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Chapter 1



 



Contains: MF romance, oral



 



The chill of the house hit Natalie like a slap across the face. Despite the ten-degree weather outside and the biting wind, the lack of heat inside her childhood home dug deeper under her skin, settling into her bones just moments after entering her childhood home.



The tear tracks on her cheeks might not have been actual ice but they sure felt like it. She wiped at them absently with gloved fingers, sniffing hard as she whispered, “Dad.”



It was the first time she’d been home to Pike Bridge since she got the call about his fall and subsequent blood clots that eventually killed her father. He tripped over a loose rock in the backyard of an elderly neighbor when he was helping her install a retaining wall for her garden. Thirty years as a roofer and not a single major accident, but Gerald Ratliff was done in with an act of kindness. Some nights the idea of it made Natalie smile, despite the sorrow in her heart. Of course her father would die doing something nice for someone. That was how he lived.



She moved through the cold house with trepidation, like she might awaken her father’s ghost. Natalie’s mother was not in the picture, though she at least reached out after her ex-husband’s death. “I loved him,” she said. “I really did.” Natalie fought back the bitter response that came naturally – “then why did you cheat on him and leave us?” – because her father forgave her mother a long, long time ago. Natalie would forgive too. Maybe not forget, but it was time to move on and focus on her own life.



Everything was much the same as she left it. With no siblings except half-brothers and sisters on the East Coast she didn’t know, the house was hers now, a strange, somehow dread-inducing thought. After the funeral, Natalie spent a few days with the help of family friends tidying the place up, giving away most her father’s food to neighbors and the food bank, and preparing it to be… well, abandoned, at least for the short-term. She didn’t know what she was going to do with the place, not then anyways. A vague seed had been planted that she’d like to return to Pike Bridge. As a CPA in a town where there were only a few accountants, she knew she would have enough work. But she had a great thing going where she lived now in Beckfield, with a solid list of clients and a cute little rental close to a trendy downtown district.



Pike Bridge would make for a much quieter life. It was an hour and a half from the nearest big city, and sometimes felt like a place time had forgotten nestled between the Pike River and the Harpy Mountains. Some of her best memories were hiking in the woods as a kid next to her father, her fear of the forest slowly subsiding to a rush of adrenaline at discovering what was beyond the next bend. The small town itself was just as lovely, crimped only by its biggest employer, a cannery off the river. Of course, later, as a teenager, she thought Pike Bridge was the dullest place in the world, with all of about a dozen restaurants and nothing really to do that wasn’t related to the outdoors. She hadn’t realized the quiet was the appeal.



But that was her childhood and this was now.



Natalie walked through the house slowly, like her feet were mired in mud. The couch and armchairs were covered in plastic, which she yanked off and tossed aside. The couch was her Christmas present to her father the first year she passed her CPA exam. He protested that he loved their old couch, but when she had the new one brought in, she found him snoring on it just twenty minutes later.



She moved into the dining room, small as it was, and traced a finger along the tabletop. Her father built it by hand over a long summer. He’d never done such fine detailing on a project before or after, but he made that one table, and it was beautiful. This, Natalie would save, wherever she wound up. Same with the pictures on the walls, the ones she hadn’t boxed up and sent along to herself already. Same with so many things still touched by his presence.



There was no food in the kitchen, nothing left in the cupboards or the fridge, and she was hungry. She decided she’d get a fire started and let the house warm for a bit while she went grocery shopping. Her ticket was open-ended. She had two weeks off but she wasn’t sure when she flew out that morning if she would use all of them. The plan was to get through Christmas in a couple days, then try to figure out if she should sell the place or keep it. And if she was going to sell it, she would need to begin the process of emptying the place.



That felt so wrong, so sacrilegious that she had to sit down. She collapsed on a kitchen chair, feeling nothing for a while until someone opened the front door and walked in. Natalie smiled to herself. Same old Pike Bridge. Just let yourself in.



That didn’t stop her heart from skipping a beat when she heard the heavy thumps of someone knocking snow loose from their shoes. Natalie knew who it would be because of course he’d be home too. Her first love. Her greatest love.



“Natalie?” Stephen asked, and she brushed away more tears. Had to play tough. He deserved to wriggle on the hook for a little while. She lost the smile, and cleared her throat.



“In the dining room,” she said.



He came through the archway, and now her heart was full-on sprinting. Natalie had just seen Stephen months ago at the funeral, but had been so consumed with grief and the processes of death that she hadn’t been able to pay him much mind. Now she looked up at him, sure her makeup made her look like some nightmare out of a horror movie, and her heart swelled.



His throat jumped and he looked just as dazed as she felt. “Mom told me you were flying in today. We’ve been keeping an eye out. I, um…” He paused and shook his head. “Christ, it’s good to see you.”



“Yeah,” she gasped, sort of laughing, sort of crying again. Abandoning her vow to act gruff with him, she shot to her feet and was in his arms again, pressing her head to his chest as he squeezed her tight.



* * *



Stephen stomped his feet as he came in again through the back door with an armful of wood from the extensive pile near the gardening shed. “I hope you don’t mind, but I came over yesterday and spent a couple hours chopping some up for you,” he called as she knelt by the woodstove.



“Why would I mind?” Natalie asked.



He brought the wood into the living room. She was pleased when he pretty nakedly stared at her ass in her jeans. It was even more adorable how pointedly he looked away when he saw she noticed. “Well… I just thought you might not want me on the property.”



“Ah, because you broke up with me.”



He winced. “Yeaaaah.”



“And because you slept with Lydia.”



Now she was the one staring at his butt when he bent over by the metal wood rack. He had filled out since high school. She knew that, of course, because they’d been friends on social media practically their whole adult lives, but it was one thing to see it in pictures and another to see him in person. He wasn’t exactly shredded but he was definitely packing some muscles she wanted to explore. “Um. Yup. That too.”



“Two days after we broke up.”



The wood hit the metal rolling rack with a clunk. “I. Um. Sorry. Again.” He stood beside her as she made a teepee out of dry kindling. His hand twitched like he wanted to touch her. She sort of wished he would, but she was going to enjoy at least one aspect of being home, and that was having some fun at her ex-boyfriend’s expense. “What are you doing for dinner?”



“I hadn’t decided that yet. I suppose whatever frozen delights are on sale at Lafferty’s.” Lafferty’s was one of only a handful of local grocery stores.



“Lafferty’s? You’re staying long enough you’d need groceries?”



“Mm hm. I’ve got a couple weeks off and the ticket was one-way. I don’t know that I’ll need all the time off, but I figured I’d…” Her smile fell away, and she picked up one of her dad’s old long-necked lighters. “I need to decide some things about the place.”



“Like?” he asked as she lit the fire.



“I don’t know. I like my life in Beckfield but I miss here too. So… do I sell the place? Rent it? Or… do I want to come home?”



