well, that’s to catch the light when the performer moves. It’s supposed to shimmer, just like it did in the old clubs. You can almost imagine the jazz band behind me.”

“You really know what you’re doing with this costuming. You must do a lot of research.”

"I do. Designing period costumes is like being a historian. Only you sew clothing instead of writing research papers."

She leaned closer, grinning.

“Here. Feel the beadwork. You can actually feel each one, the weight, how precise it is. It’s all sewn by hand.”

She held out a hand to guide mine to the tiny glass beads along the neckline.

I hesitated, then let my fingers brush over the beads. The smooth, cool glass pressed into my fingertips.

"Beautiful," I said.

"Of course. But... what do you think of the dress?"

I laughed, enjoying the way she was teasing me.

"The dress is also beautiful."

We were alone in the warehouse, my hand resting lightly on Yvette's chest. The tension between us was growing by the second.

“I knew you’d like that," Yvette smirked, tilting her head, eyes teasing. “You're a sophisticated man. You’ve got to appreciate the craftsmanship as it drapes across the body.”

Yvette stepped even closer, guiding my hand lower onto the swell of her small breast.

“Feel how each bead is sewn?” she whispered, her voice low and sultry. "Feel how it rests against my flesh?"

I let my fingers brush over the tiny glass beads, tracing the lines she’d carefully stitched, the firm curve of her breast fitting perfectly in the cup of my palm.

Yvette let out a slow breath as I caressed the beads, teasing the nipple beneath. My chest tightened and my breaths were shallow, matching the quickening of hers.

Without thinking, we leaned in, our lips meeting in a slow, hungry kiss. The world shrank to that single point of contact, her hands resting lightly on my shoulders as I felt the airy weight of her dress beneath my fingertips.

When we pulled back just slightly, our foreheads brushing, I smirked.

“So... you lured me all the way out here just to show off this dress, huh?”

“Me? Lure you? I would never.”

Yvette laughed softly, tilting her head, eyes sparkling. She raised her hands in mock innocence. I pulled her closer.

“Come on, admit it. This is all your plan to get into my pants, isn’t it?”

Her laugh bubbled out, soft and warm.

“You think you’ve got me figured out, don’t you?”

"Am I wrong?"

I ran a finger across her full lips. Yvette sighed as she looked up at me.

"The truth is, I haven't been with a man in almost three years."

"That can't be true," I scoffed. "A woman like you? Plus you work with all these artist types."

"I work in costuming and design," Yvette laughed. "Most of the men in my orbit are exquisitely gay. And while I love them like sisters, there are things they simply can't provide."

"Sure. But, three years? Really?"

"Time flies when you're buried in work," Yvette said. "I blinked and suddenly I was forty, just like you. Forty and single and with my hormones roaring. I guess I'm a little desperate. But I'm also picky."

I let my hand trail down to her breast, cupping it as she slowly exhaled.

"So you're picking me?" I asked her softly.

"I was in desperate need of a man," Yvette said. "Then I ran into you. Like it was meant to be. Serendipity. Just like you said."

"Yes," I agreed. "Pure serendipity."

We kissed again, our tongues caressing. Lily traced her finger along my jawline, her eyes lowered.

"I'm, uh, not as young and fresh as your friend, Lily."

Yvette was joking, but I could also see the insecurity hidden behind her playful facade.

"The older the wine, the sweeter the taste."

"It's men who age like wine, Ashy. Women age like milk."

"Good thing I'm lactose intolerant."

"Oh, you cornball!" Yvette giggled.

"You're perfect," I said. "You are the first girl I kissed. This is just us closing the loop from thirty years ago. That's what you want, right?"

"Honestly, I just want some good dick. It's been way too long."

"Serendipity," I assured her.

"Serendipity," she agreed.

I slid the delicate beaded straps off her shoulders.

"Serendipity," I breathed against her lips. "Such a beautiful word."

The silk charmeuse dress whispered down her body, a shimmer of gold and silver that pooled at her feet on the dusty floor.

She stood before me completely naked, framed by the late afternoon sun pouring through the huge industrial window.

Her body was all lean lines and soft curves, her skin warm and glowing. Her breasts were small, perfect handfuls crowned with wide, dark nipples that pebbled under my gaze.

Below the gentle curve of her stomach, a clean, bare slit glistened, wet and ready for me.

"Wine, just like I said."

"The bottle's a little dusty," she shot back, a grin playing on her lips.

We kissed again, hungry and eager. Her hands went to my belt, fumbling with the buckle. My jeans and boxers were on the floor in moments.

She dropped to her knees before me, her dark eyes wide with anticipation. Her tongue darted out, tracing a hot, wet path from my navel down through my stomach hair until she reached the base of my erection.

She looked up at me, that playful glint back in her eyes, then licked the single, clear drop of my pre-cum from the swollen head of my cock.

"Tastes like heaven," she murmured, then took me into her mouth.

Her lips were soft, her throat tight as she sucked me deep.

A groan escaped my chest. I tangled my fingers in her short, silky black hair, my hand cupping the back of her head as I guided her rhythm.

Yvette knew exactly what she was doing. Her tongue swirled with an artist's precision around the sensitive ridge of my cock head, tracing its shape before she slid down, her lips and tongue painting a hot, wet trail over every inch of me.

She took my balls into the warm cavern of her mouth, one and then the other, suckling them with a gentle, rhythmic pressure that sent white-hot lightning arcing straight through my spine and into the base of my skull.

My eyes fluttered open, taking in the bizarre and wonderful unreality of the moment.

We were surrounded by the tools of her trade, a weird setting of silent, headless mannequins draped in silks and half-finished costumes, standing like a bizarre audience to our private show.

Bolts of velvet and satin in jewel tones were stacked to the ceiling, their rich colors glowing in the slanting afternoon light filtering through the grimy window.

The only sound in the cavernous space was the slick, eager noise of Yvette's mouth on me, a sound that was driving me absolutely insane.

This was Yvette, my childhood friend, on her knees before me in her creative workspace, and she was sucking my cock with a hunger that matched my own.

"Oh, fuck," I grunted, my hips starting to buck.

I was close. Too close. I pulled back, my hands on her shoulders.

"Whoa. Stop. Not yet."

She released me with a wet pop, a satisfied smile on her face. I lifted her from the floor and laid her back on one of the heavy wooden worktables, scattering patterns and spools of thread.

She spread her legs wide for me, an unmistakable invitation. I wasted no time burying my face between her thighs. She smelled of musk and wet pussy, a scent that drove me wild.

My tongue found her clit, and I lapped at the hard little nub, teasing and circling until her hips began to jerk against my mouth.

"Ashy," she gasped, her fingers digging into my hair. "Oh, god, yes."

I suckled her harder, my tongue working her clit until she arched her back with a sharp cry. Her whole body shuddered as her orgasm washed over her. I didn't stop, tonguing her through the aftershocks until her legs trembled uncontrollably.

I rose up between her thighs, my cock hard and slick with her saliva. I nudged the head against her slick folds. She was so wet, I thought I'd slide right in, but her opening was tight, gripping me.

"Fuck, Ashy," she breathed, her eyes squeezed shut. "It's been so long since I had a cock inside me."

I pushed forward slowly, stretching her, filling her. Once I was buried to the hilt, I held still, letting her adjust.

Then I began to move. A slow, deep thrust that made her moan. I picked up the pace, my rhythm turning into a relentless pounding.

My balls slapped against her as I drove into her tight pussy, fucking her on that table with a ferocity that surprised even me. She met my thrusts with equal abandon, her body writhing, her head thrashing from side to side.

"Fuck my ass," she suddenly gasped, her voice raw, animalistic. "Oh god, please, fuck my ass."

Her words hit me like a jolt. I pulled my slick cock out of her pussy.

Yvette rolled onto her stomach, bracing herself on her elbows and presenting her perfect, round ass to me.

I spat into my palm and generously slicked her tight little asshole. With one hand gripping her hip, I positioned the head of my cock and pushed.

Yvette whimpered as I breached her, the tightness exquisite. I thrust into her ass, a guttural groan ripping from my throat.

"Oh yes," she cried, her voice echoing in the cavernous warehouse. "Just like that, Ashy. Fuck my ass!"

I fucked her hard, my hips slamming against her cheeks. She reached a hand between her legs, her fingers finding her clit and rubbing in time with my frantic thrusts. Her moans grew louder, higher-pitched.

"I'm gonna cum!" she screamed. "Ashy, I'm about to cum!"

"Let it go," I grunted, pumping into her faster. "Fucking come for me, Yvette!"

Her body went rigid. Her back arched, and with a strangled cry, a hot gush of liquid erupted from her pussy, spraying across my belly and balls in a gushing torrent.

The hot, wet shock was all it took. A roar tore from my lungs as I emptied my balls deep inside her ass, my orgasm a violent, shuddering release as I painted her guts with my sperm.

I collapsed on top of her, slick with sweat and her juices. After a moment, I stepped back. My cum drooled from her gaped asshole, running in rivulets down her inner thighs.

She rolled over, a dazed, blissful smile on her face.

"Fuck, Ashy. That was just what I needed. You fucked me so good." She giggled, pointing a finger at my chest. "Sorry. I probably should have warned you. I'm a squirter when I get my ass fucked right."

I looked down at the puddles shimmering on the table and the floor.

"I don't know who's cleaning that up," I said with a laugh.

"Don't worry about it."

She hopped off the table, completely unbothered by her nudity.

"I'll handle it. Can't have the workshop smelling like a brothel on Monday morning."

She glanced at the clock on the wall.

"You better get going if you don't want to be late picking up Lily."

As she gathered some paper towels, I pulled on my jeans. She stopped in front of me, her work forgotten, and wrapped her arms around my neck. I held her close, burying my face in her hair.

"This can't be a one-time thing, Ashy," she whispered against my skin, her voice serious now. "I need more of that cock. I need to see you again. Often."

I pulled back just enough to look into her eyes.

"I want that too," I said. "Come back to Port Chasten. I'll be there."

"So that's where you live now? Permanently?"

I hesitated for only a moment.

"Yeah," I said. "Port Chasten is my home."


Chapter 8



I stood with Dorothy in the shade of the cedar that dominated my father’s front yard. The thick branches cast a dark circle on the sun-scorched grass. A warm breeze did little to blunt the afternoon heat.

Out in the bright glare, Jessamin walked slowly beside my father. She held a large golf umbrella over his head, her other hand ready to steady him.

"That's it, Mr. Brownley. Cane, then your left foot," she instructed, her voice calm and even. "Let the cane do the work for your knee."

My father moved with painstaking focus. He planted the rubber tip of the cane into the lawn, shifted his weight, and then brought his bad leg forward.

It was a slow, deliberate march from one side of the small yard to the other.

"You look like a proper gentleman out for a stroll, Thomas," Dorothy called out, fanning her face with a paper plate.

"Just a few more feet, Pop," I added. "You’re almost to the driveway. Might even be a Rainier waiting for you."

He shot me a look, his face beaded with sweat, but he kept moving. His jaw was set, a stubborn line I knew well.

He reached the edge of the asphalt and paused, leaning heavily on the cane.

"You're handling the cane very well, Tom," Jess said.

"Better than that damned wheelchair," he grunted. "Being pushed around like a sack of potatoes."

"Let's head to the porch. Can you manage that?"

"Of course!"

My father shuffled across the last few feet of concrete to the bottom of the porch steps.

Jess lowered the umbrella,

"Feeling up to the stairs?"

"More than ready."

"Ashe?" Jess called. "Come and support?"

I went and positioned myself directly behind my father. My hands hovered near his back, ready to catch him if his legs gave out.

He ignored me, his gaze fixed on the top step. His knuckles went white on the wooden railing as he pulled himself up. The wood groaned under his weight. One step. Then the next. Each movement was focused and determined.

My father finally planted both feet firmly on the weathered porch boards. A sigh of his own exhausted breath escaped him.

I put a hand on his arm, guiding him the last few feet to one of the cushioned chairs. He sank into it with a heavy grunt, his chest rising and falling.

Jess and Mrs. Jones followed, their footsteps lighter on the stairs. Jess leaned the folded umbrella against the house wall while Mrs. Jones took the seat beside him.

Jess folded her arms, a genuine smile lighting up her face.

"I wish half my clients had your grit, Mr. Brownley. You put guys half your age to shame."

A faint flush crept up my father’s neck, though he waved a dismissive hand.

"Just sick of sitting around." He looked over at me, his blue eyes sharp. "You can get rid of that ramp now. And the wheelchair. Don’t need them cluttering up the garage."

"Let's keep it around for a little longer," I said. "Then I'll donate it to the senior center."

"That's wonderful, Asher," Mrs. Jones said. "The senior center has a waiting list for donated equipment. They would be so grateful."

"I'll grab us some kombucha," Jess announced.

She slipped through the front door. The screen door swished shut behind her.

The oscillating fan on the porch filled the silence for a moment, its hum a steady rhythm against the drone of insects.

"Lily had a marvelous time at that convention," Dorothy said, turning her attention to me. "She hasn't stopped talking about it. Thank you for taking her, Asher."

"It was nothing, Mrs. Jones. I'm just happy to see her enjoying herself."

"She’s been so vibrant since you arrived."

"Lily is a ball of energy," I agreed. "She brightens up every room she's in."

"Much like our Jessamin."

Dorothy's expression sobered, and she lowered her voice, her gaze unwavering.

"You and Jessamin?" Dorothy asked. "Are you two... friendly as well?"

The question landed without any pretense. I met her eyes, knowing Dorothy would not miss any evasion.

"Jess and I have gotten to know each other," I said quietly. "She's been a great help to my father."

"I don't mean to stick my nose where it doesn't belong." Dorothy leaned a fraction closer, her voice dropping to a near whisper. "But I need to know my granddaughter is going to be all right."

I held her gaze, my voice steady.

"Your granddaughter is doing really well, Mrs. Jones. I promise you, Lily and I know where we stand."

"He'll do the right thing, Dot," my father said from his chair. "Asher always does."

Dorothy settled back into her seat, the tension in her shoulders easing. She gave a small nod, first to me, then to him.

"I know. You raised him right, Thomas."

The screen door creaked open and Jess emerged with a dark bottle and a stack of plastic cups. The liquid inside sloshed as she set it on the small wicker table between the chairs.

"Fresh batch," she announced happily.

Jess twisted off the cap. A soft hiss escaped as carbonation released. She poured four cups, the amber liquid fizzing against the plastic.

"I added fresh ginger to this one," I said, handing cups to Mrs. Jones and my father. "Been experimenting with the recipe Jess taught me. The ginger should give it more bite."

My father raised the cup to his nose first, a habit from years of testing questionable leftovers. He took a careful sip, his eyebrows lifting slightly.

"Not bad. Got a kick to it."

"Oh, this is delicious," Mrs. Jones said after her first taste. "The ginger really comes through. You could sell this at the farmer's market."

Her simple praise made me grin.

"Thanks. Still tweaking the fermentation time."

"I applaud your efforts!"

"So, about tonight?" I asked. "Mrs. Jones, you'll be okay spending the evening with my father?"

She reached over and patted his arm.

"Can't think of a better way to pass the time."

"What are you two doing tonight?" my father asked, his gaze moving between Jess and me.

"It's a surprise."

Jess grinned over her cup.

"I'm looking forward to whatever you have planned."
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An hour later, Jess and I pulled into the parking lot of Byrdie's Bowling Lanes.

"You drove me out here to go bowling?" Jess laughed.

"Hell yes! I love bowling. Don't you?"

"I mean, I've done it a couple of times. I had fun, I guess."

"The fun's just starting," I promised her. "Come on, let's go roll some balls!"

The automatic doors slid open and a blast of cold air and noise washed over us. Trendy K-pop music pulsed through hidden speakers, layered over the rumble of bowling balls hitting hardwood and the sharp crack of pins scattering.

The place had transformed since I'd last been here. Gone was the dingy carpet and smoke-stained ceiling.

Now it was all polished concrete floors and neon track lighting that shifted through slow gradients of blue and purple. Flat-panel TVs arrayed along the walls showed college football games from across the country.

Bowling wasn't the only attraction. Along the left wall, a row of slot machines blinked and chimed. Digital screens flashed cartoon fruits and gold coins, each machine blaring its own call. A woman in a tank top rhythmically tapped the buttons on one machine, her face bathed in the glow of cascading diamonds.

The smell of the place was also alluring. Grilled burgers from the kitchen mixed with the sugary sweetness of cotton candy being spun at a nearby concession stand. My stomach rumbled despite the kombucha still settling.

I held up my phone to Jess, the confirmation code bright on the screen.

"Booked our lane online," I told her over the buzz around us. "Crazy, right? This place has changed so much. My father used to bring me here when I was a kid. It was just lanes and a snack bar back then."

"I haven't bowled in years." Jess looked around, eyes wide. "This is like an amusement arcade now."

The front counter stretched along the right side of the building, a sleek black surface that reflected the pulsing neon overhead.

A skinny young man stood behind it, arms crossed, his expression blank as we approached. He wore a red polo shirt with the Byrdie's Bowling Lanes logo embroidered on the chest.

I held out my phone, the confirmation code glowing on the screen.

He took it without a word, scanning the barcode with a handheld device. The machine beeped once. He set the scanner down and turned to grab something from the shelves behind him.

Two pairs of bowling shoes landed on the counter with a soft thud. One red and blue, the other smaller, pink and white.

"The app even reserved our shoes," I said to Jess, impressed despite myself. "Technology, right?"

Jess picked up the pink and white pair, holding them at arm's length like they might bite.

"These are so ugly. Like, aggressively ugly."

I laughed, reaching for my own pair.

"That's on purpose. They make them hideous so nobody tries to walk out with them."

"Mission accomplished."

"At least they're clean." I turned the shoes over in my hands, checking the soles. "That's the main thing."

"Setting the bar real high there, Ashe."

As I picked up both pairs, movement caught my eye. The young man behind the counter stared at me, his jaw tight, eyes narrowed. The flashing lights from the slot machines behind us painted his face in alternating shades of blue and red, shadows cutting sharp angles across his features.

Something about him tugged at my memory. The slope of his nose, maybe. Or the way his hair fell across his forehead. But I couldn't place it.

He didn't look away when I met his gaze.

I figured it was the usual thing. Jess drew attention wherever she went. Young, beautiful, and with that huge rack. And here I was, forty years old with gray starting at my temples.

People make assumptions. Let them.

"Lane twelve," the young man said flatly, his voice barely audible over the music.

He pointed toward the far end of the alley without taking his eyes off me.

"Thanks," I said.

He said nothing, just stared.

Jess had already moved toward the lanes, shaking off the weird exchange. I followed, the bowling shoes tucked under my arm, that nagging sense of familiarity still scratching at the back of my mind.

"Damn, I think we just got the 'Gen Z stare,'" Jess told me as we headed toward our lane. "That kid was blank and hostile."

"He was probably just fighting the urge to stare at your boobs," I joked.

"It wasn't me he was staring at."