He didn’t quite dance but he did straighten. “You’re, uh, you’re thinking about coming home.”



“Maybe,” she said.



There was silence for a moment. Finally, Stephen said, “I vote sell the place and get a house somewhere sunny and warm.”



“I like that thinking. Hula girls and cocktails on the beach.”



“Exactly. You hungry?”



“I’m starving,” Natalie admitted. “I had two layovers but no time to eat.”



“My God. That’s torture. Well, you’re not eating fish sticks and frozen pizza tonight. Mom and Dad want you over there to say hello. Grace is there right now with Hank and their baby too. I know she’d love to see you.”



Natalie warmed to the thought. She hadn’t seen Stephen’s adopted sister since college. They both attended New Bainbridge, Natalie a couple years older than the other woman.



She lit the fire and said ponderously, “Hm. I don’t know. Might be kind of awkward for me, you having broken up with me and all.”



He glanced at her, his lips parting until he saw the faintest hint of a smile. It was maybe a little forced – her mind was still mostly latched onto memories of her father and that house – but he smiled back, and it made the whole thing feel far less staged.



“I’m going to get it all through the holiday, aren’t I?” he asked.



“Oh, definitely. Let me shower, then I’d love to come over.”



“Want some company? I have to imagine that bathroom will be cold. Could help warm you up.”



“I’ll pass but you can listen at the door and let your imagination run wild,” Natalie said. In truth, had she not been on a plane all day and feeling less than sexy, she probably would have let him. The sex had always been good with Stephen. They learned so much together. She shivered at the thought and he mistook it for a signal to hand her a piece of firewood. She accepted without comment, still smiling to herself.









Chapter 2



 



Natalie Ratliff. Jesus,
 
how weird the circles of life could be.




They walked together down the block, Stephen’s hand so close to hers. He ached to take her digits in his own like they would have as teenagers. She was his first love, and to his shame, his greatest. Oh, he loved his ex-wife Hazel plenty, especially in the early years, but after a while her hard drinking left him wondering about what-ifs and the biggest mistake of his life in breaking up with Natalie.



The reasons had been pure enough, he supposed, or at least as far as those things went. She was going to go on to college in New Bainbridge and he planned on striking out to Oregon with two friends that fall. They had such big plans, but all of them ended up working shitty retail jobs, Stephen into his twenties when he finally quit and moved back. Ironically enough, to New Bainbridge, where he hadn’t wanted to live at eighteen.



By that point, Natalie was a senior in college and had a steady boyfriend. Stephen had coffee with her once with every intention of telling her how he felt, but she seemed so happy and content with the way her life was going that he couldn’t ruin that for her. She planned on moving again too, this time to Beckfield half a country away, where she wanted to pursue her CPA license. Trying not to let his treacherous heart bleed through, Stephen told her that was wonderful, and she would have the best life. She moved, and he stayed.



For a long while, that was it. He fell in love again, married Hazel, got divorced. He ground out the hours at a wholesale retailer and made manager, and while it wasn’t exactly glamorous work, he made pretty good money and was looking at a shift into executive training for the same company. It was a good life. A solid forward trajectory. He probably would have been perfectly content to keep going the way he was until he got the call about Gerald Ratliff’s accident.



Stephen went home for the funeral. He loved Gerald like an uncle when he dated Natalie, and even after they broke up. The two bumped into each other often when Stephen came home, and that usually wound up with them bullshitting for a half hour. Almost always about Natalie, of course. Much like Stephen’s parents, Gerald always held onto the assumption the pair were just on a break, even if well over a decade had passed since they dated. Maybe the older man saw that deep in his heart Stephen wanted to believe that too.



His death came as a shock, and a bad one. Stephen lost family and friends before, but Gerald hit close to home. Stephen came home for the funeral, and wanted so desperately to take the grieving Natalie in his arms and help her through it. But he didn’t want to complicate her pain and he certainly didn’t want to make things about him. She was well taken care of by the many mother hens of the neighborhood and Pike Bridge, and he stayed back, coming to her only after the funeral, where she cried when he hugged her tight. His heart might have broke when he heard the news about Gerald, but seeing her in that moment shattered him.



Now that she was back again, Stephen was unsure of himself in a way that amused him. If anything, she was even more beautiful now than she had been back then, fuller in every delightful way but still with that knockout hourglass shape to her. She still liked her hair dark, long, and silky, with just a hint of curls to it. Hair he could explore and play with, hair he loved to see on a pillow. Even without makeup, she seemed sultrier, and every time her dark eyes lit on him, he felt his throat tighten.



Stephen didn’t want to stare or make light of Natalie coming home to figure out her father’s house and the inherent pain that must cause, but if he knew her, she wouldn’t want him treating her with kid gloves the entire time they were together either. He was stuck in a morass of uncertainty as to what to say or how to act until she spoke first on their walk.



“Soooo,” she said. “You want to ask me?”



“Ask you what?”



“If I’m getting the good stuff from anybody.”



He cracked up. “The good stuff?”



“I assume you remember how that works. God knows we did it often enough.” She eyed him with a grin that warmed him to his toes.



“So… you bangin’ anyone?” he asked.



“Ugh, don’t be crude.” He nearly did a double-take, and she punched his arm like they were kids again. Not teenagers, but actual kids, before he hit puberty and things got awkward for a few years. “It is still so easy to get you. No. I’m not sleeping with anybody. You?”



“Nah. I’ve been trying to get into an executive training program so work is kind of dominating my life right now.”



“Hey, that’s awesome. What kind of training?”



“Thanks. Public relations, maybe. Or human resources. Right now I don’t know where they’ll want me but it’ll help me land a job in an office either way.”



“There in New Bainbridge?”



“No, it’d mean Cincinnati or Lincoln, probably.”



“That’s cool,” Natalie said. Maybe it was his imagination. Maybe he was just being incredibly hopeful. But she sounded like she was trying to hide her disappointment. Since she’d been scoring points on him all night, he decided to needle her a little harder.



“The money’s going to be great,” he said. “Nearly thirty thousand a year more than what I’m making.”



“Money’s good. I like money.”



“Me too. Big fan.”



They didn’t have far to walk. That was what brought them together as kids, the short distance between their houses. Their parents discovered they were roughly the same age and stuck them together. They rode bikes or played at the park and at each other’s houses. In junior high Stephen developed a deep crush on her but wasn’t brave enough to act on it, so he ignored her. She became one of the cool kids, and a silent war played out until they were in their sophomore year.



At a friend’s birthday party, they reunited, and it was like the wall between them never existed. They talked and talked until the friend’s mother had to shoo them away from the house. Their friendship firmed back up and soon they went inseparable again, hanging out at lunch, sitting next to each other in class, and watching movies or binging TV shows at their homes. When Stephen asked Natalie nervously to go on a date with him – “like a real date” – she got him with a horrified look and a litany of no’s that lasted nearly three minutes before he got the idea she was just joking.



Their relationship was high school magic. Their world became each other, to the amusement of their parents. Some irritation too, especially when their grades began to dip, but Natalie was too bright to let hers fall farther than a B+ and everyone pretty much understood that Stephen was never going to be college material.



They were madly in love, but time eventually brought them down from the insane highs and they began to discuss their futures. When she went on her college tours and came back raving about the food and people she met at New Bainbridge University, it was the first major crack of their relationship – and the last.



But he couldn’t be satisfied with just breaking up with the young woman he loved. Stephen drove the wedge even deeper between them by taking out Lydia, Natalie’s best friend, a few days after he broke up with her. Everyone, Natalie included, thought he did it for the obvious reasons – Lydia’s big boobs. She was the queen sexpot of their graduating class, and yeah, okay, her flirting did drive Stephen wild. But he had a colder, more clinical reason for sleeping with Lydia. He knew he was weak, and that if he had to face the kind of tears and questions Natalie threw at him for an hour when they broke up, he couldn’t say no to her again. And that would be it for him, his whole future laid out right after graduation. It was a heartless move and he still hated himself for it.



Now, they approached Stephen’s childhood home. The place was well decorated for Christmas, with white and red lights alternating along the gutters, a North Star on the roof, and blue lights hanging like icicles from the trees. Light-up reindeer dotted the yard, and along the porch were a half-dozen five-foot-tall classic Christmas cartoon characters that Stephen helped his dad paint once upon a time.



“Your parents still have those,” Natalie exclaimed, crunching through the snow to run a hand over the plyboard figures.



“And I still remember the spray paint fumes,” Stephen said drily



The door opened, and Stephen’s mother Dianne stepped out. She ignored Stephen as she took tentative steps forward, blinking away tears. “Oh. Oh, Natalie.”



“Hey, Dianne,” Natalie said, her voice nearly as hoarse. She stepped through the snow quickly to get to the other woman. Their hug was tentative at first until all at once Natalie seemed to go boneless, crying into Dianne’s shoulder.



Grace and Stephen’s father Palmer stepped out onto the porch. Stephen’s sister watched the tableau before her in total silence, then rushed down with an “eep!” and clutched her mother and Natalie both. Natalie choked out a laugh and they were a long time like that.



Stephen walked up the steps and stood next to his father. Palmer wrapped an arm around his son and hugged him tight. “Good to have her home,” he said, his voice thick.



“Yeah,” Stephen said, his own voice not so steady. “It is.”









Chapter 3



 



“I can’t believe you’re a mom,” Natalie said. She held Grace and her husband Hank’s baby Ken in her arms. The little one was sacked out, his chubby lips noshing now and again.



“I still can’t either,” Grace said. She beamed at her husband Hank across the table. “We want to try for number two soon. Are you and Stephen going to try right away, or are you going to wait?”



“Urp. What?” Stephen asked from the kitchen. He came bearing glasses of rum and egg nog, and doled them out.



With a low theatricality to her voice, Grace leaned in and said, “It is going to be so much fun making him squirm.”



Natalie was mentally squirming too, but grinned at Stephen’s discomfort. “It really is.”



The drinks were good and stiff, and helped ward away the chill that had settled into Natalie. They talked some about her reasons for coming back to town and her open-ended ticket. Grace and Hank mentioned they were driving back home to their town a few hours away the day after Christmas, weather permitting. It was supposed to snow pretty heavily Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, so they weren’t counting on the roads being open.



“The bank will survive if I have to miss another day or two,” Hank said. That led to a discussion of what he did for work – a loan officer – and what Grace had been up to. She was a freelance editor dipping her toes into graphic design, and had finished her first novel during her pregnancy.



“Taking care of Ken has been a full-time job,” Grace said. “But I’m loving it.”



“I can’t believe you wrote a book and I didn’t know about it.”



“Oh, it’s under a pseudonym. It’s complete smutty filth,” Grace said. “I’m only letting family and a few friends know for now.”



“I need to read that, like, yesterday,” Natalie said.



“I have some paperback copies in the car. I’ll get you one later.”



Palmer came into the dining room, a stack of plates and silverware in his hands. Stephen rose to his feet to help his father out followed only a split-second later by Hank, but Palmer said, “Sit, please. I know you’d both help. We’re just…” He cleared his throat. “We’re just glad to have the whole family together for the first time.”



Stephen glanced sharply at Natalie. “I…”



“Thank you, Palmer,” Natalie said. Unlike Grace’s teasing, Stephen’s dad’s words were serious-minded. They made her blush, but not unpleasantly so.



Dianne replaced him as he headed back to the kitchen, a big bowl of salad in her hands. “Now, Stephen told us you were going to go grocery shopping tonight. I know you probably don’t want to eat here the whole time you’re home but you come by any time for a meal. We’re doing a little family dinner tomorrow and you’re coming. No arguments.”



Natalie smiled. “I’d appreciate that. And you know how much I love your cooking. Dad and me both. I won’t try to take advantage but… thank you.”



“Oh honey. I know you wouldn’t. You were always the best girl. The best.”



“You beat Hazel by a few thousand points,” Grace muttered, and her mother sucked her teeth but didn’t argue the point.



Stephen just rubbed his face and said, “Ah, hell.”



Dinner was amazing. They were trying to use up what was in the fridge before Christmas, and Dianne apologized twice for the leftover vegetables in the beef stew. Natalie didn’t mind a bit, of course, and assured her of that. She was a good cook herself, but there was some kind of magic to Dianne’s food. It tasted homey. It tasted safe. It tasted like love, as corny as that was to imagine.



When the bowls and plates had been cleared away, they all sat around with more drinks at hand. By that point, Natalie was feeling a nice, mellow buzz. Not drunk, but she could have curled up right there and taken a nap, preferably with her head resting on Stephen’s lap. Baby Ken woke up and fussed, and Hank disappeared with him to Grace’s old bedroom to change him.



“You’re an uncle,” Natalie said to Stephen. “That’s crazy.”



“It really is,” he said.



Watching them with a sly smile, Grace said, “What are you two doing tomorrow?”



“Lydia and I are going to meet up and do some Christmas shopping,” Natalie said.



Stephen froze. “You and, uh, Lydia?”



“Oh yeah. Didn’t I tell you? We’ve got a whole day planned to talk about how horrible you are. Breaking up with me, sleeping with her…”



“Don’t forget the time he hit that parked car when he borrowed yours,” Dianne said sweetly.



“Oh, that’s right!” Natalie said.



“Faaaantastic. Thanks, Mom,” he said, and sighed dejectedly.



“Oooh, drama,” Grace said. “Can I come with? I want to do some shopping too, and watch the show.” Her mother nudged her but it had no effect as she wiggled in place with a happy dance.



To Stephen, Natalie asked, “What are you doing tomorrow?”



“I was thinking maybe you’d want to go see the lights? Like old times?”