We got to Lane 12 and set our things down. The rumble and crash of the other bowlers surrounded us, blending with the driving K-Pop beat.

"Whatever," I said over the noise. "Kids are weird these days. Let's find our balls."

"You'll have to help me pick one out," Jess said, eyeing the racks behind us. "Like I mentioned, I haven't gone bowling in a long time."

"My pleasure. And check this out." I pointed at the touchscreen beside our bench. "We can order food and have it brought to us. See anything you like?"

"Cheeseburger and fries with a chocolate malt," Jess said.

"Damn, no hesitation."

"Conozco lo que me gusta, I know what I like."

"And I like it when you speak Spanish."

"You do?"

"Sexy as hell," I nodded.

I entered our order and then went with Jess to pick out a bowling ball.

"¡Ésta es tan bonita!" she giggled, holding up a glittery orange ball. "It's so cute!"

"Being cute definitely helps knock down the pins," I joked. "And wow, you just happened to pick out the perfect one for your hand size."

"Did I? Must be instinctual or something."

"Or something," I agreed.

For a moment, I just grinned as I looked at the woman in front of me. The flashing lights streaked across Jess's face and down her body, following the contours of her curves.

Jess saw me staring and gave me a playful slap.

"If you stare at my tetas any harder, your eyes are going to be rolling down the alley."

"Can't help it," I shrugged. "Your tetas are fucking amazing."

Jess rolled her eyes, but I could tell she liked the attention.

"Come on," she said. "Let's bowl!"

We put on our bowling shoes and started the scoring machine.

"Ladies first."

Jess stepped onto the polished wood, the ball cradled against her hip. She glanced back at me.

"Okay, so where do I stand exactly?"

I moved beside her, aware of the heads turning from the neighboring lanes. A couple of college-aged guys two lanes over weren't even pretending not to stare. Their game had come to a complete stop. I didn't blame them. A girl like Jess broke necks wherever she went.

"Right about here." I pointed at the center dot. "Take three or four steps, whatever feels natural, then release."

She shifted her weight, testing the approach.

"This feels weird."

"Want me to put the bumpers up? They'll keep the ball out of the gutter."

Her head snapped toward me, eyes wide.

"Are you serious? I'd rather bowl like an adult than a child."

I laughed, stepping back.

"Fair enough. Just have fun with it."

Jess took a breath, squared her shoulders, then wobbled forward. Her steps were uneven, her arm swinging wide, but the ball left her hand and rumbled straight down the center of the lane.

All ten pins exploded backward.

"YES!" Jess jumped, fists in the air. "¡Lo hice!"

"Hell yeah!" I cheered, clapping. "Strike!"

She spun toward me, grinning.

"See? Instinctual bowler!"

"Amazing. Pure beginner's luck."

"Cállate, shut up."

I grabbed my ball and took my turn, knocking down nine pins over two rolls.

The game went on. By the time Jess rolled her fifth strike, I knew I'd been played.

I set my ball down and crossed my arms, watching her strut back to the bench with that same innocent grin plastered across her face.

"Okay," I said, unable to keep the smirk off my face. "You want to tell me what's going on here?"

"¿Qué?" She blinked at me, all wide-eyed innocence. "I'm just lucky tonight."

"Nobody gets five strikes in seven frames by luck."

Her grin broke wide open. She dropped onto the bench beside me, shoulders shaking with laughter.

"Okay, fine. You got me."

"Confess!"

"I've been bowling since I was like eight. My dad loved it." She wiped a hand across her eyes, still giggling. "I was on my college team. Competed in tournaments and everything."

I shook my head, half annoyed, half impressed.

"So this whole 'where do I stand' routine was complete bullshit."

"Total bullshit," she admitted cheerfully.

"Why?"

She leaned back, her expression playful but genuine.

"Men love feeling like they're helping. Teaching. You know?" She nudged my shoulder with hers. "Plus, I wanted to keep you on your toes."

I couldn't help but laugh.

"Mission accomplished."

Before she could respond, I leaned in and kissed her. Her lips tasted faintly of her lip balm and kombucha. When I pulled back, her eyes were bright.

"You definitely keep me on my toes," I said.

She grinned, grabbed her ball, and finished out the game with the same ruthless precision. When the final score flashed on the screen, I just stared.

234.

"Fucking hell," I muttered. "I've been bowling for years and I've barely ever cracked 200."

"Pobrecito," Jess cooed, patting my knee. "Poor baby. Maybe you're just a terrible bowler."

"Maybe I am."

Our food arrived moments later, delivered by a girl in the same red polo as the front desk guy.

The burger was massive, dripping with grease and cheese, the fries golden and perfectly salted. Jess's chocolate malt came in a tall glass, whipped cream piled high.

We ate while bowling the second game. Jess dialed it back a little, finishing with a 194. I managed a 177.

"I'm catching up," I said, wiping ketchup off my fingers.

"Sí, claro." She rolled her eyes. "I'm just going easy on you."

My phone buzzed. I checked the message and laughed.

"Good news?" Jess asked.

"Oh, yes. Very good news."

"Want to share?"

"Not right now," I grinned. "Let's just say that forensic accounting is a fascinating field."

"Uh, okay."

"Anyway, third game," I said, standing and stretching. "I'm taking you down."

Jess didn't move. She set her empty malt glass on the table and looked up at me, her expression shifting. The playful teasing drained away, replaced by something darker, heavier.

"I don't want to bowl anymore," she said quietly.

"Scared you'll lose?"

She stood, closing the distance between us until I could smell the faint vanilla of her shampoo. Her voice dropped to a whisper, low enough that the noise around us swallowed it completely.

"I'm not scared of losing, Ashe. I just want you to take me home and fuck my brains out."

My pulse kicked up.

"You off your period?"

She nodded, her tongue darting out to wet her lips.

"Yup. And I'm so fucking horny. My cunt is throbbing like crazy. I need that cock inside me."

I grabbed our shoes.

"Let's go."

We sat down on the nearest bench and swapped out our bowling shoes for our regular ones. Jess tied her sneakers with quick, efficient movements, then stood and held out her hand.

I took it. Her fingers laced through mine. The simple contact sent a jolt through me, anticipation building with every step toward the exit.

The crowd had thickened since we'd arrived. Bodies packed the space between the lanes and the slot machines, voices rising to compete with the music and the electronic chimes. We wove through clusters of college kids and families, the press of people slowing us down.

A burst of laughter erupted from a group near the snack bar. Someone's kid darted past, nearly colliding with Jess. She sidestepped without letting go of my hand.

By the time we reached the front counter, I was champing at the bit to leave. I just wanted to get out of here, get Jess alone.

The same young man stood behind the counter, arms folded, watching the activity around him with that same flat expression. When he saw us approach, he gave a single, surly nod.

I set our bowling shoes on the black counter. The thud of them landing barely registered over the noise.

"Here's your shoes," I said, already turning away.

"Need to scan your QR code first," he said, his tone bored. "Check you out."

"Check out?" I frowned. "We already paid online."

"New system. Just takes a second."

It didn't make sense. The payment had gone through when I booked the lane. But I didn't argue. I just wanted to leave.

The young man pulled his own phone from his pocket, tapped the screen, then paused. His thumbs moved quickly, typing something. He stared at the screen, waiting.

A response must have come through because his expression shifted, just slightly.

He looked up at me, and that nagging sense of recognition flared again. Something about the set of his jaw, the way his eyes narrowed just before he spoke.

Where the hell had I seen him before?

"Go ahead," he said. "Hold it up."

I raised my phone, the QR code bright on the screen. He scanned it with his device.

Nothing happened.

The scanner didn't beep. No confirmation appeared on the screen. He stared at it for a moment, then shrugged.

"Huh. I guess it's not working. Doesn't matter."

For the first time since we'd walked in, he grinned. It wasn't friendly. It was sharp, knowing, like he'd just won something I didn't know we were playing for.

"You're good to go," he said, his voice laced with something I couldn't quite name. "Have a good night."

The words landed wrong. Too deliberate. Too satisfied.

I opened my mouth to respond, but Jess tugged my hand.

"Come on," she said quietly.

I let her pull me toward the exit, but I glanced back once. The young man was already looking away, his phone back in his hand, that same grin still on his face.

The automatic doors slid open, and the warm night air washed over us. The noise from inside faded as we stepped into the parking lot, the sound of distant traffic replacing the chaos of the bowling alley.

Jess squeezed my hand.

"Gen Z stare," she said, her voice light with amusement.

I laughed despite myself, the tension in my chest easing.

"Yeah. Definitely the Gen Z stare."

She bumped her shoulder against mine as we walked toward the truck.

"Forget about him," she said. "I've got plans for you."

The young man, the weird checkout, the grin that didn't sit right... all of it faded. Jess was right. None of it mattered.

I fished the truck keys from my pocket as we crossed the crowded parking lot.

"Can you believe I actually have to use a physical key to unlock this thing?" I shook my head. "No button, no remote. Just good old-fashioned manual effort."

"Such a hardship," Jess laughed.

I slid the key into the passenger door lock.

"Watch out!" Jess suddenly screamed.

I ducked on pure reflex. Something hard grazed the top of my head, sending a sharp sting across my scalp. Before I could process it, a second blow slammed into my shoulder, knocking me sideways.

I shoved back hard. My hands connected with a body, pushing it away.

"What the fuck?"

Two men stood under the streetlight. The taller one squared his shoulders, fists raised. The shorter one bounced on the balls of his feet, face twisted in anger.

Was I getting robbed? Car jacked?

I glanced back. Jess stood frozen by the truck.

Then I saw him. Greasy hair. Swollen nose. Bruises darkening his cheeks in shades of purple and yellow.

The Honda kid. The one who threw fireworks at me and Lily. The kid I beat the shit out of the other day. Staring at me with hate in his eyes.

The other guy looked like an older, harder version. Same narrow eyes, same sharp chin. Probably an older brother. Both of them reeked of alcohol.

It all clicked.

The kid at the counter. The weird grin. The fake scanner delay.

I hadn't recognized him in the bowling alley's dim light. He was the driver of the Honda Civic, the one who rescued his friend after I smashed his face in. That kid must have called his friend. They had set this all up.

Ashe, you fucking idiot. How could you not recognize him?

All of this flashed through my mind in a split second.

Then the older brother charged.

I dropped into my boxing stance, weight balanced, shoulders loose. The 1-2 combo came automatically, muscle memory from a hundred sparring sessions. Left jab, right cross. Ready to knock him the fuck out like I did the druggie at Maura's diner.

My fists met air. He slipped both punches like they were nothing.

Instead, his fist crashed into my ribs. Breath exploded from my lungs. Before I could recover, a second punch grazed my temple. The world tilted.

I stumbled backward, legs unsteady, vision blurring at the edges.

The older brother stood there, fists up, a triumphant gleam in his eyes. Confident. Controlled.

Shit.

This guy was trained. Better than trained. And better than me.

I was about to get pieced up. Maybe even knocked out.

He came forward again, guard tight, footwork smooth. A real boxer.

I couldn't beat him trading punches. I needed to change the game.

Before I played quarterback, I played linebacker. I wasn't good at it, but I knew how to make a tackle.

Do it now!

I lowered my body and drove forward, shoulder first. My arms wrapped around his waist. His fists hammered the back of my head, but momentum carried us both down. We hit the asphalt hard. I landed on top of him.

He grunted, the air knocked out of him.

I didn't give him time to recover. I reared back and swung. My fist connected with his cheekbone. He twisted his head away. My next punch hit pavement. Pain exploded across my knuckles, skin splitting open.

I hit him again. And again.

Blood smeared across his face, across my hand. He tried to cover up, arms weak and flailing. I kept punching until his body went limp beneath me.

I sat up, breathing hard.

Something warm ran down my cheeks. I wiped at my face. My hand came away wet.

Why was I crying?

To my left, the fireworks kid writhed on the ground, both hands pressed to his face, screaming.

"Ashe!" Jess dropped to her knees beside me, her hands on my shoulders. "Are you okay?"

I nodded, still catching my breath.

"You?"

She held up a small bottle, her expression fierce.

"Bear spray. I always carry it."

I blinked at the bottle, then at the kid still rolling around on the ground.

"Sprayed that asshole before he could jump you," she said. "I think I got some on you. God, I'm so sorry!"

"It's okay. Thank you, Jess."

Blue lights washed over the parking lot, strobing across Jess's face, the crumpled bodies, the blood on the asphalt.

A police cruiser rolled to a stop beside us, engine rumbling.

I stayed where I was, kneeling on the pavement, my bloody hand throbbing.

The driver's door opened. A cop stepped out, hand resting on his belt, eyes scanning the scene.

"Nobody move," he said. "Now what the fuck is going on here?"


Chapter 9



"Ow! Shit, that stings!"

"Hush," Jess teased as she wiped antiseptic across my scraped knuckles. "They would have done the same thing at the hospital if you had gone there like the cops suggested."

"Why do I need a hospital when I've got a medical professional right here with me?"

"I'm a physical therapist," Jess said. "Cleaning out battle wounds is more of a job for your Nurse Hottie."

I laughed aloud, wincing a little at the pain in my ribs. Hearing Jess use Lily's nickname for Becca was funny as hell. Especially since Lily's nickname for Jess was "Nurse Tiddies".

"Those ribs still hurt?" she asked me.

"Yeah."

"You should get them checked out. Might be broken."

"Nah, I've had broken ribs before from playing football. This is just bruising."

"You don't have to play the tough guy for me, Ashe. You know that, right?"

"I'm not being macho, I'm fine. Like I told the cops, I was able to handle that guy before he could really hurt me. Good thing he was so drunk. And you macing the other one with bear spray, of course. Can't forget about that."

"Oh I definitely won't let you forget about that," Jess promised. "Mister corporate executive going all Julio César Chávez in the parking lot of Byrdie's Bowling Lanes."

"Julio César Chávez?" I chuckled. "He was way before your time. How do you know about him?"

"He was my uncle's favorite fighter. Showed me all his matches."

"Well, I'm no Julio César Chávez. I had to tackle the guy like a linebacker would."

I stretched out as Jess bandaged my hand. I looked around us. We were in Jess's bedroom. She shared a small house with a roommate.

The place was worn down and in a rough part of town. Big cities had drug problems, but so did small towns like this one.

Rural poverty was mostly ignored, but still very real. It bothered me that Jess had to live in a place like this.

"To be honest, I was lucky," I mused. "That dude was a trained boxer. He was a lot better than me. Younger, stronger. Honestly, if he hadn't been drunk, he probably would have messed me up. For once, alcohol came to the rescue. Maybe it's karma for the drunk driver that killed my mother."

Jess went silent, the grin fading from her lips. She lowered her face, focusing on my swollen hand. I could feel the anxiety radiating off her.

"Hey, sorry about mentioning that," I said quietly. "I didn't mean to dredge up any bad memories for you, Jess. It's just... you would know what I'm talking about better than most people. A drunk driver hurt you badly, too."

"Yes, she did. " Jess's voice quavered. "She messed up my life real bad."

"Drunk drivers are the worst. I fucking hate them."

"I do too. Which makes it so painful to carry... everything. Que Dios me perdone."

May God forgive me? I frowned, confused by her words.

"What do you mean?"

Jess didn't say anything, just patted my hand and then kissed my scraped-up knuckles.

Still not speaking, she went to the window and looked up at the night sky.

"Jessamin?" I asked quietly. "What's going on?"

She cleared her throat, still not looking at me. Her hand went to the scar on her head, gently tracing its curve across her scalp.

"You know that woman? The drunk driver?" she said. "She pleaded no contest. Went to jail for three months."

"Yes, you told me. Should have been longer."

"Yes, it probably should have been longer. Still, it was an agony to be there. Every day was like an eternity. Thinking. Regretting. Sick for what happened. Hating what I did."

Jess finally turned her eyes to me. She saw the look on my face and gave a grim nod.

"Yeah, it was me. I was the woman who drove drunk and caused a terrible accident. Gave myself this scar and caught a charge that put me away. When I got out, my job as a physical therapist in Seattle was gone. The only work I could find was as a traveling PT working the rural circuit."

I listened in shock, a bitter numbness washing through me. I'd wondered why someone as talented as Jess was working out here on the coast. Now I knew why.

"There's more," I said. "They don't give you three months in jail for just hurting yourself."

"No, they don't," she acknowledged. "It was a head-on collision with another car. An older man and a thirteen-year-old boy inside, his grandson. Coming home from a Jr. High School baseball game. I plowed right into them. The older man ended up with facial lacerations and a dislocated thumb when the airbag deployed. The boy had a broken leg. Multiple compound fractures that required surgery. All because of me."

Jess turned back to the window. Neither of us spoke, the silence filling the bedroom.

"So..." Jess finally said. "Still want to stay and fuck?"

She had a smile on her face, but it was a sad smile.

I looked away, shaking my head. What Jess had told me was like a punch in the gut. I kept seeing my mother's face, a face I recalled more from pictures than from my memories.

I need to get away.

"It's been a long night, Jess," I said softly. "I'll head home and see if Pop needs anything."

I headed toward the door. Jess stopped me, putting her hand tentatively on my arm.

"When will I see you again?" she asked.

"I can't say," I answered honestly. "I'll let you know."

"I'm sorry, Ashe. I should have told you."

I looked at her, this beautiful woman with her scar and her glistening eyes. Jess was strong and beautiful and I wanted her very much.

But then I thought of my mother, a woman I barely knew because she was killed by someone who chose to drive drunk.

Someone like Jess.

I opened my mouth to say something, but didn't have any words.

Instead, I turned away and left Jess, the distance between us growing with every step I took.
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The early morning breeze was cool, but the heat of another hot day was already rising. Wilson sniffed at a patch of wildflowers along the roadside, his tail wagging lazily. Sammy prowled beside him, batting at a purple bloom with one cream-colored paw.

The big chocolate lab lowered his head to watch the cat, protective and patient. I always marveled at how close the two were, like siblings despite their differences.

"And then she said my art style was perfect for capturing the character's essence," Lily gushed, bouncing as she walked. "Can you believe it? She's like my favorite voice actor. She's a legend! Like, everyone at the con was desperate to meet her. And now Nancy Brown thinks I'm good enough to draw her! She wants it in full color, maybe even as a print she can sell at conventions."

I shifted the donut box to my other hand, smiling despite the heaviness still sitting in my chest from last night.

"That's great, Lily. Really great."

"I'm thinking watercolors with ink outlines. Or maybe digital? I could do more with the lighting effects digitally, but watercolor has that dreamy quality that really suits the character."

She grabbed my free arm, hugging it tight.

"This could be huge for me, Ashe. Like, actually getting huge exposure to do what I love."

"You deserve it."

"Oh my God, and then this guy dressed as Baron Kraken Bow had a wardrobe malfunction," Lily continued, giggling. "His whole codpiece just fell off right in the middle of the vendor hall. Just dropped. Everything on display."

Wilson pulled toward his favorite tree, hitting his landmarks on our route home. I let him lead, half-listening.