They held each other’s eyes a long, long moment. Natalie wished she could come up with some smartass comment but she was lost in him. Finally she said softly, “Yeah. Sure. If I don’t get a better offer.”



Grace was now practically bouncing. “Yup. I am definitely going to be an aunt by this time next year.”



Stephen gave his sister a dirty look, but privately Natalie thought she was probably right.



* * *



They walked back in comfortable silence. Natalie was surprised when Stephen slipped his arm through hers like they were young again. She liked that, and bumped shoulders with him, again just as they used to.



“Can I ask you a tough question?”



“Of course,” Stephen said.



“Why didn’t it work out with Hazel? She seemed great.”



“She was,” he said, his words measured. “The first few years it was amazing. We were great together and I had a lot of fun. But then I started to kind of wake up to her problems. Especially the drinking.”



“Oh no.”



“Yeah. A bottle of wine a night turned into three or four. Then I found out she was stopping off at a bar or two before she came home. I still don’t really get it. I don’t think she was depressed. We were happy, you know? Or… I guess I was and maybe she wasn’t, and that makes me sort of oblivious. Or maybe she just had that itch. I put up with it for a long time. I tried to support her, I tried to be there for her. She got sober a few times, went to the meetings, everything.” He let out another long breath. “Then one day she confessed to me that… well, she didn’t want to go to the meetings anymore. She wasn’t happy when she didn’t drink. I felt like I’d lost, and I couldn’t take that anymore. I loved her. I still do. Not like with you, but… you know, there were reasons I asked her to marry me. Great ones. Even drunk, she was so buoyant and… vibrant. You know?”



Natalie had met Hazel a couple times and understood. She nodded. “I’m sorry.”



“Me too. I’m just glad we never had kids. Raising them like that… I would have walked out a long time before that.”



“Why didn’t you”



“Ah, she couldn’t. There were surgeries we talked about but in the last couple years we… I didn’t bring them up again. I guess I saw the writing on the wall.” He glanced at her. “What about you? Why no husband and no kids?”



“I want them. The husband, the kids, the dog, the cat.” She smiled. “I don’t know. I’ve dated some great guys and some that weren’t so great. Only one of them really ever made me feel that need to be a baby momma.”



“Ah, Phil, the janitor.”



“Oh Phil. He had the best smile.”



They were now at the sidewalk leading up to her father’s… no. Her house. Stephen walked with her up to the door and she turned to him, heart pounding. Oh, how she wanted him to take her to her old bedroom and do things to her. But she was having so much fun poking him with little jabs. Why stop now?



“Well, sir, this is me,” Natalie said. He glanced towards the house, then her, and leaned in closer. Her eyes fluttered involuntarily as his hands went to her waist first, then slid up along her body. “What do you think you’re doing?”



He blinked and took a step back. “Wh… I thought…”



“You can give me a kiss goodnight, and that’s it for a first date.”



Understanding broke through his confusion and slowly he smiled. He eyed her up and down. “Then I guess I’d better make the one kiss a good one.”



With that, he reached for the screen door and took her hand. Now it was Natalie’s turn for confusion as Stephen dragged her inside. He shut the door behind her and then he was pushing her against it. Her hands went to his face and she tried to lunge up to kiss him, thinking to herself damn the games she was playing, she’d ride him right there on the runner rug by the door and finally get what she’d been craving since they broke up.



But Stephen had other ideas. He unzipped her coat and tugged it off, dropping it to the side before he knelt and went for her jeans. “You said one kiss,” he said as he unzipped her, grinning. “But you never said where.”



“You are a genius,” she breathed, then laughed throatily when he yanked her jeans down. She kicked them off impatiently and stared down at him as his hands went to her red lacy panties. She hoped this encounter might happen and loaded her luggage with some sexy underthings.



“Ho ho ho,” Stephen said, and tugged those down too.



“Remember, just one-” His tongue slid through her puffy pussy lips, and Natalie’s curvy ass thumped back against the door. She gasped, “Oh, fuck it, don’t stop until I come.”



“But you said just one kiss.”



For an answer to that, she gripped Stephen’s hair and brought him tighter to her pussy. It was his turn to laugh throatily, and then the fun really began. His thumbs went to her lips, teasing and rubbing them together against his thirsty tongue. He was just the right kind of careful and enthusiastic, much more skilled than she remembered. With every lick, fireflies fluttered within her, sparking to life from her core to halfway up her spine. Soon he had her toes curling.



“Mmm, Stephen…” she moaned.



That spurred on a change. With expert ease, he spread her lips and ran his tongue right to her big clit. He circled it, then attacked it with hard swipes of his tongue that made her electric with his touch.



“Oh fuck, you’ve, mm, learned a few tricks,” she said.



“And you’re still the most beautiful woman in the world,” he said. “How’d I get so lucky twice in a lifetime?”



“You haven’t gotten lucky yet this go-around,” she said, and pulled him to her pussy again.



His hand went to her leg and he pulled it up and over his shoulder. The angle like that was terrific, and she dropped her head to one side, her dark hair falling across one eye as she watched him slide his tongue back down to her depths and play her body with expert ease. His dark eyes rose to meet hers, his smile gone as hers was. This was about her pleasure now, and he wanted it as badly as she did.



His thumbs kept up their teasing, moving to her clit on occasion and rubbing. When he went particularly hard with one circle around her clit, Natalie jumped and gasped, “Just like that, keep doing that, and get that tongue in me…”



Stephen did, no longer teasing her clit but punishing it as he tongue-fucked her. She clutched his hair, her hips flexing against him, the foot resting on his back kicking him without her being aware of it. Heat lanced through her, sweet, delicious heat, and then it was like she was falling and jumping right back up again.



“Mmm, God, oh, ohhh, uhhh huh, like that, oh fuck, j-just… like, ahhhh, just like… that!” she cried out.



Natalie came. He pulled back, but he wasn’t done yet. His lips and chin gleamed with her wetness. Her foot came down but his hand at her pussy stayed right there. Two of his fingers slid inside her and she jerked that foot back up and dropped it against his back again.



“Ohhhhhh, fuck,” she said, then realized how vocal she’d been. Her eyes widened. “I… um… oh God, that’s embarrassing.”



“What?” Stephen asked, genuinely confused.



“I swear now when it’s, um, good. A lot.”



He chuckled. “Baby, I don’t care. It’s hot as hell.”



“Yeah?”



“I promise. I love it. I love…” His word hung there. Natalie wished he’d finish the thought, but she loved playing this out too. “Be yourself. Always be yourself with me.”



He started again, driving his fingers into her with a fast, steady rhythm. Occasionally he’d twist them and brush her inner walls, finding her spot with and driving her wild. All the while, he stayed on his knees, staring up at her like that. She stroked his face, falling in love all over again, if she’d ever truly fallen out of it. Maybe they needed the years between them to realize what they had. Maybe not. But they had each other again, and her decision about her father’s house just got a whole lot more complicated – in the best possible way.



“I missed you,” she whispered when she was close.



He rose, his fingers still working inside her, and he finally came in for that kiss, the real one, the one and only of that night. Just a quarter inch away, he murmured, “I missed you too. With all my heart.”



Their lips connected. She clung to him, drawing a sharp breath when his thumb brushed her clit. She buried her lips against his neck and twisted her head as she cried out again. When his fingers slid free, he held her like that, the past and the present swirling around them like the falling snow.



Finally, Natalie pulled back. Stephen went to kiss her again but she pressed a finger to his chest and pushed him back. “Okay!” she said cheerfully. “Great to see you and thank you for a wonderful night.”



“I…”



“I’ve got a date with your sister and Lydia tomorrow. Better get some sleep.” She fake yawned and stretched. “So sleepy. Sleepy-sleepy. Okay, bye bye, Stephen.”



He laughed, and reached for the door handle behind her. “It’s good to see you too, Natalie. And thank you for this.” He pointed at his hard-on.



“You deserve it. Breaking up with me and all.”



He paused, and his head tilted to one side. “Do you really still hate me for that?”



She smiled faintly. “I never hated you.”



“See you tomorrow?”



“A second date. Hmmmm. I suppose.”









Chapter 4



 



Stephen woke warm and comfortable and immediately thought he was dreaming. Standing above him by his bed caressing his face was Natalie. But… something was off and his sleep-addled brain wasn’t quick enough to process the questions that came to mind. Why was she holding a white ball? And why, oh sweet Jesus, why was Lydia standing beside her with one too?



“Whazz going on?” he muttered, and cleared his throat.



“You broke up with her… and had a one-night stand with me,” Lydia said. “Never forgive!”



“Never forgive!” Natalie bellowed.



At the last second as she yanked down his blankets, he realized what they were holding. “No no no I’m naked I-” They threw the snowballs in under the covers and he roared, “Holy shit, that’s cold!”



They thundered out of the room as somewhere out in the hall Grace cackled. He sat upright, kicking the snowballs out of bed, and a third hit his chest.



“And that’s for me,” his sister said.



“Why?” Stephen sputtered.



“For breaking up with one of my best friends and making me wait ten years to get her back in our life again.”



She fled too as somewhere deeper in the house, Ken began to bawl. Dejectedly, Hank called after his fleeing wife, “Thank you, honey.”



“You’re welcome, have fun, byeeeee!”



The three women were gone, and Stephen dropped back against the pillows, cold, wet, and the happiest he’d ever been. He grabbed his phone off the nightstand, reread an email he sent the night before, and thought about Natalie.



* * *



The latest sleeper of both households, he was too late for hot pancakes and eggs, but there were still some left on a plate, along with a single lone crispy piece of bacon.



“Only one piece of bacon?” he asked.



“You’d get more if you hadn’t broken up with Natalie,” his mother Dianne said, unable to contain her grin.



“She’s got all of you working against me, doesn’t she?”



“Just like old times. What are you doing today?”



He stuffed the strip of bacon and the eggs into one of the fluffy pancakes and folded it over like a taco. It tore, but held just enough that he could eat it that way. “Well,” he said after a mouthful. “A little breaking and entering. Then I’ve got to do some Christmas shopping of my own.”



“Where are we breaking and entering into? And why?”



“Natalie’s,” he said. She looked at him blankly. “Want to help me decorate for Christmas?”



Dianne did, and so did Stephen’s father Palmer and Hank. Ken came along for moral support and a goodish nap inside Natalie’s place while everyone worked. Palmer brought along his ladder and a toolkit, not knowing what Gerald might have left in his garage or shed. But the first real step was figuring out where their departed family friend kept his Christmas stuff. As it turned out, that was pretty easy. They found it all in a closet in totes and cardboard boxes.



Dianne and Hank set up the Christmas tree while father and son brought out the outdoor lights Gerald used to decorate with every year, thick ones with a crust that was supposed to look like ice. They tested the bulbs and found them all in good working order, then set about figuring out the best way to hang them. There weren’t enough to do the whole roof like their own home, and besides, the snow made that a tricky prospect, so they settled on hanging the lights along the rain gutter with clips.



By the time they finished that, the tree was all lit up and covered in bulbs and tinsel. Stephen and Palmer needed to warm up so they came inside and helped hang strings of tinsel and red and silver beads around the windows and up the banister. By that point, Ken was sleeping soundly and Hank joined them outside to help with more lights, this time along the fence.



The basics more or less matched everyone’s memories of how Gerald liked to decorate his house around the holidays, but Palmer and Dianne had some extra decorations at their house they hadn’t put out and drove back to get them.  Soon three light-up Christmas presents dotted the yard and a wreath hung from the door.



By that point, they drew the notice of the neighbors. Stephen explained to them what was going on. Gerald and Natalie were well-loved up and down the block, and soon people were bringing over even more decorations, as well as redoubling their efforts at their own homes to make Natalie feel even more welcome and loved. The immediate neighbors brought out folding tables and set up a coffee and hot cocoa stand for everyone. More people brought food and tins of candy and cookies, along with an army of extra gifts. Someone started up Christmas music through portable speakers. It turned into a regular block party.



Stephen only had an hour to do his shopping and needed to get out of there, but not before thanking everyone for showing up. He left his mom and dad to take charge of the neighborhood efforts, but not before taking a long look at the house.



It still felt like something was missing, he thought. This place was loaded with memories and kindness, but he wanted to put his own personal touch on it, and he thought he knew how he could do it.



His shopping took him all over Pike Bridge.  It was a small town and he saw Lydia’s gray Chevy Tahoe twice, first parked at the bookstore and later at the grocery store. He wanted to drop in on them and say hello, or maybe work some kind of revenge, but he knew whatever he came up with Natalie could and would trump.



The hardware store had what he was looking for, but it was out of season and stored in a backroom. Ross Walsh, the manager, listened to Stephen’s story about why he wanted to buy a swinging bench in the middle of winter and led him immediately to the rear of the store and into their storage area. Together, they wrestled one of the boxes the benches came in unassembled onto a cart.



To Stephen’s mild protests, Ross insisted on helping him put it together. “Gerald was a good man. Natalie too.”



“Guess you probably saw a lot of him, being a carpenter,” Stephen said.



“Most every day in the warmer months,” Ross said. “I remember him being very fond of you, son. That was a pretty stupid move, you breaking up with her.”



Stephen cracked up. “Did she come by and tell you to tell me that?”



“Haven’t seen her. Why?”



“Sorta seems to be everyone’s take on it.”



Stephen made one last stop at the grocery store to buy some of what he could remember of Natalie’s favorite snacks, and his own. If this worked out, he didn’t plan on leaving her bed as long as he could manage it.