"And the thing is, I think it was on purpose," Lily said, lowering her voice. "Like, he definitely engineered it to fall off. Nobody makes a codpiece that badly unless they want it to fail. Plus he had this huge grin on his face when everyone gasped. I bet he has SPH."

"SPH?"

"Small Penis Humiliation. It's a fetish thing. People get off on being embarrassed about their size. There's an entire community for it online."

"How do you even know about that?"

"The internet, Ashe. Duh." She squeezed my arm tighter. "Anyway, the con security escorted him out, but he looked so happy about it. Definitely intentional."

I nodded, making a sound of acknowledgment. Lily's voice faded into background noise as my thoughts drifted back to Jess standing by the window, her hand tracing that scar while she confessed.

Three months in jail. A thirteen-year-old kid with a shattered leg. An old man's face torn up by broken glass.

That was bad, but then my mind inevitably turned to images of my mother, bleeding out on the highway because someone chose to get behind the wheel drunk.

The old familiar anger rose inside me, but this time it was different. Jess wasn't some faceless monster. She was the woman who taught me to make kombucha and swore in Spanish and worked her ass off to help my father walk again.

She'd paid her debt. Served her time. Changed her whole life.

Did that matter? Should it?

"You're not listening," Lily said, poking my side.

"Sorry. Long night."

"The fight?"

"Yeah."

Lily studied my face, those green eyes seeing more than I wanted them to. Lily had a way of reading people that unnerved me sometimes.

"You're thinking about something else," she observed. "Not the fight. Something that's bothering you more than getting punched by a drunk yahoo."

"It's nothing."

"Liar." She bumped her hip against mine. "But that's okay. You can tell me when you're ready. Or not. I'll still love you either way."

Love. She said it so casually now, like it was the simplest truth in the world.

I wished everything felt that simple.

"Is it about Becca?" Lily asked.

"Why would you think it's about Becca?"

"Because when you picked me up from the convention, I could tell you'd been with another woman."

She said it matter-of-factly, no accusation in her voice.

"Your hair was messed up in a specific way. You had that look men get after sex. Plus you smelled like perfume."

I blushed at the memory. Yvette's warehouse. Her hands in my hair. The costume racks swaying as we went at it on her worktable.

"It wasn't Becca," I admitted.

"Okay," Lily shrugged. "I don't mind, Ashe. Really. You can talk to me about Becca anytime you want. I'm not the jealous type."

I thought about Becca at the drive-in, her blue eyes serious as she told me I'd have to choose.

The weight of that ultimatum still pressed on my chest. I cared for Becca, cared for her deeply. But I also cared very much for this eccentric, charming girl walking beside me.

"You can talk to me about anything," Lily continued. "Your wife Francine. Becca. Even Nurse Tiddies."

"Thanks for being so supportive."

I stopped walking and leaned down to kiss Lily's cheek. She turned her face and caught my lips with hers instead, standing on her toes to reach me. The kiss was soft, gentle.

When she pulled back, she took my hand again.

"And you shouldn't worry anymore about being affectionate with me in public," she said. "I don't care what people think when they see me with an older man. You shouldn't care either."

I squeezed her hand, looking down at this small redhead with her cat-ear headband and her freckled face. Part of me still worried, uncomfortable with our age gap. But Lily stood there fearless, holding my hand on the street of our small town where anyone could see.

"You're not embarrassed to be seen with me, are you?" she asked.

"Hell, no. I'm always proud to be seen with a girl as lovely as you."

Lily beamed. She swung our joined hands between us as we walked, Wilson and Sammy leading the way.

"Good. Because I plan on being very public about us. I want everyone to know you're mine." She paused. "Well, mostly mine. I'll share you with the others. But I get the biggest piece."

"The biggest piece?"

"Of your heart, Master. And your cock, too." She tapped my chest with her free hand. "I'm greedy like that."

Lily stepped into my arms and tilted her face up to mine. I bent to her, kissing her deeply, openly, her small frame wrapped in my embrace.

A car honked its horn as it passed us, a wolf whistle shrill in the morning air.

Wilson tugged on the leash, eager to get moving again. Sammy rubbed against Lily's leg, meowing loudly.

"We better get home before these animals turn on us," I joked.

"Your father must be anxious for these donuts," Lily nodded.

"And Mrs. Jones. She and my father are acting like a couple more and more."

"They don't have to hide it from you any longer," Lily giggled. "Not like they ever had to."

"Their love of fresh pastries is very cute. Apple fritters were never my favorite, but Irma makes them with local cosmic crisps that just--"

My phone buzzed, interrupting me. I answered it, thinking Pop might have wanted me to pick something up from the store.

But it wasn't my father messaging me. It was Becca's sister, Ellen.

"What's wrong?" Lily asked, seeing the dark expression on my face.

"Nothing," I said, shrugging and putting the phone away. "Just some unfinished business. Let's get home. I can't wait to eat these pastries with a cup of my father's black tar coffee."

I held Lily's hand as we went home, listening to her excited chatter while my mind was elsewhere. Pop and Mrs. Jones were waiting for us on the porch, a fresh carafe of coffee on the table between them.

I'd come to cherish these moments ever since coming back to Port Chasten. Quiet moments with family, friends, lovers. This small town had always been my home, even when I was away.

Around noon, after trimming the hedge along the side of the yard, I set Pop up with his iPad and a sandwich, then headed out to my truck. I drove to the other side of town, a heavy feeling in my gut.

Ellen was sitting in the shade as I pulled into her driveway.

"Thank you for coming," she said as I approached.

"Sure."

"Please, sit with me."

I sat in the chair beside her, grateful to be in the shade on a hot afternoon. Neither of us spoke. The silence stretched out as I waited for Ellen to tell me what was on her mind.

"Do you remember sitting out here?" Ellen asked. "Back in high school? We'd have lemonade and study together."

"Yeah, I remember." The memory came back sharp and clear. "You were a hell of a Geography tutor."

"You always got confused on the Pacific islands."

"I never forgot that Apia was the capital of Samoa, though."

"Weird, the things that stay with you after all these years." Ellen smiled faintly as her gaze drifted to my truck parked in the driveway. "Like that truck. Now there's a memory. One you brought back to life."

"I stumbled upon it just when I needed to," I said. "It was serendipity."

"Becca mentioned you have some fancy Mercedes that you usually drive."

"I do. But I prefer the truck."

"It's very blue collar for a corporate executive." She studied the pristine paint job, the chrome gleaming in the afternoon sun. "But it's clearly a restoration. Must've cost a fortune to look so humble."

"I don't care how I look. I liked the truck because it had good memories for me."

"I know." Ellen's expression grew softer. "I was part of those memories."

"You were," I agreed quietly.

Ellen sighed and folded her hands in her lap.

"I need to get to the point," she said. "I know you're seeing Becca again."

"How do you know that?"

"It's a small town, Ashe. I may not live here, but I still hear things. People talk." She looked at me directly. "And this is unacceptable. It's unfair to me."

"Unfair to you?"

"Yes." Her voice shook slightly. "I'm asking you to stop seeing her. If you ever had any true feelings for me, you should honor our past and not see my younger sister."

I leaned back in the chair, processing her words. The request hung between us like heavy smoke in the summer air.

"I did love you once," I said finally. "At least as much as an eighteen-year-old kid could love at all."

"Then stop seeing her."

"I can't do that, Ellen."

Her face went pale.

"Can't or won't?"

"Both." I met her eyes. "I don't want to hurt you. But I won't stop seeing Becca."

"So that's it? After everything we went through together, you choose her?"

"This isn't about choosing between you and her. This is about my life now. A life I want to share with Becca."

Ellen stood abruptly, her chair scraping against the concrete.

"Why are you so fixated on my sister?" Ellen demanded, her voice rising. "Is it a man thing? Bragging rights for fucking two sisters?"

I stayed seated, keeping my voice level.

"You asked me that already, Ellen. You know that's not why I'm seeing Becca."

"Then what is it?" She paced in front of me, her hands clenched into fists. "I should call her. Tell her you're with me right now."

"I already messaged her before I came here," I said tiredly. "I don't keep secrets from Becca."

"Goddamn it! You're seeing her just to hurt me. To make me suffer."

"You know that's not true."

"It is true." Her voice cracked. "Everything you've done since you came back to Port Chasten has been to hurt me. Coming back here, buying that truck, parading around town like some kind of hometown hero. And now Becca. You knew it would destroy me."

I looked at her, really looked at her. This middle-aged woman trembling with rage, her face flushed, her eyes wild.

Whatever remained of the girl I'd loved in high school had vanished completely. That girl was gone. Had been gone for years, probably.

Ellen saw the way I was looking at her. Something in my expression must have given away my thoughts because her face contorted.

"Don't you dare pity me," she hissed. "Just admit it. Admit you're focused on hurting me."

I stood slowly, brushing off my jeans. The afternoon heat pressed down on us, cicadas buzzing in the trees. When I spoke, my voice came out quiet but firm.

"The truth is, Ellen... I hardly think of you at all anymore."

She recoiled like I'd slapped her.

"That's a lie."

"No, it's the truth. You wanted honesty, so here it is. I came back to take care of my father. I bought the truck because it reminded me of good times. I'm seeing Becca because she's an amazing woman who makes me happy. None of it has anything to do with you."

"You're a liar!"

"I'm sorry you're hurting. I really am. But I'm not responsible for your pain. You need to let this go."

"Let it go?" Ellen's laugh was bitter. "You want me to just forget everything we had?"

"I want you to move on. Like I have."

Her face contorted, growing ugly. I felt my heart thud to see her transform so suddenly. Ellen's face was older, but still so familiar.

Worse, her face had the same contours as Becca's. It was a shock to see the depths of her fury come out like that.

"You think you're better than everyone, don't you? Some big shot executive rolling back into Port Chasten like a conquering hero." She stepped closer, her voice dripping venom. "But you don't know as much as you think you do, Ashe."

I watched her, silent. Waiting.

"When I told you I had a miscarriage?" She laughed, sharp and cruel. "That wasn't true. I said it because I wanted to spare your feelings. I thought you deserved kindness. But now I see you don't have any feelings at all. So I'll tell you the truth."

Ellen's eyes glittered.

"I didn't have a miscarriage. I had an abortion."

My stomach dropped, but I kept my face still.

"When I realized you weren't coming back for me, that you'd chosen your precious job over us, I decided to destroy the last thing that tied us together."

She took another step forward, her smile widening.

"That baby? Gone. Erased. Because of you."

She paused, letting the revelation sink in.

"And you know what's really beautiful about this? You don't have children, Ashe. All these years later, still childless. You lost your chance to be a father because of your selfishness." Her voice rose triumphantly. "How does that feel? Knowing you'll never get that back?"

I looked at her sneering smile, at the way her whole body vibrated with satisfaction. She wanted to wound me. Wanted me to crumble, to beg forgiveness, to show her she still had power over me.

I should have felt wounded. Should have felt betrayed, devastated, gutted by the knowledge that she'd made that choice alone, without telling me.

But as I stood there in the afternoon heat, staring at this woman I'd once loved, I only felt cold inside. A vast, empty coldness that had nothing to do with grief and everything to do with recognition.

Ellen had no hold over me.

Whatever we'd been to each other had died long before today. Maybe it died twenty-two years ago when I drove away. Maybe it died the moment she made her choice. Or maybe it had never really existed at all beyond the desperate fantasies of two kids who didn't know better.

Ellen had become less than a stranger to me. Just another person in a small town, someone whose pain I could acknowledge without sharing it.

"It doesn't matter, not anymore," I told her gently. "The past is the past. I'm leaving, now. Goodbye, Ellen."

I walked back toward the truck, my head held high. The weight I'd carried for years had slipped away, leaving nothing but hollow space inside me.

"You bastard!"

I kept walking back to my truck. I reached for the door handle, the metal warm from the sun.

"I mean that literally, Ashe." Ellen's voice cut through the afternoon heat. "You truly are a bastard. That's another secret you know nothing about."

I stopped. I turned back slowly.

Ellen stood in the driveway, composed now. Deliberate. The wild fury had drained from her face, replaced by something colder. Something more calculating.

"What do you remember about your father?" she asked calmly.

I blinked, thrown off balance.

"What?"

"Your father. What do you remember about him?"

"Pop's fine. He's waiting for me at home. I need to get back."

Ellen shook her head, her lips curving into a smile that made my stomach twist.

"I'm not talking about Mr. Thomas Brownley." Her eyes gleamed with malicious satisfaction. "I'm asking about your real father."

A sick feeling spread through my chest, cold and invasive.

"What are you talking about?"

"You heard me." She took a step closer, savoring every word. "Ask your 'Pop' who your real father is. You might be surprised by the answer."

I stared at her, my mind scrambling for purchase. The world tilted slightly, heat and confusion pressing in from all sides.

First Jess's confession and now this? My hand tightened on the door handle until my knuckles went white.

"Goodbye, Ashe." Ellen turned back toward the house, pausing at the steps. "We won't be seeing each other again."

She stopped at the front door and looked back at me over her shoulder.

"What's that quote? 'You can never go home again?' Port Chasten isn't your home anymore, Asher. It never will be, not any longer. You should go back to Newport. Go back to whatever life you had there."

Ellen disappeared inside the house, the screen door banging shut behind her.

I stood frozen in the driveway, the truck door half-open, my heart hammering against my ribs. The hollow space inside me filled with something darker now. Something that spread like poison through my veins.

My real father?

No, she was lying. Had to be lying.

But the sick feeling wouldn't go away.


Chapter 10



"And here's the thing about Flores," Pop said, scrolling through his iPad. "His ERA is solid at 3.27, and his strikeout rate is 10 K's per 9 innings."

"Sounds like a good acquisition," I said.

"Maybe." He shook his head. "But his injury history is damn concerning. Plus we gave up Ramirez and Chen. Both top prospects. Ramirez was hitting .325 in Triple-A Tacoma."

I nodded, watching condensation drip down my glass of iced tea. The AC hummed nearby, cool air flowing through the living room.

"Kid's got power too," Pop continued. "Fifteen home runs already this season. And Chen's got a fastball that touches 98. I don't know, Ashe. Flores is a solid pitcher, but we might regret giving up those two. They could be All-Stars in a few years."

"Mmm-hmm."

Pop looked at me, his expression shifting.

"You listening?"

"Sure. Flores. Good pitcher. Gave up too much."

"What's eating you?"

I picked up my glass, then set it down again when I realized it was empty. The question burned in my throat, but I couldn't get it out.

Ask him. Just ask him.

"What's going on, son?" Pop set the iPad on the side table.

"Women are crazy," I shrugged.

"Women." His eyebrows went up. "Plural."

"Yeah."

"You bitten off more than you can chew?"

"Maybe." I rubbed my face. "Can a man have too much of a good thing?"

Pop frowned, his expression turning serious.

"You having problems with Lily?"

"No." I grinned ruefully. "Lily's actually the most stable and unproblematic part of my life right now."

"That right?"

"Yeah."

"You want to talk about these other women?"

I stared at the ceiling and gathered my thoughts.

"I learned some things about Jess that were ugly. Things I'm not sure I can get past."

"Okay."

"And Becca's asking me to make a hard decision."

"Jess. Becca." Pop picked up his glass, took a slow drink. "I'm relieved it isn't about Francine, at least."

The comment startled a laugh out of me.

"Things are actually going well with Francine. I'm learning some very interesting things."

"From your lawyer?"

"From my forensic accountant."

"What the hell is that?"

"Boring name for a unique job. My lawyer found a top guy. Let's just say he's been very helpful in understanding the past few years."

"Well, that sounds good." Pop studied me. "So why are you so distracted then? If it's not Lily, and the divorce is going well, what's got you twisted up?"

I opened my mouth. Closed it.

Ask your "Pop" who your real father is. You might be surprised by the answer.

Ellen's words echoed in my head. Vicious. Calculated to wound.

But what if she was right?

"Ashe?"

"Just overthinking everything." I forced a smile. "You know me."

"I do." His blue eyes held mine. "Which is why I know you're full of shit right now."

The AC clicked off. In the sudden quiet, I could hear Wilson's tags jingling as he scratched himself in the hallway.

"Pop..."

"Whatever it is, just say it."

I looked at him. Seventy years old, gray hair, blue eyes that matched mine. We had the same build, the same jawline. People had always said I looked like him.

"It's nothing," I said finally. "Just Ellen trying to rile me up."

"Ah. Not surprising. That one was always feisty."

"Feisty isn't what I'd call it."

"What would you call it?"

"Cruel," I said. "Cruel and stupid."

"Ellen never struck me as either. She seemed like a nice girl. High-strung, but nice."

"Oh, she's got her sharp edges, believe me. She knows how to cut deep."

"Alright, enough." Pop set down his glass again and leaned toward me. "What did she say?"

"Just some bullshit," I said dismissively. "Telling me to ask you about my real father. As if you weren't my real father. Nasty stuff, just ugly."

I chuckled and shook my head at Ellen's pettiness, fully expecting Pop to growl something about scorned women before going back to talking about baseball.

Instead, he said nothing.

I looked across the table at him, surprised at what I was seeing. My father had gone pale, his eyes lowered, his lips compressed.

"Pop?" My stomach tightened. "You're starting to worry me. What's going on?"

He cleared his throat, still not meeting my eyes. He reached for his glass and took a long drink.

"That was a very cruel thing for Ellen to do," he said finally. "I'm disappointed in her. Especially since I've known her since she was a girl."

"That can't be all that's bothering you."

The silence stretched. Pop stared at his hands, fingers laced together on the table. The AC kicked back on with a mechanical wheeze.

"I should have told you earlier," he said quietly. "I planned to. Kept putting it off. Kept thinking I'd find the right time, the right words. Then the years passed until it finally seemed like there was no need to tell you at all."

Everything inside me went cold.

"So it's true?"

Pop nodded once, slow and deliberate. When he looked up, his eyes were wet.

"I am and will always be your Pop," he said. "But I'm not your biological father."

I felt the blood drain out of my head. I gripped the arm of my chair, dizzy.

"What?"

"Your mother was already pregnant when we married."

"I know."

"But not from me."

"I don't understand. How was she pregnant? Who... from who?"

"I'll tell you, but first grab me a Rainier."

Numb, I went to the fridge and got a bottle of beer and a sparkling water. I returned to the table and sat down, handing my father his bottle.

He twisted open the cap and took a long swallow. I did the same, the icy fizz of the sparkling water a welcome relief to my suddenly dry throat.

Pop took another long pull from his beer, then set the bottle on the table. His fingers traced through the condensation.

"You know I was ten years older than your mother when we married."

"Yeah. I know that." I shrugged. "Never thought much about it."

"Claire was a local girl, but I didn't really know her. Not at first. She was younger, so our paths didn't cross much."

He stared at the bottle in his hand, his thoughts lost in memory.

"I'd seen her around town, though. Always thought she was so pretty. Long brown hair, clear blue eyes like the ocean. She had this smile that could light up a room. You know her from pictures, but Claire was even prettier in real life. Pictures couldn't capture the way she moved, the way she laughed."

I swallowed hard. My mother's face smiled at me from the mantel across the room, frozen at twenty-five.

"But I was dating girls my own age at the time," Pop continued. "So we were just fellow residents of Port Chasten. I'd nod hello if I saw her at the market or the post office. That was it."

Pop took another drink, his gaze distant.

"The hospital hadn't opened yet. This was before I got my job doing maintenance there. I was still working at the fish cannery, maintaining the machinery. Hot, smelly work, but it paid well. I worked alongside a younger man named Henry."

He smiled slightly at the memory.

"Henry was witty and playful. Exact opposite of me. I've always been quiet, you know that. Henry could talk to anyone about anything. He had these quick jokes, always making people laugh. Despite our different personalities, we got along well. Became close friends."

I took a drink of my water, waiting.

"Henry started dating Claire after she graduated high school. She was drawn to his quick wit, his easy laugh, that natural charm of his. Made perfect sense when I thought about it. Henry could charm the scales right off a fish if he put his mind to it. He just had that way about him."

I frowned, trying to figure where this was going.

"I remember seeing them together one evening at Mary's Diner," Pop continued. "They were sitting in one of those red vinyl booths by the window overlooking the street. Henry was making Claire laugh about something, gesturing wildly with his hands the way he always did when he got excited about a story. Claire had her elbows on the table, chin resting in her palms, watching him with this absolutely radiant smile. They were sharing an enormous ice cream sundae between them, two spoons, one bowl, and every so often Henry would steal the cherry or pretend to hog all the whipped cream, which would send Claire into these fits of giggles."

Pop shook his head, a distant smile on his face as he recalled the memory.

"Their personalities matched so well. Where Claire was gentle and a bit reserved, Henry brought out her playful side. Where Henry could sometimes be too much, too loud, Claire grounded him with her quiet sweetness.

"Mom was quite a woman."

"She certainly was."

Pop's fingers tightened around the bottle.

"You know that Claire had lost her parents when she was young? Father from cancer, mother from suicide shortly after. Claire was maybe seven or eight when it happened. She lived with her elderly grandmother and worked to support them both. Everyone knew Claire was poor, but it didn't matter. Claire was part of Port Chasten and everyone did what they could to help her and her grandmother. I was happy that Claire had found someone as stable and friendly as Henry. Thought maybe things would finally turn around for her."

He paused, taking another long swallow of beer.

"One day at lunch, Henry told me that Claire was pregnant. He was excited but nervous. Said it was an accident, but they were going to keep the child. Get married. Make it work."

Pop's voice got quieter.

"I told Henry he could rely on me to help in any way possible. He was grateful. Clapped me on the shoulder and said I was a good friend."

Pop stopped, shaking his head slowly.

"What happened next?" I asked.

"We were working on a conveyor belt together. Henry had just told this funny joke about Alexander Haig. I was laughing when I heard a thump behind me." His voice went flat. "I turned around and Henry was on the floor."

"What happened?"

"Brain aneurysm. Something that was inside his head, totally unsuspected. Like a landmine waiting to go off." Pop stared at his hands. "Henry was dead before the ambulance arrived."

The AC hummed. Outside, a car drove past.

"Jesus, Pop."

"Claire was devastated. She was nineteen, pregnant, no parents, and now no Henry. Her grandmother was too old and sick to be much help. The whole town rallied around her, but it wasn't enough."

He looked at me with glistening eyes.

"I went to the funeral. Saw her standing there in a black dress that was too big for her, crying so hard she could barely stand. And I knew right then what I had to do."

"Marry her?"

"No, not marry her," Pop said patiently. "Support her as best I could, just like I promised Henry. It's just... the more time I spent with her, the more my feelings grew. I fought it at first. Didn't want to be disrespectful of my friend. But Claire was such a wonderful young woman. I guess I couldn't help myself."

"And what? She fell in love with you right after her boyfriend died?"

"Of course not. She came to love me, but not then."

"So why did she marry you?"

Pop ran a hand through his hair and rubbed his eyes tiredly.

"The simple answer is health insurance. I had it, Claire didn't. That's how it was back then in the 80s. And there were complications with her pregnancy. Expensive complications. By marrying me, she got on my health care plan. We talked it over and decided it was the best solution. So we went to a courthouse and got married. Eight weeks later, you were born. And we brought you up as best we could."

I stared across the table at the man who had raised me, the man I'd always known as my father. He held my gaze, his face set and determined.

"You should have told me this years ago."

"I know. But I didn't. That's on me. And now here we are."

I lifted the sparkling water to my lips, but then set it aside. I was no longer thirsty.

"How did Ellen know about this?" I wondered.

"Probably from her parents. It wasn't a secret."

"Did Mrs. Jones know?"

"Dot? Of course."

"If so many knew, how come no one ever told me?" I asked.

"That's how it works in a small town like Port Chasten," Pop said. "We keep our own, our own."

"I guess I'm learning that's true."

"One more thing you have a right to know," Pop said. "Your name."

"What about it?"

"Asher was Henry's last name. Henry Asher. I thought Claire might name you Henry, but she said hearing that name for the rest of her life would be too sad. So she chose to name you Asher. In his honor."

I turned this new revelation over in my mind, trying to get a hold of it. After everything that had just happened, it seemed almost inconsequential.

"Asher always was a weird name," I said. "At least now I know why I was named that."

"At least it wasn't something like Schmidt or Schneider."

"I don't know," I said with a tired smile. "Schmitty would have been a cool nickname. Henry has a nice ring to it, too."

"No," Pop said firmly. "Your mother was right. Asher was the correct choice. It suits you."

I nodded, thinking things over. Pop waited for me, saying nothing, letting me find my bearings.

After a long time, I stood up and went across the table. Pop watched me, his eyes wary.

"Thanks for telling me everything," I said quietly. "Henry Asher sounds like a good man. I'm sorry I never got to know him. But if he couldn't be my father, well... I can't think of a better man than you for the job."

Pop nodded, his jaw set as he fought back tears as I hugged him.

"Okay, son. Okay."

He patted my back, still awkward about hugging me like he had always been. I didn't mind. That was just part of who he was.

"Something else," Pop said as I straightened up. "Go get my footlocker from the garage."

I went to the garage and got Pop's old footlocker and brought it back to the table. It was lighter than I expected.

"You always told me not to touch this thing," I said.

"True. Didn't want you finding all the Nazi paraphernalia I collected over the years."

"What?" I spluttered.

"A joke, Ashe. You're not the only one who can kid around."

Pop took out his keychain and unlocked the front padlock. He opened the footlocker and reached inside.

"Your mother died just a few weeks before your eighth birthday. She got this for you. I guess it's another thing I been holding back and I'm sorry for it."

Pop handed me a fishing reel.

"That's a Parker H-Series 902 reel," he said. "Top of the line back in 1993. Your mother paid almost $100 for it."

I held the reel in my hands, feeling the weight of it, thinking of the years that had passed since my mother first bought it.

"There's a card, too."

Pop handed me a sealed envelope.

"You didn't read it?" I asked.

"No. She wrote it for you. I meant to give it to you for your birthday, but things were too hectic at the time. Then as the years went by, I just couldn't bear to part with it. It would be like a final end to something I didn't want to end. I hope you understand."

"I do," I nodded. "Maybe I'll read it at her grave."

"Better to read it at Chasten Cove," Pop said. "Her grave is just some spot she never even visited while she was alive. The cove is what she really loved."

I took a shuddering breath and slowly exhaled.

"That's a good idea. I think I'll head there now. Watch the sun set behind the sea stacks."

"Okay. I'll be here when you get back. I'll always be here, son."

I kissed the top of his head. Then I grabbed my keys and headed out to my truck.

Five minutes later, I was parked at Chasten Cove. There was only one other car. A couple walked slowly along the shoreline, waves lapping at their feet. To the west, the sun had just touched the tops of the sea stacks.

I sat in the truck, holding the fishing reel. My hands moved without thought, turning it over, feeling the smooth metal, the polished grip.

A 1993 Parker H-Series. Top of the line.

Then...

Mom's been dead for thirty-two years.

I pictured Henry Asher seeing Claire for the first time. Maybe at the cannery, maybe at the diner. That smile Pop had described, the one that lit up rooms. Henry making her laugh with his quick wit, his easy charm. The two of them sharing a sundae, spoons clinking, Claire's face radiant.

Then the thump. Henry on the floor.

Claire at nineteen, pregnant and alone.

My chest tightened. What had she done to deserve that? Losing her parents as a child, her grandmother sick, then Henry. Why did the universe keep piling tragedy on one woman who'd done nothing but try to survive?

It wasn't fair.

My hands clenched around the reel.

None of it was fair. She'd worked her whole brief life just to keep her head above water, and for what? To get struck down by a drunk driver before she even turned thirty?

The anger drained out of me as quickly as it had come, replaced by something heavier. Sadness that settled into my bones.

I was forty now. Thirteen years older than she'd ever been. Had she wanted more? Of course she had. Everyone wanted more time. More moments. More chances to see what came next. What regrets had she carried?

I looked at the sun touching the sea stacks, painting the water gold and orange.

Life is short. Regrets are the wages of fear.

The words came from somewhere, some motivational poster or business book I'd read years ago. Corny. But true.

My mother hadn't gotten to live her life fully. Circumstances and tragedy had stolen that from her.

But I was alive. Right now. Sitting in this truck with the ocean stretching out before me and a whole life still ahead.

I set the card on the passenger seat. Later. I'd read it later when I could give it the attention it deserved.

Right now I needed to feel something other than this crushing sadness. I needed to feel alive.

I pulled out my phone, scrolled through my contacts, and sent a message. With a last look at the ocean surf, I started the engine and pulled out of Chasten Cove.

Lily was waiting outside the craft store, a puzzled but happy look on her face.

"Hey, Ashe. What's up?"

"Call me Master," I told her.

Her eyes widened in excitement, her tongue licking her lips.

"Master," she whispered.

"Good girl. Now get in the truck. I need to fuck you."

Giddy, Lily got onto the bench. I pulled her close and placed her hand on my cock.

"How much time do you have?" I asked.

"Half an hour."

"Good enough. Work my cock while I drive, Kitten."

Lily obediently opened my pants and massaged my cock as I drove. By the time I pulled into a secluded spot by the abandoned dock, my cock was rock hard.

"Lie back and open your legs."

Lily was breathing heavily as she positioned herself on the bench for me, hiking up her skirt. I tugged off her panties, throwing them aside.

I climbed on top of Lily, her legs wrapping around me. I positioned my cock against her entrance, feeling the heat and wetness radiating from her. I loved how ready she was for me, how much she wanted this.

With a grunt, I thrust hard into her, no build-up, just a raw need to fuck her. She gasped, her eyes widening with pleasure and surprise.

"Oh, Master," she moaned.

I started pounding her tight pussy, the truck creaking on its shocks with each thrust. The lewd sound of our bodies slapping together filled the cab. Lily's moans grew louder, her breath hitching each time I drove deep into her.

"Fuck me, Master," she begged, her voice ragged with desire. "Fuck me harder. Pound my pussy! Pound it hard, Master!"

I twisted my fingers in her red hair, the cat-ear headband askew, and pulled her head back, exposing her neck. I leaned down, tasting the salty sweat on her skin, inhaling her scent. Her thighs squeezed me as her pussy clenched around me, tight and hot, driving me to fuck her even harder.

Her moans quickly turned into screams, her body tensing beneath me.

"Can I cum, Master?" she cried out. "Please! Can I cum?"

"You can cum, Kitten. Cum now! Cum for Master!"

I could barely hear her squeals, barely feel her orgasm as I lost myself in the sensation of her tight pussy, the wet, sucking sounds of our fucking, the slap of skin on skin.

"Get ready," I growled. "Get ready to take Master's load, pet!"

"Please, please, please," she begged, writhing beneath me.

With an animalistic grunt, I exploded, pumping my hot cum into her wet hole, flooding her young pussy with spurt after spurt of thick cream.

Exhausted, I collapsed on top of her, feeling her heart racing against mine, her breath hot on my neck. Lily whimpered with pleasure, her body trembling with aftershocks.

"Thank you, Master," she whispered, her voice filled with gratitude and satisfaction. "Thank you for fucking me so good."

I looked down at the girl beneath me, looked at her pale skin dusted with freckles, those full lips, those glittering green eyes.

Lily had become a constant in my life, a beautiful oasis that I loved sinking into.

Life is short. Regrets are the wages of fear.

"Do you love me?" I asked her.

"Of course I love you, Master!" she said, nodding eagerly. "More than I can say."

"Good," I said.

No regrets...

"Because I love you too, Lily."

Lily's eyes widened, then narrowed. Her lips quivered as she smiled up at me.

"I love you Lily Jones," I repeated.

Lily pulled me into a kiss, frantic and giddy. I kissed her back, holding her tight, my cock still sheathed in her pussy.

"You make me so happy," she whispered into my ear, her breath hot against my skin.

I sighed as Lily pushed me off her and then snuggled her face between my legs. I stroked her hair gently as Lily licked and swallowed the cum and her pussy juices from my still throbbing cock, cleaning me up like the obedient pet she loved to be.

"That's my good girl," I praised her, a satisfied smile on my lips. "I love that. You're doing so well."

No regrets...


Chapter 11



The fishing line cut through the air, landing with a soft plop in the glittering water. Sunlight danced across Chasten Cove, turning the surface silvery.

I fed more line from the Parker H-Series 902, impressed by how smoothly it operated. Pop hadn't exaggerated about the quality.

I wedged the fishing pole into the familiar crack between two rocks, the same spot I'd used as a kid when we'd fish together on Saturday mornings.

How many hours had we spent here, just the two of us? A hundred? A thousand? What would those days have looked like if Mom had been there too?

The question twisted in my chest. I'd spent last night staring at the ceiling, replaying every detail of Pop's story about Claire, the woman my mother had been.

Mounting the reel on one of his old fishing poles this morning had felt sacred somehow. A way to honor her memory, to connect with the woman I could barely remember now.

The pole bent slightly as the current tugged the line. I settled onto the sun-warmed rocks and watched the water, letting the rhythm of the waves quiet my thoughts.

The envelope sat in my shirt pocket, its edges softened by thirty-two years of storage. I'd carried it down to the cove this morning, uncertain if I'd have the guts to finally open it.

No more waiting.

My fingers found the envelope, pulling it free. The seal released with barely any resistance, the adhesive long since dried out. I lifted the flap and slid the card out.

A teddy bear grinned up at me, clutching a fishing pole nearly twice its size.

My heart thudded in my chest. She'd picked this out for me, spent time looking through rows of cards until she found one that made her think of me.

I opened it.

Happy Birthday, Asher! I love you! Now go catch us a rock cod for dinner! Love, Mom.

The handwriting slanted slightly to the right, each letter carefully formed in blue ink. I read it again, that warmth in my chest spreading wider.

No profound wisdom. No cryptic last words. Just a mother reminding her son she loved him and teasing him about bringing home dinner.

Perfect.

I read it a third time, grinning widely. This was exactly what I'd needed. Not answers or explanations, just this simple proof that Claire Brownley had loved her boy.

I tucked the card back into my pocket, the teddy bear's grin hidden away again. I knew I'd be reading it again and again in the days to come.

A figure moved along the shoreline, silhouetted against the glare of sun on water. I squinted, recognizing the stride even before I could make out the details.

Becca.

What time was it? My wrist lifted automatically before I remembered the bare skin there. Some habits were hard to break. The watch Franny had given me sat in a drawer in my bedroom.

I pulled out my phone instead. 4:30 PM and 90 degrees, the notification cheerfully informed me.

Becca must have come straight from the hospital. The navy scrubs confirmed it, dark against the bleached driftwood and pale sand.

I noticed another text from my lawyer waiting in the notifications, but I swiped it away. Later.

I raised my hand in greeting. Becca waved back, sunlight catching in her blonde hair. That familiar joy filled me, the one that arrived every time I saw her. Becca's beauty always took my breath away.

"Hey," I called out as she picked her way across the rocks toward me.

She didn't answer. Just closed the distance between us and wrapped her arms around my waist, burying her face against my shoulder.

Her lips found mine, urgent and apologetic at once.

"I'm so sorry."

The words rushed out when she finally pulled back.

"God, Ashe, I'm so sorry about what Ellen did. About her telling you like that." Her hands gripped my arms. "It was cruel. So unbelievably cruel."

"Becca--"

"No, it was. She had no right." Tears gathered at the corners of her eyes. "To just dump that on you, to use it like a weapon. That's not how you should have found out about your father."

The fishing line tugged in the current. A gull cried overhead, circling lazy patterns against the blue sky.

"Ellen told you?"

Becca nodded, wiping at her eyes.

"Last night. She was gloating about it, saying she'd finally gotten through to you. Like hurting you was some kind of victory."

"Did you know about my father?"

Becca's eyes widened, filling with hurt at my accusatory tone.

"No! God, no."

"Okay."

"You believe me, don't you?"

I cupped her chin and nodded, then kissed her gently.

"Didn't mean to be harsh," I whispered. "It just seems like everyone in Port Chasten knew but me."

"The old timers," Becca said. "It's a small town. I'm just furious that my parents told Ellen, probably when you broke up with her. Hanging on to that secret for all these years, waiting to use it against you? What she did was unforgivable."

She held me tightly and I stroked her thick hair, loving the way it gleamed in the sunlight like gold threads.

"It was awful of her," I said. "But maybe it's for the best in the end. I had to know sometime. It puts things into perspective for me, reminding me that life is precarious. It can end so suddenly, despite your best plans. I don't want to have regrets."

"That's a good way of looking at things."

"Ever since my anniversary dinner with Franny, it seems like the world has been trying to teach me that lesson. Serendipity."

"Serendipity."

Becca kissed my neck, her lips warm against my skin.

"I think the worst part was Pop's reaction," I said quietly. "He was not ready to deal with it. Even after all these years."

"I have to apologize to him," Becca said, staring up at me. "Ellen never will, so I must. He's such a good man. I need to talk to him."

"He'd appreciate that," I said. "Pop likes you a lot, Becca."

I kissed Becca again, then released her and went to get my fishing pole.

"Did you catch anything?" she asked.

"No. I didn't even bait the hook. Just wanted to throw it out there. My mother got this fishing reel for me. Her last gift."

"Oh, Ashe..." Becca sighed.

"Come on. Let's go see my father. You can leave your minivan here and ride with me."

The AC blasted cold air across the truck's cab. I kept one hand on the wheel, the other wrapped around Becca's shoulders as she leaned into me. Her warmth pressed against my side felt right, comfortable. Natural.

Yesterday I'd driven this same stretch of road with Lily tucked under my arm, her hand working my cock as I looked for a secluded spot where I could fuck her.

Before that, Jess had ridden beside me on the way back from the bowling alley. The memory of her confession still sat heavy in my heart.

That kid she hurt.

My attraction to the beautiful Latina warred with the knowledge of what she'd done. I didn't know how to reconcile those two truths, not yet at least.

"So."

Becca's voice pulled me back to the present. There was something playful in her tone.