The decoration party had pretty much ended at Natalie’s by the time Stepehen pulled in. Ross wasn’t far behind, and had the wooden swing set up in twenty minutes. The two men tested it, and Stephen tried to press a twenty on the other man for the trouble.



“Nope. Won’t take it,” Ross said. He gripped Stephen’s shoulder. “You want to repay me, you bring her home permanently. You too. This town wants you both back.”



Stephen tried not to let his emotions show. “Thanks, Ross. Merry Christmas.”



“You too, son.”



With everyone gone, Stephen walked through the gate into the backyard deposited Gerald’s – Natalie’s, but that was going to take a long time to get used to – spare key back in a ceramic frog on an outdoor end table by two chairs under the yard’s lone tree. Then he headed inside, depositing some of the snacks in a stocking someone pinned up near the fireplace. Stephen and Natalie’s names had been carefully printed on the white fabric at the top. He ran his thumb across her name, smiling faintly to himself. His gaze fell on the tree. Time to wrap some presents.









Chapter 5



 



When Lydia hooked up with Stephen after they broke up, Natalie was furious – for all of about a summer. They were supposed to be best friends, and best friends did not do that to each other.



Lydia, for her part, was taken aback by her friend’s reaction. She knew it was a mistake, but as she kept saying in the first week or two of the aftermath, they had broken up. It wasn’t like she cheated with Stephen when they were together. Natalie thought that was pretty shitty logic and refused to listen to her former friend’s teary apologies throughout that summer.



But with college came distance, and with distance came healing. It was vulture-ish swooping in like that but it wasn’t like Natalie had any right to tell Stephen or Lydia they couldn’t sleep together. It hurt like hell but she still loved her friend – and Stephen too, much as she hated to admit it those early years after their breakup. So by the time Lydia called her up three years after graduation to ask her with trembling trepidation if Natalie would be one of her bridesmaids for her upcoming wedding, Natalie allowed herself to take the last step towards forgiveness and happily agreed.



They never quite had the sisterly closeness of high school again, but that wasn’t for a lack of love between the two. They led different lives, Natalie moving to Beckfield, Lydia and her husband to St. Louis. They kept in touch by text and social media, and Natalie flew out a couple times to stay with her friend and get in some “auntie” time with her kids.



“I’m talking Tom into moving back too,” Lydia said now, leading the charge into the bookstore. “Where we live, it’s pretty safe, and I like having so much to do right there in the city, but I don’t know. It’s not home.” She sighed. “I’d miss the barbeque though.”



Motherhood brought on some extra weight in Lydia, but it didn’t do anything to lessen her desirability. Natalie and Grace were beautiful, but it was invariably Lydia that the men focused on, and that was the case now, the clerk at the front grinning at her loopily and welcoming them to the store. Lydia gave him a playful twiddle of her fingers.



“You are so disgustingly hot,” Grace said, poking Lydia’s side.



“It’s a curse!” Lydia said, making Grace roll her eyes theatrically. They moved together to the new releases table and began to browse. “It’d be so much fun for all of us to be closer. Let the kids get to know each other.” To Grace, “How long do you think before Stephen and Natalie have one?”



“If it’s longer than ten months I’d be shocked,” Grace said.



“Grace!” Natalie said, blushing.



“A Christmas baby. That’s what I’m betting on,” Lydia said.



“Ooh, could they have a Halloween one?” Grace asked. She did the math on her fingers and frowned. “Maybe, but you’d need to get started right away. Are you on the pill?”



“Grace!”



“What?”



Lydia giggled. They were there mostly for the husbands, who were voracious readers, and soon Grace took off for the fantasy section, Hank’s preferred genre. Together alone at last, Lydia hugged Natalie.



“I’m so glad you two found each other again.”



“It’s not… we’re not together-together yet.”



“Yet,” Lydia said.



“I mean, we still have a lot to figure out. I have my clients and Dad’s house to think about. And he has some great job opportunities and I don’t want to tear him away from that if I decide to come home.”



“So go be with him. You’re making a mountain out of a molehill.”



“It’s a big move!” Natalie protested.



“You could find work as a CPA anywhere.”



“Eventually, sure.”



Later, in the SUV again, Natalie listened to her friends talk about plans for New Year’s with only half an ear. Her mind was on that idea, of chasing Stephen to wherever he went. Say she gave her clients until May. Then… move to be with him. The thought warmed her. But what to do with the house? Rent it? God, she loved Stephen and she wanted to see him succeed, but being home again, it tugged so hard on her heart.



“So? Tell him to come home,” Grace said even later than that. They were looking at pathway light-up candy canes. “Mom would love these things, don’t you think?”



“I think your mom and dad love anything to do with Christmas. And I’m not going to tell Stephen to upend his life and come home. That’s selfish.”



“So you’re just going to upend your life instead?” Grace asked, picking up one of the display canes and testing the quality. She wrinkled her nose, dissatisfied for some reason, and set it back down. “You broke up because neither one of you wanted to sacrifice your careers. It wasn’t the wrong decision, but like Lydia says, both of you can work anywhere.”



“He has such an amazing opportunity.”



They moved on down the aisle. Grace gave the light-up Santas and snowmen a cursory look and kept moving. “What is it you want, Natalie? You. Right now. Gut reaction. What is it you want?”



“I want to come home and I want to be with Stephen,” Natalie said immediately, her cheeks blooming. “But-”



“No. No buts. Tell Stephen that. Then you figure out the details. But you start from a place of honesty. Otherwise it’s all built on a cracked foundation.” She picked up a Santa hat and shoved her fist inside. Her hand made a mouth out of the fabric like a puppet and she said in a squawking old man’s voice, “Listen to Poppa Santa.”



Natalie laughed. She couldn’t help herself. “It’d be so good to live close to you and your parents.”



“See? That’s the best reason to do it.”



A funny thing happened as they stood in line. Mr. and Mrs. Beauchamp, a retired couple who lived a few blocks away from Natalie’s, were in the next lane over. They saw Natalie and came over for a pair of huge hugs. Mr. Beauchamp stood back and said, “That’s something else, your house.”



Hastily, Grace shook her head fast and hard. Mrs. Beauchamp clapped a hand to her mouth and giggled. “Sorry. Sorry. Merry Christmas, sweetie. We’re bringing by some treats for you later.”



They excused themselves, looking at Natalie the whole time with secretive smiles and whispers to each other. Lydia looked between them and Grace, then at Natalie. “All right, what’s going on?” she asked.



“Nothing. Why?” Grace asked. Again she shook her head with a pointed look at Lydia.



“You are as sneaky as Stephen,” Natalie said, just as confused as Lydia.



At other stores, more and more people came up to Natalie, welcoming her back to town. A few more asked if she’d been home yet, but even as slim as Grace was, her stares of death made them hastily stop that line of questioning. Something was definitely going on back at the house, and after they called it a day early in the afternoon, Natalie had her answer.