"Who'd you have sex with in this truck?" she asked.

"What?"

I glanced at her, genuinely confused.

She reached down into the passenger footwell. When her hand came back up, bright fabric dangled from her fingers.

Panties. Pink with little cartoon cats printed all over them.

"These were tucked in the corner by the door."

Becca held them up to the light streaming through the windshield.

"And the truck still smells like sex."

I kept my eyes on the road, watching the white line tick past, trying not to grin.

"Cute panties," Becca said. "Pretty easy to guess which cat girl was wearing these."

"I don't kiss and tell."

"Mm-hm."

Becca folded the panties and set them on the dashboard.

"You know I don't like to share, Ashe."

Her tone stayed light, almost teasing, but steel ran underneath it.

I pulled her closer against my side, feeling the tension in her shoulders.

"So you've told me," I said.

"Yes, I have."

I turned onto my street. My house lay just ahead.

"We need to talk, but not right now," Becca continued. "Right now I need to apologize to your father for what my sister did."

She turned her face up toward mine, blue eyes serious despite the smile playing at her lips.

"But soon, Ashe. We're going to talk about this very soon."

I was about to reply when the words died on my lips.

"What the fuck?" I murmured.

I hit the brakes hard, tires squealing as I swung into the driveway.

Dorothy Jones lay sprawled on the grass, her small frame looking even tinier against the green lawn.

Pop stood over her, leaning heavily on his cane, his face tight with worry. When he spotted my truck, relief flooded his features.

"What's wrong?" I called out, already moving.

Becca matched my pace, her nurse instincts kicking in before her feet hit the ground.

"I'm fine, I'm fine." Dorothy waved a hand dismissively from her position on the lawn. "Just needed to rest a moment."

"We were doing some gardening," Pop said, gesturing toward the flower beds along the fence. "She got woozy and just lay down. I tried to help her up but--"

He tapped his cane against the ground, frustration clear in the gesture.

"How long has it been since you got woozy, Mrs. Jones?" Becca asked.

"Oh, perhaps five minutes. It's nothing serious."

"My phone's in the house," Pop said to me. "Was about to get it to call you."

"Completely unnecessary," Dorothy protested. "Just tired, that's all."

Becca dropped to her knees beside Dorothy, fingers already finding the older woman's wrist.

"Let me check you over, Mrs. Jones."

She pressed her palm to Dorothy's forehead, frowning slightly as she counted the pulse.

"Heat exhaustion, most likely," Becca said after a moment. "Working outside in this weather. Your pulse is elevated and you're flushed."

"I'll drive you to the hospital," I said.

"Absolutely not." Dorothy's voice sharpened. "I'm perfectly fine. Just overdid it a bit."

I looked at Becca. She studied Dorothy's face, professional assessment clear in her expression.

"Are you sure you don't want to go to the hospital, Mrs. Jones?"

"Positive. I just need a moment."

Becca glanced up at me, weighing options.

"I think she'll be okay with some tending to," she said finally. "First thing is getting her inside where it's cool."

I bent down, sliding one arm around Dorothy's shoulders and the other under her knees.

"Up we go."

She weighed almost nothing. Her hand clutched at my shirt as I lifted her, and she leaned heavily against my chest.

Each step up the porch was careful, measured. Becca went ahead of us and held the screen door open. Pop followed, his jaw set tight as he slowly climbed the steps.

The AC hit us like a soothing wave as we crossed the threshold. I carried Dorothy to the sofa positioned directly in front of the window unit. Becca positioned some throw pillows, and I lowered Dorothy gently into a semi-reclined position.

"Okay." Becca moved into the kitchen. "Water first. She needs to rehydrate slowly."

She filled a glass and brought it over, kneeling beside the sofa.

"We need to cool her down gradually. Small sips, Mrs. Jones, not big gulps. We'll need some cool, damp cloths for her neck and forehead. Ashe, elevate her feet a bit."

I grabbed a throw pillow from the couch and tucked it under Dorothy's legs.

"I'm going to loosen your top a bit," Becca continued. "And we keep you in the AC, resting, for at least the next hour. Okay, Mrs. Jones? We'll watch for nausea, confusion, or if your condition worsens at all."

Becca looked up at me, serious.

"If she doesn't start feeling better quickly, we take her to the hospital whether she likes it or not."

"Agreed," I said. "No arguing, Mrs. Jones."

"Fine." Dorothy sipped the water, color already returning to her cheeks now that she was out of the heat. "Though I maintain this is all unnecessary fuss."

"Humor us," Pop said from the doorway, his knuckles white where they gripped the cane.

I headed to the bathroom, running a few washcloths under cool water. When I returned, Becca was checking Dot's pulse again while Pop hovered nearby.

"Here's some wet washcloths."

I handed the cloths to Becca. She draped one across Dot's neck, then took the second one I offered and pressed it gently to her forehead.

"How's that feel?"

"Lovely," Dorothy admitted. "Perhaps I was a touch overheated after all."

"Keep drinking that water. Small sips, Mrs. Jones. I can see the color coming back to your cheeks already. Ashe, could you slice some fruit?"

I went to the fridge and cut up some watermelon wedges. Dorothy took her slice and daintily nibbled at the tip.

"Lovely," she murmured.

Becca was right, the color was coming back to Dorothy's cheeks. Pop and I sat nearby eating watermelon slices as Becca tended to Dorothy.

After half an hour, Dorothy was sitting up and looking much more refreshed.

"Take it slow, Mrs. Jones," Becca said. "There's no hurry."

"Listen to Becca," Pop said. "She's a nurse."

"I feel much better," Dorothy insisted. "I want to sit up, but I will stay here on the sofa."

"Good," Pop nodded.

"But while I recuperate in here, those hydrangeas aren't going to trim themselves. We can't leave the poor things half sheared, Mr. Brownley. They've already flowered so we have to set next year's buds."

"I'll finish the trimming," Becca said quickly. "Perhaps you could come and show me what to do, Tom?"

"Oh? Yes. Yes, of course."

"I'll sit with Mrs. Jones," I said, knowing that Becca wanted some time alone with Pop to apologize for her sister.

Becca helped my father to his feet and the two made their way outside. I sat in the armchair beside the sofa and handed Dorothy another slice of watermelon.

"Be a dear and let Lily know that I'm here," Dorothy said. "She should be coming home from work soon."

I texted Lily a brief message, letting her know the situation.

My phone buzzed almost immediately. Lily's face filled the screen, worry etched across her features.

"Ashe? What happened? Is Grandma Dot okay?"

"She's fine," I said quickly, angling the camera so Lily could see Dorothy reclining on the sofa. "Got a little overheated doing yard work with Pop. Becca's here, she took care of everything."

Relief flooded Lily's expression.

"Oh thank God. I'm on my bicycle. Just a few blocks away, almost home."

"Okay, ride carefully. See you soon."

I ended the call and set the phone aside. Dorothy watched me with grateful eyes.

"Thank you for being so quick to help, Asher. Lily is so very fond of you."

I nodded as yesterday flooded back into my mind. Lily's face when I'd finally said those three words she'd been waiting to hear.

"I care very much for her," I said.

"She talks about you constantly." Dorothy smiled. "It's wonderful seeing her so lively and enthusiastic. Lily went through some difficult times and had withdrawn into herself, but you've brought her out of her shell."

"She's helped me too," I said.

Dorothy studied my face for a long moment.

"Did Lily tell you about that nasty business when she was at college?"

I chose my words carefully, not wanting to step on Lily's trust in me.

"She's talked to me about her struggles."

Dorothy nodded, seeming satisfied with that answer.

"You're good for her, Asher."

"We're good for each other."

We heard laughter from outside, my father chuckling at something Becca had said. Dorothy raised an eyebrow at me.

"Becca is a lovely girl. Excellent student. Very studious. I'm not surprised she is such a capable nurse. Her sister was more... volatile."

"You always were a good judge of character, Mrs. Jones."

"Becca has a history with you. And she's closer to your age. It's obvious you care about each other."

"We do," I said quietly.

"Do you and Becca have an understanding?"

Dorothy regarded me with those clear eyes of hers. Despite her age, she was still sharp as a tack. Still as perceptive as she was when I was in high school.

"I'm not sure what I have with Becca," I said. "I don't hide anything from her, just like I'm open about everything with Lily. I'm on solid ground with Lily. Your granddaughter is an extraordinary young woman, Mrs. Jones."

"She is. But Becca?"

I took a deep breath. Dorothy watched me, waiting for my response.

"Becca is asking me to make a choice," I said. "A difficult choice."

I closed my mouth, not wanting to say more. It didn't seem to matter. Dorothy looked like she understood the situation completely.

"You'll make the right choice, Asher Brownley. Of that, I am sure."

"I'll try my best," I assured her.

Footsteps thudded on the porch. The screen door banged open and Lily burst through, her face flushed from pedaling hard in the heat. Her eyes found Dorothy immediately.

"Grandma Dot!"

She dropped to her knees beside the sofa, hands hovering over Dorothy as if afraid to touch her.

"How are you feeling?" Lily asked. "Are you okay?"

"I'm perfectly fine, dear." Dorothy patted Lily's hand. "Just spent too much time in the sun pruning a hydrangea. I'm fortunate to have such good neighbors. Asher brought me into the house right away."

Lily turned, her green eyes finding mine. She threw her arms around me, squeezing tight.

"Thank you," she whispered against my chest. "Thank you for helping her."

I held her gently, aware of the eyes watching us from the doorway. Becca and Pop stood there, having come back inside. Becca's expression stayed carefully neutral.

"All I did was carry her to the sofa," I said. "It was Becca who took care of your grandmother. She told Pop and me what to do."

Lily went still in my arms. She pulled back slowly, following my gaze to where Becca stood by the door.

The two women regarded each other, the air between them thick with unspoken words. Both knew. Both understood what the other meant to me.

I kept quiet, letting them navigate this moment themselves.

Lily moved toward Becca, her steps measured. When she spoke, her voice came out soft but clear.

"Thank you for taking care of my grandmother."

"I was only doing what a nurse is trained to do," Becca said.

Lily reached out. Becca accepted the embrace, and they hugged with the stiffness of strangers forced together by circumstance. When they separated, Lily turned back to me.

"Thank you again."

Both women looked at me now, waiting. The silence stretched.

"Did you finish trimming the hydrangea?" I asked, grasping for anything to cut the tension.

"Got the last little bit done," Pop said from his spot by the door.

Becca moved closer to the sofa, her professional demeanor sliding back into place.

"How are you feeling now, Mrs. Jones?"

"Fully recovered," Dorothy said firmly. "Ready to get up and go home."

"Maybe in another hour or so. Okay, Mrs. Jones? Rest here a little longer." Becca patted Dorothy's shoulder. "Tom and Lily can monitor you in case you feel sick again, but I think you'll be fine."

"Thank you, dear. You're very capable."

Becca looked at me.

"Can you take me back to Chasten Cove, Ashe? I need to get my minivan and head home."

"Of course."

I led her toward the door, pausing at the threshold to glance back.

Dorothy reclined on the sofa, comfortable now. Pop stood beside her, leaning on his cane. He looked at me with something like pride in his eyes. Dorothy's expression held gratitude.

But as Lily watched me leave with Becca, anxiety was clear on her face.

I smiled at her, trying to offer reassurance, then closed the door behind me.

Forty-five minutes later, I was in Becca's bed, her hot breath washing over my face, her body clinging to mine as I fucked her.

"Cum inside me," she urged. "Cum inside me, Asher. Please."

Her words drove me over the edge. With a breathless grunt, I exploded inside her slick pussy, flooding it with my hot load.

Becca stroked the back of my neck, her tits pillowed against my chest as she moaned with pleasure, begging me to fill her.

Drained, I rested on top of the blonde beauty, my forehead pressed to hers, our eyes locked as we kissed.

With a last sigh of pleasure, I rolled off Becca and lay in the cool sheets around us, the sweat cooling on my skin, my cock still slick with cum and Becca's juices.

Becca snuggled against my side, her leg draped over mine, one hand drawing lazy circles on my chest.

"I love the way you make love to me," she whispered. "How you get me so wet. How you make me cum."

I kissed her sweaty forehead.

"We make a good pair."

"We do."

Her fingers paused their wandering, pressing flat against my sternum.

"We belong together, Ashe. Without anyone getting between us."

The words hung between us, weighted with meaning I couldn't ignore.

"Does that include your sister?"

Becca lifted her head, blue eyes fierce.

"I will not let Ellen or any other woman separate me from you again."

She shifted closer, her breast warm against my ribs.

"I love you, Ashe. I want a future with you. But it's up to you if that will happen."

"What do you mean?"

Becca's gaze dropped to where her hand rested on my chest.

"Lily is a lovely girl. I see why you're drawn to her." She took a breath. "But she's just twenty and you're forty. Can you really envision a future with her despite such a huge age gap?"

The question landed like a stone in my gut. I thought of Lily's laughter, her enthusiasm, the way she looked at me when I called her my Kitten.

"I care for Lily," I said firmly. "And yes, I can imagine a future with her. Lily has been one of the most beautiful things in my life since I returned to Port Chasten."

"And what have I meant to you?"

The vulnerability in her voice cut through me. I turned to face her fully, cupping her cheek.

"You're the most beautiful woman I've ever been with. Inside and out."

I stroked her hair back from her face.

"That day when you video called me about Pop, that was the start of me leaving my old life and starting something new. Something better."

Her eyes searched mine, desperate for more.

"Did I lose you?" she asked. "When I let Ellen persuade me not to see you? That gap... did Lily fill the space I left behind?"

"You never lost me, Becca."

"Then do you love me? Like I love you?"

I paused, searching inside myself for the truth. The silence stretched between us, filled only by the whir of her bedroom fan.

"Yes," I said finally. "I do love you, Becca."

Relief flooded her features, then something harder settled there.

"What would you do if I asked you to choose between me and Lily?"

It was the question I'd been dreading. I took a slow breath.

"I've determined not to have regrets in my life anymore."

I held Becca's gaze, opening myself up to her.

"Abandoning Lily for you would be a huge regret for me," I said. "I won't do it. I can't."

Becca went still. She turned away, staring at the ceiling fan spinning slowly overhead. The blades cut through the air in rhythmic circles, casting shifting shadows across the bed.

"What are you thinking?" I asked.

She shook her head, still not looking at me.

"I don't want regrets either." Her voice came out small, strained. "But I also don't think I can share you with another woman. Even one as sweet as Lily."

I pulled her closer. She came willingly, tucking her face against my neck. Her breath warmed my skin. Neither of us spoke, lost in our own thoughts.

The fan whirred above us. Outside, a car drove past. Somewhere down the street, a dog barked.

Becca's fingers found mine, lacing them together against my chest. Her grip tightened, then loosened, then tightened again.

I held her, staring at the ceiling, both of us wrestling with our doubts, neither of us knowing what came next.


Chapter 12



I lay beside Maura, the air conditioner washing cool air over our sweaty bodies. Outside, the midday sun beat down on Aberdeen, but in here the room felt like a cool oasis.

Maura stretched, her body sliding against the cheap motel sheets.

"Thanks for another satisfying fuck," she said, turning her head toward me. "Your dick is as good as I remember."

"I enjoyed it too."

She propped herself up on one elbow, studying my face.

"Why'd you come see me, Ashe? Out of the blue like this?"

"Missed your pussy," I grinned.

"I know my pussy is good." She poked my chest. "But that's not why you drove all the way down here."

I sighed, staring at the water-stained ceiling tiles.

"A lot has changed in my life this summer." The words came slow, pulled from somewhere deep. "Leaving Francine. Going back to Port Chasten."

Maura waited, her brown eyes patient.

"But the real change, the start of my new life, began here." I gestured at the room around us. "In this motel room. With you."

"With me?"

"You made me feel like a man again," I answered. "A feeling I hadn't known I'd lost many years ago."

Maura traced a finger along my collarbone.

"You re-energized my life too, you know." She settled back against the pillow. "Stuck in this depressing town most famous for a suicidal musician. Stuck waiting tables, seeing the same faces every day."

She rolled onto her side, facing me fully. Her full breasts quivered, soft and pale in the dim light.

"Then you came. You blew into my life like a breath of fresh air. Reminded me there was a life outside Aberdeen. A life I could have for myself one day."

I reached over, threading my fingers through hers.

"I guess we were good for each other. Found each other at just the right moment."

"That what you call serendipity?"

"Serendipity," I agreed.

We lay there in comfortable silence, the air conditioner humming its steady rhythm. Through the thin walls, a TV murmured in the next room. Traffic moved past on the road outside.

Maura squeezed my hand.

"So what brings you back now? Besides my good pussy."

I laughed, the sound coming easier than I expected.

"Maybe I needed to remember where it all started. Before I figure out where I'm going next."

"Where are you going?"

"My old life in Newport is over. My marriage is over. I'm making a new life in Port Chasten, spending time with my father. And making new relationships with people I care about."

"Are these people female?" Maura asked with a smile.

"Yeah."

"I see. So it's those kinds of relationships. With multiple women?"

I shrugged.

"You don't have to be shy with me, Ashe. I'm not trying to be your girlfriend... even though my pussy is currently filled with your cum."

We both chuckled, comfortable with each other even though we barely knew each other.

"Spill," she said, nudging me with her elbow.

I took a deep breath, gathering my thoughts.

"There's Lily. She's the most charming and playful girl I've ever known. So much artistic talent. We have this connection that feels amazing, despite our age gap. It's like we both--"

"How big is the age gap?" Maura interrupted.

I hesitated.

"Twenty years."

Maura's eyes widened. She sat up straighter against the headboard.

"Twenty years? Jesus, Ashe."

"I know how it sounds."

"It sounds crazy. Damn. I hope this girl knows what she's doing."

"Lily's naive in some ways," I admitted. "But she's mature and thoughtful in the ways that matter. She's been through things that forced her to grow up fast."

Maura studied my face.

"Do you love her?"

"I do."

She absorbed this, then nodded slowly.

"Okay. Go on."

"Then there's Becca. She's a nurse at the county hospital. Smart, beautiful, kind. We have this history because I dated her sister Ellen back in high school. Becca had a crush on me when she was twelve."

"That sounds like a low-budget streaming movie plot," Maura laughed.

"It does, yeah," I grinned. "But Becca's real. What we have is real. She wants me to choose between her and Lily, though. I refused. Now I don't know where I stand with her."

Maura sighed, shaking her head.

"You've gotten yourself into a tough situation."

"I know. And then there's Jessamin..."

"Another woman?" Maura exclaimed.

"Jess is my father's physical therapist. One of the most impressive women I've met. Smart, talented, driven. She's overcome so much."

"But?"

"But she did something terrible in her past. Something I don't know if I can move beyond."

Silence settled over the room. The air conditioner cycled off, leaving only the distant traffic noise.

Finally, Maura shifted.

"You've got a lot to think about." She swung her legs off the bed. "But I have to get back to work."

"Yeah. I know."

I watched as she stood and retrieved her waitress uniform from the chair. The polyester dress slid over her curves. She smoothed it down, checked her reflection in the mirror above the dresser.

When she finished dressing, Maura came back to the bed. She took my hand, her fingers warm and soft.

"I don't have any advice for you about Lily or Becca." She paused. "But Jess sounds like a good person who made a mistake."

I started to speak, but she squeezed my hand.

"I made a terrible mistake getting pregnant by a no-good loser. Biggest mistake of my life. But from that mistake came my son, who is the greatest joy in my life and my reason for living."

Her brown eyes held mine.

"We all make mistakes, Ashe. The past can never be changed. What matters is how we overcome those mistakes and rebuild afterward."

She leaned down and kissed me softly.

"Remember that."

Maura walked to the motel room door and paused with her hand on the knob. She turned back, smiling at me lying in the rumpled sheets.

"By the way, I sold the watch."

"You did?"

"Got twenty-five thousand for it. Used the money to buy high-tech foot braces from Germany for my son."

Her smile widened.

"He's walking much more easily now. Feeling more confident and independent. We never could have afforded them without you."

"I'm glad to hear your son is doing well. Truly."

"You're a good man, Ashe. Remember that. And... I hope to see you again."

"I can't wait to visit Aberdeen again and have some cherry pie in the diner."

Maura blew me a kiss and slipped out the door.

I lay back against the pillows, staring at the ceiling, her words echoing in my head.

We all make mistakes, Ashe. The past can never be changed. What matters is how we overcome those mistakes and rebuild afterward.
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I lay on my back in the grass at Hidden Falls, staring up at the sky. The gentle rush of water filled my ears, a constant whisper that made everything else fade away. A few clouds drifted overhead, white against the blue. The breeze carried a coolness I hadn't felt in months.

The heat wave had finally broken.

Autumn was coming.

This summer had felt endless, stretched out like that taffy at the County Fair, each day bleeding into the next under that relentless sun.

Hard to believe only a few months had passed since I first pulled into my childhood home, waiting for Pop to come back from the hospital.

Since then I'd gotten together with Lily. With Becca. Even reconnected with Yvette at that convention.

But Jessamin filled my mind now. Her and her past.

The sound of footsteps on rock pulled me from my thoughts. I sat up, turning toward the edge of the clearing.

Jess climbed over the lip of stone, her hiking boots finding purchase on the worn path. She wore her usual yoga pants and tank top, the tight fabric clinging to her curvy figure, a sports bra barely containing her huge breasts. A backpack hung from her shoulders. Sweat darkened her hairline and the hollow of her throat. Her chest rose and fell hard from the strenuous climb.

Our eyes met across the clearing.

Neither of us spoke.

Jess crossed the grass and lowered herself beside me, close enough that I could smell her sweat and the faint coconut scent of her sunscreen. She pulled her knees up, wrapped her arms around them, and stared out at the waterfall.

We sat like that, suspended in the moment. Her breathing gradually slowed, evening out as her body recovered from the hike. The waterfall continued its steady rush. Somewhere in the trees, a bird called out once, twice, then fell silent.

I studied her profile. The clean line of her jaw. The way her hair fell across her scar, hiding it from view the way she always did. The rise and fall of her chest beneath the sports bra.

She turned her head, catching me looking.

"I wasn't sure you'd come," I said quietly.

"You shouldn't have doubted," she said. "I've been waiting to hear from you ever since you left me. You made me wait a long time, Ashe. It hurt."

I nodded, accepting this. Jess turned back to the waterfall, and I did the same. We sat together in the shade, listening to the water, saying nothing at all.

"Making me do the climb by myself? Was that some sort of a test?"

"No," I said. "I was up here alone, thinking about you. So I sent you a message."

"And I dropped all my clients for the day and rushed up here." Jess shook her head. "That must make me seem pretty pathetic."

"No, not pathetic." I took her hand, squeezing it in mine. "That's one word I'd never use for you, Jess."

Jess smiled, comforted by my words. She placed my hand on her breast, pressing against her firm flesh. She leaned in to kiss me... but I pulled away, taking my hand from her chest.

Jess looked at me, the hurt in her eyes making my heart ache. I wanted to kiss her and hold her, just as much as she wanted me to.

But I had to know something first.

"Tell me about the crash," I told her.

Her face tightened into a frown, but she held my gaze.

"What do you want to know?"

"Everything. There's something you're not telling me. Something important. I want to know the full story."

Jess bit her lip, her eyes narrowing. I waited, curious to see how she answered me, hoping she would be as honest and open as she had always been.

"Okay," she said firmly. "The full story."

Ashe pulled her legs in tighter to her chest and hugged them, resting her chin on her knees. She turned her gaze to the waterfall.

Jess stared at the rushing water, her voice distant as she began.

"I was twenty-five. Still in my probationary period at the best sports rehab center in Seattle."

Pride crept into her tone despite everything.

"We worked with former NFL players, college athletes. I even got to help an Olympic silver medalist in Judo recover from a torn ACL."

She shifted, her shoulder brushing mine.

"Everyone loved me there. They kept saying my future was so bright. Instead of making me wait the full six months, they offered me a permanent position at their new Tacoma facility."

The waterfall rushed and tumbled, filling the silence between her words.

"I was thrilled. All my hard work finally paying off. So I celebrated with the one man I thought cared for me most in the world. My boyfriend, Alfie."

Her fingers dug into her knees.

"We'd been inseparable since we first met when I moved here to study at the University of Gorst. We even talked about getting married." She paused. "Alfie was so much fun. But he liked to drink when he partied."

I listened, watching her profile as she spoke.

"To celebrate my job offer, we went dancing at the hottest club in Seattle. Usually I didn't drink. I was always the designated driver."

Her voice dropped lower.

"But that night, Alfie kept pushing drinks on me. Telling me to have fun, to celebrate. I figured it was a special occasion. One drink wouldn't hurt."

A bitter laugh escaped her. She closed her eyes.

"One drink turned into another. And another. I lost count. Just drinking and dancing with total abandon, feeling like nothing could touch me."

Her breathing quickened as she opened her eyes again, staring off into the distance.

"When it came time to go home, I wanted to get an Uber. But Alfie insisted on driving us. Said we'd be fine."

Jess swallowed hard. She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.

"I made the biggest mistake of my life by getting into that car. And then... the crash. Blinding headlights suddenly filling the windshield. The crunch of metal as the car spun. The warm wet rush of blood down my face."

She touched her scar through her hair.

"Wait," I interrupted. "You weren't driving? You were in the passenger seat?"

Jess turned to look at me, tears welling in her brown eyes.

"I was. Until Alfie unbuckled my seatbelt and begged me to get into the driver's seat. He said his prior record would get him sent back to jail. That he couldn't stand that."

Her voice cracked as she wiped her eyes.

"I had no record and would get no punishment, he promised. I was still groggy and confused from the crash, blood running down my face. But I did what I thought was best for the man I loved. I got into the driver's seat."

She wiped at her eyes roughly. The waterfall seemed louder now, drowning out everything else. I reached for her hand, but she pulled away, wrapping her arms tighter around her knees.

"Jess," I said gently. "What happened next?"

She was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke again, her voice was flat, emotionless.

"I took the blame for hurting that man and his grandson. Didn't fight the charges, even when I learned I'd be going to jail for three months."

She laughed, but there was no humor in it.

"Alfie stood with me the whole time. So grateful for my sacrifice. Told me how much he loved me. How he'd support me forever."

I already knew the answer, but I asked anyway.

"Where is he now?"

Jess turned to face me fully, and the look in her eyes made my chest tighten.

"Alfie drove me to the jail so I could start my sentence." She smiled a sad smile. "That was the last time I saw him. Last I heard, he was working in Mexico. Something with tourists."

She looked back at the waterfall, her jaw set.

"So there you have it, Ashe. My story about the biggest mistake of my life. The reason I lost my career, my reputation, everything I'd worked for. I'm still paying restitution to the family. That's only fair. One hundred and twenty thousand dollars left to go. I'll probably be paying them off for the rest of my working life. All for a pendejo who left me the second I was behind bars. Like I said, you must think I'm pathetic."

I didn't say anything at first. Just listened to the waterfall and tried to breathe past the knot in my throat.

"I should hate you," I finally said. "You know that, right? My mother was killed by a drunk driver. For years, that was it for me, the line in the sand. No excuses."

Jess didn't look at me. I saw her shoulders stiffen.

"But you weren't the one driving," I said. "You took the fall for someone who ran. You paid the price for his failure. But you never once made excuses. You did the time and you're paying restitution. You're doing all you can to make amends. Right?"

"I'm doing everything I can. I even wrote them an apology letter. They never responded, but I know they read it. That gives me some comfort. Que Dios me perdone."

"You can't change the past. But you can make damn sure it doesn't steal your future. That's a lesson I learned since coming back to Port Chasten."

I reached out and put my hand over hers.

"I used to think anyone who drove drunk was unforgivable," I said. "My mom's gone because of that. But hearing you now... I don't see a monster, Jess. I see someone who is facing what she's done. You're trying to put your life back together, despite the scars you carry. That's not pathetic, Jess. It's goddamn admirable."

I traced my finger along the faint line that ran down her scalp. Jess didn't pull away or try to hide her scar. Instead, she pulled my hand to her lips and kissed my fingers.

"I'm trying, Ashe. It's been so hard but... Dios mío, I'm doing my best."

"I know. I've seen it. That's all anyone can do."

We kissed then, slow and deep. Both of us kept our eyes open, taking in the other's gaze.

"So... what?" Jess asked with a teasing smile. "Does this mean I can be your girlfriend?"

"Depends."

"On what?"

"Do you mind sharing?" I asked.

"Depends on who."

"Lily."

"I figured. Ella está perdiendo la cabeza por ti. That girl is crazy for you. But let me ask you a question."

"Go ahead."

"If I share you with Lily, will you share Lily with me?"

I threw back my head and laughed.

"That's up to Lily," I said, shaking my head. "But I know she's very open-minded."

"Good," Jess smiled, putting her hand on my thigh. "Because I love cunt almost as much as I love cock."

"So you've told me. Right now, all I've got to offer is cock. Will that do?"

"Let's find out, papi."

"Hell, yeah."

I cupped Jess's cheek, feeling the softness of her skin against my palm. She leaned into my touch, her eyes never leaving mine. I slid my thumb across her lips, feeling their fullness, loving their softness.

Jess's hands went to the hem of my shirt, tugging it up. I raised my arms, letting her pull it off. She tossed it aside, her eyes roaming over my chest.

"Mira eso, so sexy, papi," she murmured, her fingers tracing the lines of my muscles.

I reached for her tank top, peeling it off her sweaty body. Her huge tits bounced, barely contained in a pink sports bra. I cupped them, squeezing gently, feeling their weight.

"I can't get enough of your tits, Jess," I said, shaking my head. "They're fucking perfect."

Jess grinned, pulling off her bra and tossing it aside, her massive breasts swaying.

I couldn't resist any longer. I leaned down, taking one nipple into my mouth, swirling my tongue around it. Jess gasped, her back arching.

"Sí, papi, suck my tits," she moaned. "You always make my cunt get so wet."

I moved to the other nipple, giving it the same attention. Jess's fingers dug into my hair, holding me against her. I could feel her heart racing, her breath coming faster.

I pulled back, grinning up at her.

"You like that, baby?"

"Me encanta, I love it," she panted. "Don't stop, papi."

I chuckled, kissing my way down her stomach. I hooked my fingers into the waistband of her yoga pants, pulling them down. Her panties came off with them, leaving her naked. I could smell her arousal, see the wetness glistening on her pussy lips, ready to get fucked.

But first, I wanted to feel her mouth on me.

I stood up, stripping off my pants and boxers. My cock sprang free, hard and ready. Jess's eyes narrowed, a hungry look on her face.

"Look at that fat cock," she murmured. "I want to suck it. Okay?"

"Yes. Suck my cock, Jess."

She got on her knees, her hands wrapping around my shaft. I groaned as she took me into her mouth, her lips stretching wide. She bobbed her head, taking me deeper with each pass.

I tangled my fingers in her thick black hair, guiding her movements. She looked up at me, her brown eyes meeting mine. She moaned around my cock, the vibration sending a jolt of pleasure through me.

She pulled back, her tongue tracing a path down my shaft. She sucked one ball into her mouth, then the other.

I groaned, my head falling back. She lifted my sack and licked my taint, her tongue muscular and warm.

"Fuck, Jess," I gasped. "That feels so fucking good."

She moaned, her mouth moving back to my cock. She took me deep, her head bobbing faster. I could feel the pressure building, my orgasm close.

But I didn't want to cum yet. I wanted to taste her first.

I pulled her off my cock, ignoring her protest. I dropped to my knees, pushing her onto her back. I spread her thighs wide, seeing her pussy glistening with wetness.

I dove in, my tongue licking a path up her slit. Jess cried out in Spanish, her hips bucking. I found her clit, sucking it into my mouth. Jess's fingers dug into my hair, holding me against her.

I slid a finger into her pussy, feeling her tightness. I curled it, finding that spot that made her gasp. I rubbed it, my tongue still working her clit.

"Sí, papi, just like that," she panted. "Make me cum. Make me cum on your face."

I grunted as I ate her out, my cock throbbing. I wanted to be inside her when she came. I wanted to feel her pussy squeezing my cock.

I pulled back, grinning up at her.

"Not yet, baby," I said. "I want to be inside you when you cum."

Jess pouted, but her eyes were shining with excitement.

I lay back, pulling her on top of me. She straddled my hips, her huge tits swaying. I could feel her wetness against my cock, her heat.

She reached down, wrapping her hand around my shaft. She guided me to her entrance, rubbing my head against her wetness. I groaned, my hips bucking.

Jess sank down, taking me inch by inch. She was so tight, so hot. I could feel her pussy stretching around me, taking all of me.

She began to ride me, her hips moving in a steady rhythm. Her tits bounced with each movement, her nipples hard. I reached up, cupping them, squeezing hard, kneading her tits.

Jess threw her head back, her long hair swaying. The sun caught the brown highlights, making them shine. Sweat glistened on her skin, her breath coming in fast pants.

I could feel my orgasm building, the pressure in my balls growing. Jess's pussy was squeezing me tight, her movements becoming more frantic.

"Voy a acabar, I'm going to cum, papi," she gasped. "Cum with me. Fill my pussy with your load."

I groaned, my hips bucking up to meet her. I could feel her pussy clenching around me, her orgasm hitting.

I let go, my cock pulsing as I filled her with my hot spurting cum, flooding her cunt until it squelched and overflowed.

Jess collapsed on top of me, her huge tits flattening against my chest. We were both sweaty, our breath coming in fast pants. I could feel her heart racing, matching mine.

I wrapped my arms around her, holding her close. We lay like that, our bodies entwined, the sun warming our skin. The waterfall rushing in the background, the sound soothing.

I kissed the top of her head, feeling a bone-deep contentment wash through me.

"That was amazing," Jess sighed against my neck.

"It was," I whispered. "You know what would make it even better?"

"What?"

"A swim beneath the waterfall."

"NOOO!" Jess screamed as I picked her off the ground and threw her over my shoulder.

Giggling and swatting at my ass, her tits bouncing with each step, I carried Jess to the edge of the water.

"In you go!"

I tossed Jess into the icy water. She came up spluttering and gasping from the cold.

"You fucking bastard!" she shrieked.

Laughing, I dived into the water, the cold shocking me like a slap in the face.

I stood and wrapped Jess in my arms, both of us laughing and shivering as we kissed beneath the splashing of the waterfall.


Chapter 13



"You fucking bastard!"

I didn't reply, my face reflecting the calmness inside me. Francine took in my gaze, her face red with anger.

The two of us were sitting on the porch of my house. It was late afternoon and the air was finally cooling after another hot day. A few high clouds passed overhead. Across the street, a spotted towhee sounded its rising squawk.

"Explain this shit," Francine demanded, waving a document folder at me.

"It's all in there," I shrugged. "The report is clear and thorough. As is my offer."

"You're offer is SHIT!" she shouted. "I won't stand for this treatment, Ashe. I gave you twenty years of my life. I won't be discarded like... like trash!"

You are trash, I thought.

But I held my silence. Instead, I studied my wife, taking in every aspect of her. The garish make-up that didn't quite conceal the wrinkles at the corner of her eyes, the double chin that was creeping up on her, the flab that jiggled on her upper arms as she waved her hands in frustration.

"Oregon is a no-fault divorce state," Francine sneered. "All this crap you sent me doesn't make a damned bit of difference. No-fault means no-fault. It doesn't matter that I was fucking Xavier for years behind your back. And totally enjoying it! He gave me what you couldn't, but that's utterly irrelevant. No-fucking-fault!"

"That's true," I admitted, my cold anger returning now. "It doesn't matter that you were a cheating whore during our marriage. What does matter is your whore. The one you paid all those years."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Xavier."

"What about him?"

"Francine," I sighed. "Don't play dumb. Not now. Not with me."

"I don't know What. You. Mean." she snarled.

I took a sip from my glass of kombucha, savoring the tangy fizz. The memory of Jess's quivering pussy as I ate her out made me smile. Francine saw my smile and grew even angrier, which made me smile even wider.

"The idea came to me the day you showed up here asking for a divorce," I explained. "You assumed I'd meekly submit to mediation. And you were right. I was ready to give in to you yet again, granting your wishes just to have some peace in my life."

"So what changed?"

"Xavier."

Francine's mouth twisted. Her eyes narrowed.

"What about him?"

"It was grotesque that you brought your lover to that meeting. As if to rub him in my face." I took another sip of kombucha, savoring her discomfort. "Instead, you opened my eyes to what was staring me right in the face."

"And what was that?"

"Xavier. He certainly is a handsome young man," I observed. "I can see why you like him."

Francine's expression shifted, uncertainty flickering across her features.

"But what caught my attention was the clothes he was wearing. All expensive name-brand stuff." I set down my glass. "And when I shook his hand, I saw the Placido watch. The exact same Placido watch you gave me twice."

Francine's face went pale. She licked her dry lips.

"That watch costs close to thirty thousand dollars," I continued. "His clothes were easily another couple grand. And those shoes? Stiglano shoes from Italy. I recognized them because the CEO of Bilkins Paper wears the same brand. A thousand dollars a pair, easily."

"So?"

"So how does a jobless SoundCloud rapper afford such nice things?"

"Xavier is a rising star," Francine shot back, her voice defensive. "He has lots of fans."

I laughed, the sound harsh in the quiet afternoon.

"I checked his numbers. A few thousand followers? Not very impressive." I leaned forward. "So how did Xavier afford those clothes and shoes and watch, Francine? Where did he get the money?"

The silence stretched between us. I waited for Francine to answer me, but she kept her mouth shut.

"I'm not surprised you're reluctant to reply," I said. "I would be too, if I'd done what you did."

Francine crossed her arms over her chest, her jaw set in a stubborn line.

"After seeing the kind of man Xavier was, I decided to make a phone call to one of the lawyers Bilkins Paper kept on retainer for me."