As they pulled onto the street, Grace, who was usually so buoyant, said softly, “My brother has never loved anyone as much as you, Natalie.” She looked over her shoulder and smiled at her in the middle row. “I hope you know that.”



“I love him too,” Natalie said. “I don’t know what that’s going to mean, but… this is what I want. More of this. And I’ll tell him that.”



“Good,” Grace said.



“Oh, I am so going to move home too,” Lydia muttered to herself.



“Yeah, just don’t sleep with Stephen again,” Grace said, and Lydia giggled.



Natalie started to say something else, but then she saw it. The house, all decorated up, and not just with her father’s usual reserved but beautiful holiday style. Decorations dotted the yard and lined the porch. A Christmas tree glimmered through the big picture window. All along the sidewalk and the driveway were lighted candy canes and small Christmas trees.



“Ohhhh, I planned on sneaking back to the store and get some of those for you,” Grace groaned. “Shoot.”



Natalie laughed, her hand rising to her lips. Her heart fluttered. “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God… it’s beautiful. It’s, it’s… it’s incredible.”



“Look at him. Look at Stephen,” Lydia said.



He was seated on the porch in a beautiful wood swing, like the one her father bought second-hand when they first moved to Pike Bridge. The same kind that Natalie and Stephen would sit on when they first started dating, like they were eighty years old and enjoying a sunset, pops between their knees and nothing on their minds but endless summer and awful teachers. That old bench had broken their junior year, never to be replaced – until now.



“Go to him,” Lydia said. “We’ll get your things out of the back.”



Natalie barely heard her. She was out of the SUV and rushing to Stephen as he stood and stepped off the porch. She collided with him, kissing him. “I love it,” she said. “I love you.”



“I love you too,” he breathed, and then they were kissing again, and his hands were all over her, pulling her in tighter, his lips never wanting to leave hers for long. They were barely aware of the world around them, of Grace squeezing her brother’s shoulder and murmuring that she’d tell the family they might be a little late for dinner.



In a blink, Grace and Lydia were gone, and Natalie led the way inside. She cried when she saw the tree and all the old family ornaments. But Stephen was there again, taking her in his arms and moving with her to her bedroom.



“I need to have you in my life again,” he said, helping her toss off her coat.



“I need it too,” she said.



They crashed through into her old room, and his hands were back at her ass, then coming around, puling her long-sleeved shirt up and over her breasts. She lifted it the rest of the way and dropped it as he worked the clasp on her bra and dropped that too. He pushed her back and she fell on the bed, legs dangling off it. He dropped his head to her breast and sucked her nipple into his mouth, his hand sliding down to her jeans and helping her with those too.



Natalie lifted her ass and pulled the jeans down as he switched to her other breast, cupping it and grunting deep in his throat with pleasure. She pushed him back but he didn’t want to let her tit go, dropping right back down and sucking the big nipple into her mouth again.



“I want you as naked as I am,” she said, her voice so husky it sounded like a different person speaking. He pulled away again and she sat up as he shrugged off his coat. While he took care of his shirt, she undid his belt and shoved his jeans down around his ankles. His cock jutted up against the fabric of his boxers, and she whimpered, “Fuck.”



He watched as she tossed back her long dark hair and tugged his cock free. When he kicked his clothes away, she dropped to the carpeted floor and wasted no time sucking his cock into her mouth. “God, yeah, Natalie,” he moaned. “Fuck, I’ve needed your mouth on me.” She came up off him with a little gasp and an arched eyebrow and he grinned at her lopsidedly. “You’re not the only one with a dirty mouth.”



“Mm, bet mine’s about to be dirtier than yours.”



With that, she slid back down his length again, watching him as his smirk disappeared and his hands went to her head. He pushed back the hairs from her face and gathered them up, holding them away as he watched her suck him down eagerly.



Natalie took most his length in her mouth, her tongue sliding under him. She bobbed up and down him until he was good and slick, then added her hands to the mix. Her fingers circled around his shaft and she stroked him hard and fast as she sucked his first couple inches, eyes rolling up to meet his, her cheeks hollowing out.



“Fu-uuuuuck,” Stephen moaned. His free hand ran across her scalp. She moaned around him, wanting him to grip her head and use her. There would be time to teach him all the things she loved now.



Her hands moved faster up and down him, only stopping so she could take him deep again and again. When his hips began twitching she tortured him by pulling off his cock completely and pinning it to his stomach, laughing throatily at his grunt of disapproval. She made it up to him by licking one of his clean-shaven balls, then moving straight to the base of his shaft and swirling her tongue upwards.



“You are fucking amazing at this,” he said.



“Mm. You like that?”



“Yeah.”



“Then watch this, baby,” she breathed against his cock’s tip. She took him in her mouth again but this time didn’t stop until he was tapping the back of her throat. Deeper, until she hit his balls and gagged on him.



“Hurk!” she said happily around him, looking up at his face for his reaction. It was pure perfection. His eyes were nearly crossed from the sight, his fists balling up, his hips rocking again.



With that, Natalie showed him what she could really do. She pulled back to his tip in a flash and started stroking him again. Just as fast she took him deep again, eyes watering as she held it, then pulled back halfway, jacking him and slurping on his cock, giving him a show with her hollowed cheeks.



“Not gonna last long,” he warned her. She winked up at him and started bobbing up and down on his tip, her tongue and her hands finishing him off. He rested one of his on her head, stiffening. “Natalie…”



She stayed right where she was as he jerked. Warm ropes splashed her tongue and shot nearly to the back of her throat. She let it fill her mouth, then pulled off him when he was done. She pushed the cream to her lips and opened them, letting it spill out around the edges.



“Aw, shit, that’s… that’s incredible,” he said, breathless.



She grinned, closed her mouth, and swallowed. What had escaped her she scooped up and rubbed on her lips, then sucked her fingers into her mouth. “My new favorite Christmas treat,” she said, her throat hoarse. “Could you get me a glass of water?”



He nearly stumbled in his haste to obey, then came back almost immediately and helped her to her feet. Natalie laughed and swatted his nude butt.



He was only gone a minute, and came back with water and a bottle of wine. She took the water and gargled while he opened the wine. Stephen brought the bottle to her. She reached for it and steadied it, but still he held it, watching with those dark eyes as she stared back, drinking deep.



When she had her fill, he set aside the bottle and slid his hands under her ass. He lifted her, and she sucked at his neck, droplets of the wine staining his skin. He settled her back against the pillows, and slid down her body, kissing her neck, her breasts, her waist, her hips, and finally her pussy again.



Without a word, Stephen dove in, his hands kneading and squeezing her hips and her ass as he took long, fast laps of her pussy, his hunger on him as fast as hers. He zeroed in on her clit with his thumbs, teasing it as hard as she’d liked the night before, and already Natalie’s hips were rising to meet him, her fingers digging into her old blankets.