I watched her face carefully, trying to see if she was grasping where this was going.

"That was a corporate lawyer who wasn't suited for what I needed. But the lawyer referred me to another lawyer, a divorce lawyer who was exactly what I needed."

"So you got yourself a lawyer. Big deal."

"This lawyer then hired the best forensic accountant on the West Coast to do a little investigating. You know what the accountant found."

"I don't know shit."

"Spell it out for you?"

"Yes," Francine snapped. "Spell it out for me, Ashe. Tell me what your expensive lawyers and accountants think they found."

I picked up my glass again, taking my time with another sip.

"The accountant dug into our finances," I said. "All of them. Including the business expenses you claimed for that online candle shop."

"What? You had no right--"

"I had every right," I cut her off. "Legally and morally. We are married, Francine. Partners, at least financially."

Her breathing quickened as I continued.

"Know what he found? Receipts. Years of them. Rent payments for Xavier's apartment in Newport. Designer clothes purchased with our credit cards. Restaurant bills. Concert tickets. That goddamn Placido watch." I paused. "Even a car lease for a BMW."

"That's--"

"One hundred and ninety-seven thousand dollars," I said quietly. "Over three years. Money you spent on your boy toy while I worked seventy-hour weeks."

Francine stood abruptly, her chair scraping against the porch boards.

"So what? It was my money to do what I pleased with!"

"It was our money," I replied, my voice cold. "Money I earned. Money I provided while you sat at home making maybe five thousand bucks a year selling candles to your friends."

"Oregon is a no-fault state!" she shouted again. "None of this shit matters!"

"It does matter. And you know it. That's why you drove all the way out to Port Chasten. Because you know it matters. Now sit your ass down and we can continue this discussion like civilized adults."

Francine sank back into her chair, arms still crossed defensively. Her glare could've melted steel, but I'd grown immune to her hostility.

"You're right about one thing," I admitted. "Your infidelity doesn't matter in Oregon's no-fault divorce laws. The court doesn't care who you slept with or how many times."

"Exactly. So all this--"

"But what does matter is that you depleted community funds. Understand that term, community funds."

I set my glass down with deliberate care.

"See, in Oregon, even though it's no-fault, the court still has to divide marital assets fairly. And when one spouse wastes community property-- that's money or assets that belong to both of us-- on an extramarital affair, the court can reimburse the other spouse. It's called 'dissipation of marital assets.' You spent almost two hundred grand of our money on Xavier. The court will factor that into the settlement. I get reimbursed before anything else gets divided."

"That's bullshit."

"It's the law." I leaned back in my chair. "My lawyer was very clear about it."

"A couple hundred thousand is nothing," Francine shot back, her voice rising. "You're worth millions, Ashe. It's all relative. The court will see that."

"Maybe." I let the word hang between us. "But what certainly does matter is financial misconduct."

Her face tightened as she waited for me to explain.

"The accountant found something interesting when he dug into your candle business records," I said. "You used it to funnel money to Xavier, then wrote it off as business expenses. That was a stupid thing to do, Francine. Because the IRS treats that as willful misrepresentation."

"I don't know what you're talking about!"

"Then I'll explain. Willful misrepresentation means you knowingly filed false tax returns. You claimed fraudulent business deductions to reduce your tax burden while actually spending that money on your boyfriend."

I picked up the folder she'd thrown down earlier, flipping it open to a marked page.

"The penalties include repayment of all taxes owed plus interest, civil fraud penalties up to seventy-five percent of the unpaid tax, and possible criminal prosecution. That's up to three years in federal prison, Francine. Plus fines up to two hundred and fifty thousand dollars."

"You're lying."

"Read the report," I said, pushing the folder toward her. "It's all documented. Every fake receipt, every false deduction, every fraudulent claim. The accountant laid it out beautifully. He also suspects Xavier wasn't reporting this income on his tax returns, if he even filed them. That's more fraud, which is bad news since Mr. Xavier Martinez has a criminal record."

"So... what? You're reporting me to the IRS?" Francine asked incredulously.

"No, I'm divorcing you," I replied. "On my terms. You have my offer."

"Your offer is a bad joke!"

Francine threw the folder back at me. Papers scattered across the porch.

"The terms are simple," I said, ignoring her outburst. "You retain the marital home, your vehicle, and all personal property. That includes your jewelry, furniture, whatever you want from the house. In exchange, you waive all claims to spousal support or further property division. We each bear our own legal fees and tax consequences. We go our separate ways and never see each other again."

"You've lost your fucking mind."

"It's actually more than you deserve," I continued. "But I want this done quickly. Your lawyer will agree once she reads through everything."

"My lawyer will laugh at this garbage."

"Talk to her first. I think you'll be surprised."

"The house..." Francine's voice took on a desperate edge. "You know I can't afford the mortgage on my own."

"Sell it," I shrugged. "The real estate market is strong. You'll walk away with a nice chunk of equity."

"And then what?"

"That's your decision to make. Sell the Mercedes too, if you need to. Liquidate some of that jewelry collection. You'd have a decent amount of cash to start your new life."

I watched her process this, the consequences becoming clear in her mind.

"It wouldn't be the standard I've grown accustomed to," she said.

The entitlement in her voice almost made me laugh. This woman who'd spent years treating me with contempt, who'd stolen from our marriage to keep a boy toy in designer clothes, still expected me to maintain her lifestyle?

"You could get a job," I suggested gently.

"A job?"

"You were a very good waitress when I met you. I'm sure those skills are still there."

Francine's face went beet red, her hands clenching into fists.

"No! This is all bullshit and lies. Every word. I'll see you in court, Ashe. My lawyer will tear you apart."

"Talk to your lawyer." I stood, signaling the conversation was over. "She'll understand what's being offered here. And what happens if you refuse."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"It means your lawyer is smart enough to read between the lines."

I gathered the scattered papers, sliding them back into the folder.

"She'll see the documentation. She'll recognize the implications. And she'll advise you that this settlement is very generous, given the alternative."

"Alternative?"

"An IRS referral. Public court proceedings. Criminal prosecution for tax fraud."

I handed her the folder.

"Your choice, Francine. Sign the papers and walk away with something. Or roll the dice in court and see what happens when federal prosecutors get involved."

Francine gritted her teeth, fighting back whatever furious reply she had at the tip of her tongue. I watched with fascination as she closed her eyes and took several deep, steadying breaths.

When she opened her eyes again, Francine had put on an entirely new face.

"Asher, can't we be reasonable?" she asked in a low voice. "There's no need for all this ugliness, is there?"

I blinked in disbelief as Francine came to me with a sultry smile on her face, her hand reaching out to rest lightly on my forearm.

"I can see you're not happy with me," she said. "I don't blame you. I've been a bitch, I admit it! But sometimes we hurt those we are most close to. We've hurt each other, truthfully. But we also had some great times. And our connection was always powerful... especially in bed."

"You always were an excellent fuck," I said cautiously, curious about where this was going. "Until you weren't."

"Sex always smoothed over the rough patches," Francine purred, her hand now stroking my shoulder. "I used to make you cum so hard that your eyes rolled back in your head. Remember?"

"I remember."

"I can do that again," she said. "Right here, right now. Take me inside this house and I'll fuck you like I used to, Asher. We're still married so it's okay. I'll even let you fuck my ass, like you were always asking to. You can cum inside my ass or my pussy or down my throat. Wherever you want, darling. And after I've drained those balls of yours, we can talk about our divorce like reasonable people. What do you say?"

I didn't reply, words lost to me. Instead, I just stared at my wife, the woman I'd given two decades of my life to, in complete disgust.

The woman I'd fallen madly in love with all those years ago was nowhere to be seen. Instead, there was just this middle-aged woman with too much makeup and too little dignity, desperately trying to salvage her financial future by selling her cunt to her own husband.

Francine saw the look in my eyes and recoiled. She stepped back, grimacing.

"Ashe..." she whispered.

A hundred replies suddenly filled my mind. Before I could say anything, a car pulled into the driveway.

Francine and I both turned to see Jess and Lily climbing out of Jess's Honda. I waved at them, my heart lifting at the sight of my girls together.

"We got the last sugar watermelons from Sunny Acres Farm!" Lily said as she climbed the porch. "Two of them!"

"That's terrific," I grinned.

Lily threw her arms around me and planted a hard kiss on my lips.

"Muahh!" she laughed.

Jess hugged me next, kissing me just as hard as she slipped her tongue into my mouth while patting my ass.

"And a strawberry champagne cake made special by Irma," Jess told me. "Plus some treats we can share later tonight."

"We?" I asked.

"Me, you, and Lily."

"We're already great friends!" Lily giggled. "And friends share everything!"

The look in their eyes made my cock twitch in my pants. Jess's voice saying I love cunt almost as much as I love cock echoed through my mind.

"Hi! Who are you?"

Lily's perky voice pulled me from my lewd thoughts. Francine stood to the side of the porch, watching the three of us with a pained expression.

Francine introduced me to her lover. It's only polite that I return the courtesy.

"Lily, Jess, this is Francine. Francine is my wife."

I didn't bother to explain who Lily and Jess were. Francine knew.

The welcoming smile had vanished from Lily's face, replaced by a cool appraisal. Jess raised a skeptical eyebrow.

Francine took in their looks and gave a sharp nod.

"I see my husband has told you about me," she said.

"Just a little," Jess said.

"Francine was just heading home," I said.

Francine looked like she wanted to dispute that. I could see she wanted to continue our discussion about the divorce.

"Well, have a safe drive back to Newport," Lily said. "Best leave now before you hit traffic at the Hood Canal Bridge."

Francine hesitated, not wanting to leave yet. But there was no point in her staying. We'd said what needed to be said.

"Thanks for coming out to Port Chasten," I told Francine. "I'm glad we talked. Please think carefully about what we discussed. Consult your attorney. And when you're ready, we can conclude this matter."

"This matter," Francine said slowly. "You mean our marriage."

"We don't have a marriage, Francine. You made sure of that."

I took one final look at the woman I once loved. Then I turned away.

"Goodbye, Francine. Tell Xavier I said hello."

I listened to Francine's footsteps as she slowly left the porch and walked down the driveway. The familiar sound of her Mercedes starting brought back memories, but no nostalgia.

Hearing Francine drive away for the last time made me feel like a weight had been lifted from my shoulders.

"You okay?" Jess asked.

"Never been better," I said, meaning every word. "Especially now that my two favorite ladies are getting along so well."

I put my arms around both Lily and Jess, pulling them close. I kissed Lily, then Jess.

"Now you two," I grinned.

Lily and Jess smirked at each other. My cock throbbed as I watched them kiss, their tongues exploring each other's mouths. Jess cupped Lily's breast, her thumb stroking Lily's stiffening nipple.

"That's enough," I joked. "Save it for tonight."

"Yes, Master," Lily teased.

"Let's unpack those groceries," I said. "Pop and Mrs. Jones are waiting next door. I've got the meat ready to grill. Let's get this party started."
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I stood by the propane grill, spatula in hand, watching my father lean close to Lily as she shaped ground beef between her palms. The backyard glowed warmly under the fairy lights I had strung up earlier that afternoon. Insects circled the bulbs in lazy circles. Music drifted from the portable speaker Jess had brought, some indie folk song I didn't recognize but liked.

"The secret," Pop said, pressing his thumb into the patty Lily held, "is to put an ice cube right in the center. Keeps the meat juicy as it cooks."

"Really?" Lily's eyes went wide with genuine fascination. "That's so smart!"

"Old trick I learned in the Army." Pop grinned, his face crinkling. "Always getting deployed to some outpost whose name I couldn't even pronounce. You had to make your own entertainment."

Watching them together filled my chest with quiet satisfaction. Pop treated Lily with the same gentle patience he'd shown me as a kid. No judgment. No lectures about age differences or propriety. Just acceptance.

My gaze shifted to the patio table where Jess sat beside Dorothy, demonstrating arm stretches.

"Like this," Jess said, guiding Dorothy's wrist through a gentle rotation. "You'll feel it in your shoulder, but it shouldn't hurt."

"Oh my," Dorothy laughed. "I haven't moved like this in years."

At their feet, Wilson dozed peacefully while Sammy curled against his chocolate fur, the cat's purr audible even from where I stood. The unlikely friendship between dog and cat always made me smile.

This moment. These people. This is what I always needed, even if I didn't know it.

After Francine drove away, something inside me had shifted. The weight I'd carried for years, that constant pressure to please someone who'd never be satisfied, just lifted. Gone. I felt lighter than I had in decades.

But standing here now, surrounded by laughter and warmth and genuine affection, I felt something else entirely. Anchored. Rooted to this place, this home in Port Chasten that I'd left behind so long ago.

I felt complete... almost. There was still a piece missing.

As if in answer to my thoughts, my phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out, glanced at the screen, and felt my heart clench. The message was brief.

Can we talk? Please. I'm at the cove.

I stared at those words for a long moment, then slipped the phone back into my pocket.

"Hey," I called out. "I need to head out for a bit. Be back soon."

Lily looked up from her burger-making lesson, concern flickering across her face.

"Want me to come with you?"

Her eagerness made me smile despite the ache in my gut.

"Thanks, Lily, but this is something I need to handle myself."

Pop caught my eye, gave me a nod. Dorothy and Jess paused their stretching to wave. Wilson's tail thumped once against the grass.

I headed through the side gate to the front yard and climbed into my truck.

I drove through the familiar streets of Port Chasten as dusk settled over the town. The houses passed by one after another, lights flickering on in windows as families gathered for dinner. I recognized every turn, every mailbox, every crack in the asphalt.

These same streets where I'd played as a kid. Where Danny Kowalski and Marcus Chen and I would throw the football around until our arms ached. We'd run plays we'd invented ourselves, charging down the middle of Oak Street like it was our own personal field. The game only ended when the streetlights buzzed to life overhead, that universal signal that it was time to go home.

I'd watch my friends jog off toward their houses, toward mothers who'd have dinner waiting. Pot roast or meatloaf or spaghetti, the kind of meals that filled a kitchen with warmth and the promise of being cared for.

I'd envied them that. Coming home to my father, to the quiet house where we'd heat up whatever he'd managed to pick up from the grocery store deli, was never the same.

But Pop had been there. Always there.

He'd never missed a game, never forgot to pick me up from practice, never let me feel like I was missing out on anything important. He'd been both parents rolled into one, doing his best with what he had. For that, I'd always be grateful.

I pulled into the gravel parking area at Chasten Cove and spotted Becca's minivan immediately. The familiar sight of it made my chest tighten. I parked beside it and killed the engine.

The climb down to the shore was easier now than it had been as a kid. My legs knew the path by instinct, finding purchase on the rocks without conscious thought. The surf whispered against the shore, gentle and rhythmic.

Becca stood at the water's edge, her back to me. She faced the purpling sky, the horizon still blushed red with the last light of day. Her blonde hair lifted slightly in the breeze.

I crossed the rocks and stopped beside her. Neither of us spoke. We just stood there, watching the light fade and the waves roll in. The water lapped at the shore in a soft cadence.

"This is the most beautiful place in the world," Becca said finally.

Her voice was quiet, almost lost beneath the sound of the surf.

"Ellen always preferred Seattle. The bright lights, the restaurants, the culture. But there's nowhere I'd rather be than right here."

I nodded, understanding completely.

"I used to dream about owning Chasten Cove," she continued. "Building a house right there on that point. Having all of this to myself."

"That sounds like a nice dream," I said. "My mother loved this place too."

"It was a nice dream. One I held onto for years."

She wrapped her arms around herself.

"Until I got older and realized it was impossible. I could never buy this cove. It was never for sale at any price. And even if I could... was it right? Keeping such a wonderful place all to myself when so many others love it too? Isn't that pure selfishness?"

The question hung between us. I waited, sensing she had more to say.

"What are you trying to tell me, Becca?"

She finally turned to face me. In the fading light, I could see her eyes glisten.

"I can't stand the idea of sharing you with anyone," she said, her words raw, honest. "I want you all to myself, Ashe. I always have. But I know that's impossible now. I accept that."

I stayed quiet, letting her work through it.

"So I have to decide." Becca's voice cracked slightly. "If I can't have all of you, should I choose to have none of you at all?"

"What did you decide?"

The waves washed softly over the rocks. A seabird called out somewhere in the gathering darkness.

"I've been standing here for hours," Becca whispered. "Struggling with it. Going back and forth."

"And?"

"I can't be without you."

The tears spilled over now, tracking down her face.

"I've wanted you for years, Ashe. Since I was twelve years old. I can't let you go now. I need you, even if I can't have all of you."

She took a shaky breath.

"Some of you is better than none... if you can give me that."

I pulled her close and kissed her. Her lips were salty with tears.

"When we're together," I said against her mouth, "in those moments, you'll always have me. All of me."

Becca nodded, her forehead pressed to mine.

"That's enough," she breathed. "That has to be enough."

We kissed again, slow and deep. I put my arm around her shoulders and held her close.

She laughed suddenly, the sound wavering but genuine.

"I'll still be awkward around Lily and Jess," she admitted. "Fair warning."

"Go at your own pace," I said. "No pressure."

We stood there, her body warm against mine, watching the last light drain from the sky. The breeze off the water was cool, hinting that summer was finally ending and a new season was about to begin.

"Come back to the house with me," I said. "We're having a party. You're more than welcome."

Becca smiled up at me.

"I'd love to... eventually. But for now..." She settled deeper into my embrace. "Just hold me."

We stood together at the edge of Chasten Cove. The breeze off the water was cool, cool enough to make Becca shiver.

"Fall is coming," Becca whispered.

I nodded. Becca was right.

Summer was finally ending and a new season was about to begin.


Epilogue



One Year Later

Yvette's tight asshole squeezed around my cock as she bounced on top of me, driving me deeper with each thrust. Her moans filled the small bedroom as she worked herself up and down, taking every inch of my dick.

"Fuck, Ashy," she gasped. "Your cock feels so good in my ass. You stretch me out so fucking good!"

I gripped her hips, helping her ride me harder. The pressure built as she clenched around my shaft, her asshole hot and tight.

"That's it," I groaned. "Take that fucking cock, take it all!"

She threw her head back, her short black hair damp with sweat as she impaled herself again and again, her stretched asshole squelching as I pounded her. The wet sounds of our anal fucking mixed with her cries of pleasure.

"I'm going to cum," Yvette whimpered. "Your cock is so deep in my ass, I can't take any more... even in a dream!"

Dream...

Sleep slipped away from me. Early morning light filtered through my bedroom window, pulling me from the dream.

I blinked awake, disoriented for a moment until I felt the familiar sensation of warm mouths on my cock.

I reached down and ran my fingers through thick hair, one hand finding Jess's long black locks, the other tangling in Lily's red hair.

They worked my morning wood together, passing my shaft back and forth between their eager mouths.

Jess took me deep while Lily sucked one of my balls into her mouth, her tongue swirling around it. Then they switched, Lily's lips wrapping around my cock while Jess licked my taint, making me shudder.

"I think Ashe is awake now," Lily giggled, looking up at me with those mischievous green eyes.

"Good morning, ladies," I murmured.

"Morning, Master! Time to fucky fucky!"

Lily giggled again as she straddled me, her small hand guiding my cock to her wet entrance. She sank down with a satisfied moan, taking me inside her tight pussy.

"Mmm, perfect way to start the day," Lily purred. "Fuck your pet, Master. Fuck my little Kitten cunt!"

Before I could answer, Jess climbed up and positioned herself over my face, her thick thighs framing my view. I gripped her wide hips and pulled her down, burying my tongue in her soaked folds.

"Fuck yes," Jess gasped as I licked her slit from bottom to top, circling her clit. "Eat it, papi. Tongue my cunt, lick it out."

Jess guided my thumb into her asshole. I hooked her anus and pulled her open the way she loved as Lily rode my cock with steady rolls of her hips.

The two women leaned forward and kissed, their tongues wrestling while they used my body for their pleasure.

I lapped Jess's pussy with hungry abandon, my tongue digging deep into her slick folds, tasting the sweet, musky arousal that flooded my mouth.

She ground herself against my face, her thick thighs trembling on either side of my head as I worked her over with long, deliberate strokes of my tongue.

"His tongue feels so good," Jess moaned against Lily's mouth.

"His dick too," Lily breathed. "God, I love riding Master's fat cock."

Lily's walls squeezed around my shaft. The pressure built in my balls as Lily picked up speed, bouncing harder.

I slapped Jess's ass, the signal we'd perfected over months of practice.

"Get it, girls! Fucking get it!"

They moved like a well-oiled machine. Jess climbed off my face while Lily lifted herself off my cock. Both women positioned themselves beside my legs, their hands pumping my pussy-slicked shaft while their tongues worked the head.

"Cum for us, papi," Jess urged.

"Cover our faces," Lily added with a dreamy smile. "Please, Master!"

My orgasm hit hard. Thick ropes of cum shot out, splattering across their smiling faces. I groaned as they kept stroking, milking every drop from me. White streaks painted their cheeks, lips, and foreheads.

Panting and exhausted, I watched in the dim morning light as Lily leaned forward and licked a stripe of semen from Jess's cheek. Jess did the same, her tongue gathering my cum from Lily's freckled face.

They kissed deeply, sharing my load between them, then both swallowed.

"Mmm," Lily sighed.

"Does my little cat-girl love her cream?" I teased.

"Yummy!"

"¿Y tú, mamá?"

"¡Me encanta!" Jess laughed.

The two women snuggled up to me and I pulled them close, loving the feel of their warm bodies pressed against mine.

"You girls are amazing," I told them, kissing their foreheads. "What a way to start the morning."

"And it's a special morning," Jess smiled. "Happy divorce day!"

"Happy divorce day, Master!"

"You ready to gain your freedom?" Jess asked.

"Already found it," I said with a grin. "I'm looking at it right now."

"¡Qué galán!" Jess said, rolling her eyes. "What a gentleman!"

She kissed me and patted my chest.

"Now I'm going downstairs to get Tom going on his morning stretches," Jess said. "You two relax, come down when you're ready."

"Thanks, Jess!" Lily said.

Jess crawled out of bed and started gathering her clothes.

"I love seeing you naked just as much as the first time," I told her.

"Of course," Jess said nonchalantly. "You always stare when I'm naked. I understand why."

"Nurse Tiddies," Lily whispered, then burst into furious giggles.

"Exactly," Jess said.

Jess bounced her huge tits at me before tucking them into her sports bra. I watched with a smile as she tugged her clothes on and headed downstairs.

"So how are you really feeling about today?" Lily asked, snuggling into my side, her head on my chest, her hand gently cupping my cock. "It's been a crazy road to today."

"Relieved," I said, staring up at the ceiling. "The divorce is final and I got what I wanted. Francine is out of my life."

"Yippee!"

"But... I'm also sad. I spent twenty years with Franny. And I did love her. I think she even loved me, for a time. I can't help but mourn what I lost, even as I'm so glad it's finally over. I don't know if that makes sense."

"It makes perfect sense! Twenty years is a long time. Duality is a part of any ending."

"You're wise beyond your years," I said.

Lily swatted at me playfully.

"I'm twenty-one. At least I can buy my own booze now."

"But you don't drink."

"No. But I could, if I wanted to. That's what matters."

We chuckled together, holding each other and enjoying our blissful post-sex comfort.

"So how is your ex-wife doing?" Lily asked.

"Not well. She sold her car months ago and is now selling the house. Maybe she will sell some jewelry, too... I don't know. Either way, Francine will have a nice chunk of change to start her new life. If she uses her resources wisely, she can set herself up quite comfortably."

"But not like when you were married?"

"No. She'll have to get used to a different standard of living."

"And all the information you have on her?"

"Don't really need it anymore," I said. "It will sit in a safe at my lawyer's where I hope it stays, forever. I'm done with Francine. She's in the past now."

"Well, at least she has her boy toy."

"Not even that," I grimaced. "When Xavier found out Francine was no longer going to be able to support him and his music career, he took off for Miami. The threat of tax evasion charges also scared him, I'm sure."

"She really lost it all, didn't she?"

"Yeah. I guess so. I tried to warn her."

"Well, such is life!" Lily said brightly, kissing my cheek. "I'm going to get breakfast started. Grandma Dot is coming over. I'm making pancakes with mango preserves! Scrummy! Don't lay around too long, sleepy head!"

Lily rolled out of bed and pulled on her dress. She put on her hair band, purple cat ears with tufted ends. She paused at the door and looked back at me, a smirk on her lovely face.

"So, like... you fucked Yvette yesterday when you went to Seattle?"

I blinked in surprise. I'd gone to Seattle yesterday to take care of some last-minute legal matters. Afterward, I'd met Yvette at her place. As always, my childhood friend was eager to get my cock up her ass.

"I did see Yvette," I said. "How'd you know?"

"When we started sucking your dick, you were moaning Yvette's name," Lily giggled. "Jess laughed so loudly, I was surprised you didn't wake up."

"I was having a very nice dream."

"I bet! You were already rock hard and oozing precum when we went down on you."

"Yvette has that effect on me. You all do. And Yvette may be coming to visit later this month. Maybe stay for a few days."

"Sweet. She seemed like a cool lady when I met her. Okay, anyways I'm going to wash up at my house and then make breakfast. Byeee!"

I listened as Lily's footsteps padded down the stairs, the familiar creak making me smile. I stretched out on the bed, loving the satisfied feeling that always flooded through me after fucking my lovers.

It had taken time to work out our dynamic, but everything had fallen into place once Jess moved in with Lily and Dorothy.

It was a perfect situation for all of them. Jess saved money renting a room from Dorothy, and Dorothy gained income to supplement her modest pension.

And of course, it meant Jess was right next door to me, along with Lily. The two had quickly embraced the pleasure of sharing me... and each other.

I love cunt almost as much as I love cock.

Jess was as good as her word, while Lily was exploring new pleasures she had only seen in her Japanese cartoons. I enjoyed them both, separately and together, as often as possible.

"Those two are wearing me out," I sighed as I got out of bed and headed for the shower.

But as the hot water sprayed over my body, my thoughts turned to the woman who was not part of my cozy living arrangements, but still occupied a big part of my life.

I rinsed shampoo from my hair, my thoughts returning to Becca.

Over the past year, we'd drawn closer than I could have imagined. While I loved Lily and Jess, my feelings for Becca ran deeper, more intense.

Maybe because we were closer in age and shared a history. Or maybe because Becca was the kind of woman I'd always dreamed of being with. Smart, kind, beautiful. A life partner.

Becca felt the same way about me. She'd told me many times she wanted to spend her life with me.

Yet Becca remained firm in her desire to be separate from my relationship with Lily and Jess. She'd accepted they were part of me, but chose to keep her distance from them, even if that meant she could only have a part of me.

I knew she hoped I'd someday choose her over them. That made me sad, because I'd never give up Lily or Jess.

The water drummed against my shoulders as I braced my hands against the tile. This was the one shadow over my happiness, the one problem I couldn't solve.

I loved all three of them. And that wasn't going to change.

I toweled off and dressed, pulling on jeans and a t-shirt, still thinking about Becca when my phone buzzed on the nightstand.

"Can we meet?"

The message was from Becca. I stared at the screen for a moment, as if she'd somehow sensed my thoughts.

"Aren't you working today?" I wrote back.

"I took the day off. Please come see me."

That stopped me cold. Becca never took time off. The hospital relied on her and she took that responsibility seriously. If she'd cleared her schedule, something important was happening.

"Where are you?"

"Chasten Cove. Waiting for you."

"Okay. OMW."

I grabbed my keys and headed downstairs. The living room floor had been cleared of furniture. My father sat cross-legged on a yoga mat while Jess guided him through a series of stretches. Wilson lay nearby, watching with lazy interest.

"Looking good, Pop," I said.

"Still feel like a damn fool," he muttered, though he managed to extend his leg with impressive flexibility. "But I'll admit this nonsense works."

"Tom hasn't used the cane in weeks," Jess said proudly, adjusting his posture. "The yoga's done wonders for his mobility and balance."

"Still feels foolish."

"You're stretching like a real yoga guru," I told him.

Pop grunted, but I caught the hint of a smile.

"No need to run to the bakery this morning," he said. "Mrs. Jones and Lily will be over soon to make breakfast."

"I have to take care of something real quick," I said, pocketing my phone. "Be back soon."

"You better be," Jess called out. "Lily's making those pancakes with the mango preserves. She's been talking about the recipe for days. If you miss breakfast, she'll be heartbroken."

"I promise I'll be here."

I stepped outside into the cool morning air. This summer had been hot, but nowhere near as bad as the heat wave that gripped Port Chasten last year.

The breeze carried the scent of salt and cedar, refreshing after the warmth of the house.

I climbed into my truck and headed toward Chasten Cove. The road was empty this early, just me and the gulls circling overhead.

Becca's texts kept replaying in my mind. That anxious tone wasn't like her. I hoped nothing was wrong.

The parking area came into view and I pulled in next to Becca's minivan. My mind flashed back to the first time I'd seen that vehicle last summer, when she'd brought my father home from the hospital. That felt like a lifetime ago now.

I climbed down the weathered stairs to the beach. Becca stood at the shore, watching waves roll in, her blonde hair lifting in the breeze.

I came up behind her and wrapped my arms around her waist, loving the feel of her body against mine.

She held my arms and sighed as I kissed her neck.

"Morning," I murmured.

"Morning."

We stood there for a long time, wrapped in each other, watching the morning sunlight sparkle across the water.

"I used to come here all the time," Becca said softly, her gaze fixed on the horizon. "After you and Ellen broke up. I'd walk along the shore and think about the three of us."

I tightened my arms around her, waiting for her to continue.

"I'd remember tagging along with you two when you were in high school. Ellen always complained about me being there, but you never did."

She leaned back against my chest.

"At night, I'd look up at the stars and wonder if you were looking at those same stars at that exact moment."

She laughed quietly, a bittersweet sound that carried over the waves.

"I know you weren't thinking about me at all back then. Were you?"

"No," I admitted. "I wasn't."

"I figured."

"But you were twelve, Becca. We've discussed this many times."

"I know." She turned in my arms to face me, her blue eyes searching mine. "But I can't help thinking about how long I wanted you. All those years while you were living your life in Newport with your wife and your career. I kept wondering what it would be like if things had been different."

I brushed a strand of blonde hair from her face, letting her speak her mind.

"This last year," she continued, "I finally got my wish. Being with you has been sweeter than I ever imagined."

Her voice dropped.

"The only thing I've struggled with is not having all of you, all of the time."

"I know you feel that way." I cupped her face in my hands. "I keep hoping you'd come to accept that my relationship with Lily and Jess is part of who I am."

Becca took a deep breath, her hands coming up to rest on my chest.

"It's been so hard," she said. "But I have come to accept that about you."

Relief flooded through me. This was what I'd been hoping for, what I'd dreamed might happen eventually.

"Which is why I'm going to have our baby," she whispered.

I stared down at Becca's beautiful face. Waves crashed against the shore. A gull cried overhead. I studied her anxious smile, my brain struggling to process what she'd just said.

"Wait." My heart hammered against my ribs. "Are you pregnant?"

"Yes."

Her voice was barely audible over the surf. She looked up at me with those bright blue eyes glistening, vulnerability written across her face.

"How do you feel about that?" she whispered.

Joy exploded through me. I swept Becca off her feet, spinning her around as she gasped in surprise. Then I kissed her, pouring everything I felt into that kiss. Love, gratitude, wonder, excitement. All of it.

"You made me the happiest man alive," I said against her lips.

"Really?" Tears spilled down her cheeks, but she was smiling. "You're happy?"

"Happy?" I set her down gently, keeping her close. "Becca, I've wanted this for so long I'd given up on it ever happening."

"Oh god, that's so good to hear. I was so worried."

"You shouldn't have, not at all." I pulled back to look at her properly. "When did you find out?"

"A month ago. I'm in my eighth week. I wanted to be sure before I said anything." She bit her lip. "I know the timing isn't perfect, with your divorce just becoming final and everything with Lily and Jess--"

I silenced her with another kiss.

"The timing is perfect," I said. "Everything is perfect. You're perfect."

"Oh, Ashe. You don't know how much it means to me to hear you say that."

"I have some idea," I laughed. "When did you decide to go off birth control?"

"A few months ago."

"Why?"

"Because I wanted a child. Your child. And after sharing you with Lily and Jess, I knew that I still wanted what you could give me, even if it wasn't all of you."

"When we're together, you're all that matters," I told her.

"I know. I feel that every time you hold me. And once I decided I could live with the man you are, all of you, I chose to stop taking the pill. I'm sorry I didn't tell you."

"You knew I always wanted a child," I said. "You're the woman I wanted to conceive with. You'll make a wonderful mother."

"I hope so. But..."

"What?"

Becca blinked up at me, worry etched on her face. I held Becca closer, feeling the tension in her shoulders.

"What is it?" I asked gently.

"I'm afraid," she whispered. "Of Lily and Jess. Of what they'll think."

I pulled back to study her face.

"Why would you be afraid of them?"

"Because I've kept my distance from them this whole time."

She looked away, toward the waves.

"I know how close you three are, especially since Jess moved in with Lily. The bond you share is so powerful, and I... I stayed separate from it."

"Becca--"

"I'm worried they'll resent me," she continued, the words tumbling out faster now. "That they'll see me as an intruder trying to stake my claim on you. That they'll hate me for keeping myself apart and now suddenly wanting to be closer."

"They would never feel that way."

"How can you be sure?" Her voice cracked. "I resented them, Ashe. For months, I resented Lily and Jess for taking part of you away from me. Every time you left my bed to go home to them, every morning you chose to walk Wilson with Lily instead of meeting me, every afternoon you spent with Jess... I felt it like a knife in my heart."

She pressed her palm against my chest.

"But that was silly and selfish of me. I know that now. Loving you means loving all of you, and that includes Lily and Jess. They're part of who you are. I can't have you without accepting them too."

I tilted her face in my hands, making her look at me.

"You don't have to worry," I said firmly. "I know the hearts of those two women. They'll welcome you into our relationship with open arms."

"You really think so?"

"I know so. Becca, they've wanted you to be closer to us since the beginning. Lily asks about you constantly. Jess always invites you to join us. They've never shut you out, you shut yourself out. Now all that will change."

Relief washed across her face, but uncertainty still lingered in her eyes.

"I need you to understand something," she said quietly. "I don't want to be their lover. I have nothing against women loving women, but I'm not built that way. I hope that won't be a problem."

"Of course not." I smiled. "They won't expect you to be their lover, Becca. Just their partner in loving me and the family we've built together. That's all."

She sagged against me, the last of her worry draining away.

"Thank goodness. I was so scared to tell you."

"Never be scared to tell me anything." I kissed her forehead. "We're in this together now."

A laugh bubbled up from my chest as a thought struck me.

"Pop is going to lose his mind when he finds out."

"You think so?" Becca smiled.

"Are you kidding? Despite that gruff exterior, he's always wanted to be a grandfather. He never said it directly, but I know. The way he lights up when he sees kids at the farmer's market, how he asks about Lily's plans for the future? He'd love a grandchild."

"I can picture him teaching a little boy or girl to fish," Becca said softly.

"Or fixing up that old treehouse in your backyard."

We stood there grinning at each other, imagining the future. Then Becca's expression shifted.

"Can we keep this secret a little longer?" she asked hesitantly. "Just between us?"

I blinked in surprise.

"You don't want to tell them?"

"I do, but... I want to get closer to Lily and Jess first. Without the pressure of them knowing I'm carrying your child. I need them to accept me for me, not just because I'm pregnant."

The request caught me off guard, but I understood her reasoning.

"Whenever you feel most comfortable," I said. "We'll tell everyone when you're ready."

"Thank you." She kissed me softly. "I love you."

"I love you too."

We climbed into the truck and headed back toward the house. I drove with one arm around Becca, warm morning air flowing through the open windows.

Port Chasten stirred to life around us. Shop owners opened their doors, early risers walked their dogs, the bakery's lights glowed warm and inviting.

Life everywhere. Including the life growing inside Becca, the life I'd put there, the life we'd nurture together.

Becca rested her head on my shoulder, her hand on my thigh. We didn't speak, both of us overwhelmed by our happiness, letting the moment wash over us as we drove along the familiar streets.

At the house, I parked and took Becca's hand.

"Ready?"

She nodded, smiling.

I led her inside. The kitchen buzzed with activity. Lily and Jess moved around each other with practiced ease, Lily stirring batter while Jess flipped bacon. At the dining table, Pop and Dorothy sat sharing the newspaper, their hands clasped together.

Everyone turned as we entered. Wilson barked happily and bounded over, tail wagging furiously. Sammy rubbed against Becca's leg, purring loudly.

"Look who's here," I said, squeezing Becca's hand. "Becca's joining us for breakfast."

"Finally!" Lily squealed, rushing over. "I thought you'd never come visit us properly!"

She threw her arms around Becca, who stiffened for just a moment before hugging back.

"About time," Jess said, wiping her hands on a towel before embracing Becca too. "We're so glad you're here."

"I should have come sooner," Becca said quietly.

"You're here now," Jess replied. "That's what matters."

Becca moved to hug Dorothy, then bent to kiss my father's cheek. He patted her hand gruffly.

"Good to see you, girl."

"And you, Tom. You look lovely, Mrs. Jones."

"Thank you, dear."

"Can I help with anything?" Becca asked, turning to the kitchen.

"Yes!" Lily grabbed her hand. "You can help us make the most amazing pancakes ever created by human hands!"

The three women moved into the kitchen, chattering and laughing as they worked. I crouched down to pet Wilson's head, scratching behind his ears.

Pop caught my eye. I could see the quiet contentment on his face, a feeling that also filled my heart.

I took in the scene, feeling whole for the first time in longer than I could remember.

This was my family.

I was finally home.

THE END
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