“Yessss, Stephen, like that, eat me like that.”



Her mind was wonderfully empty for the moment, her pleasure washing away all her worries about next week, next month, next year. Instead, much like the night before, they could just be for a little while, and she lost herself to the pleasures of him, bucking her hips up to meet his tongue.



“Yes, oh my God, yes, oh, j-just like that…” Her hand went to his head and gripped his hair, keeping him in place as she writhed and moaned. “Oh, oh fuck, Stephen, I love you, I love you so m-much… I’m going to come so f-fast for you, oh ohhhhh, ohhhh!”



She lost her voice, her eyes closing, her jaw dropping. Her orgasm hit her hard and fast, leaving her leg twisting to one side, making a vee. She barely noticed Stephen pulling away from her, her reality coming in fits and starts until she realized he was moving her again, flipping her over, getting her onto her hands and knees.



Now it was his turn to show her some new tricks, and he drove his fingers into her as he dragged his tongue down the cleft of her ass. He teased her bud with the tip and she wailed, “Oh, fuck, ohhh, Stephen!” and dropped her head to the mattress. She rocked backwards as his tongue slid around her rim, then down to her pussy. He spread her wide and dove in, eating her again with even more enthusiasm than the first time.



“So fucking wet for me,” he said.



“Wet,” she agreed feverishly, “so wet for, mm, you…”



 He chuckled, and his tongue slid right back into her. His fingers too, pumping her hard and fast and making her spread her knees. Her pleasure was an unstoppable cascade, her knees widening, her head coming back as she made little, “Oh, oh, oh!” sounds nearly to the rhythm of his fingers.



“I’m coming, I’m coming again, don’t stop, please don’t stop,” she begged. “Oh, oh fuck, Steeee-phen!”



The pleasure hit her nearly as hard as the first time, and she collapsed forward, panting and gasping. Stephen pulled his fingers out of her and replaced them with his cock. She cried out when he slid into her, a happy noise, a sated noise. He was back home, the man she loved the most, back where he belonged, with her, come what may.



He drove into her hard and fast, making her bounce back and forth. His hands went to her waist. She gasped, “Spank me, spank me…”



“Shit,” Stephen said, and for a second, Natalie worried she’d gone too far, admitted too much of her kinky side. But then his palm smacked her bottom.



“Harder,” she begged, “it’s okay, it’s okay, I want it, please…”



He smacked her again, and this time the sting felt so fucking good that she dropped her head from it, gasping and loving this. “Again,” she cried out. Smack! Smack!



“You’re mine again,” he said, his other hand coming down on her other ass cheek. Smack!



“Uh huh, uh huh, yours, I’m yours I’ll always be yours…”



His big cock filled her so well, driving her into delirium the way he was hitting her spot. This was nirvana. Stephen’s fucking was hard and unrelenting, driving her back and forth, her big beasts bouncing each time. Sweat beaded on her brow, making strands of her dark hair stick to her forehead. He smacked her ass again, and then he collected a fistful of her hair and pulled back, making her head come up.



“Oh fuck!” she cried out.



He pounded into her even harder as her eyes rolled up, her pleasure sweeping through her again.  Skin slapped against skin, joined by her ragged cries and his harsh panting.



“Ohhh, oh, nnnnn, coming, coming,” she said, her voice raw. “Oh God, mmmm, mmm, there, right…” He smacked her ass one more time and she exploded on his cock, her head dropping again as she yelled, “Oh, fuck!”



Stephen let go of her hair, panting hard. He leaned down and filled his hands with her tits before moving lower, gripping her under them and drawing her back until she was sitting upright on her knees like him, his cock still buried inside her. He thrust up, making her bounce on his dick, and she cried out again, the pleasure from the orgasm rolling over, not letting her come down.



He fucked her with hard, erratic strokes. Her head bounced with it, feeling too heavy for her jellified body. He groped her tits again, squeezing them and gasping against her ear, “Never again. Never leaving you again. Fuck, oh fuck, Natalie…”



“Love you, I love you,” she whimpered. “N-n-not on the pill…”



His eyes widened. She wanted to tell him no, that wasn’t what she meant, that she wanted him to come inside her, to fill her up, to give her the start to a family with him. But she was too far gone, and couldn’t form the words as he pulled out of her. She twisted onto her back and rested on elbows threatening to give out on her as he stroked himself above her.



“Fuck, Natalie, oh shit, ohhh, fuck!” he grunted.



He came again, his warmth shooting across her belly, even hitting her breasts.
 No
 , she thought
 , no, that should be inside me, I wanted it, I wanted your baby.



Stephen stared, mystified, as her tears came on in force.



* * *



He came back in with another glass of water. She accepted it gratefully, unable to meet his eyes. Not because of the sex, but because of her tears afterwards.



“Did I hurt you?” he asked.



She sniffed, smiled, and shook her head. “No, that was… that was amazing. I thought I was embarrassing myself asking you to spank me.” She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. “I kind of, um, like that. And being used.”



“So why the tears?”



She drank half the water with trembling hands and passed it to him. He drank too, and set aside the glass. “When I said I wasn’t on the pill… I wanted you to come inside me.”



“Oh,” Stephen said. He took her hand.



“That’s it? Oh?”



“I thought it was something bad.”



“I mean… it’s pretty bad. Well… not bad, but complicated.”



He thought about that, and scooted back on the bed and twisted until he was on his side, resting his head against the pillows. “Come here. Spoon with me and let’s talk it out.”



“Thought maybe you might want to call Lydia and invite her to come cuddle instead.”



“Come here or I spank you again.”



“Now you’re just turning me on.” She shifted around until she had her butt pressed against his groin. At some point during their frenetic lovemaking the covers had shifted to one side of the bed. She pulled them over and around themselves, sighing contentedly. “Seriously. The spanking… it’s not too weird?”



He chuckled and kissed her shoulder. “It was hot, and you’re not the first woman I’ve been with who liked it. Just let me know if I ever get too rough or go too hard.”



“I don’t think there is a too hard with me,” Natalie said, wiggling against him. “What are we going to do, Stephen?”



“Be together.”



“I want that too. But I’ve got tax season coming up and I would feel like crap if I left my clients high and dry.”



“How long does that last?”



“I’ll be done mostly by May.”



“So then, whatever we decide to do, we do it in May.”



“Like it’s that easy. How long will your training last?”



“It’s a six-month program. Not as intensive as the senior level stuff, but still pretty time consuming.”



She blew out a breath, trying not to let her voice waver. “And when does it start?”



“February.”



“Okay. Okay. So. Um. I finish with my clients in May, and I come be with you wherever you decide to go.”



“What about this house?”



She drew a deep, shaky breath. “Grace and Lydia told me to be honest with you. I, um… I want to move home. I love this town. I love that your family’s here. But I love you even more than that. I could turn this into a rental and… maybe eventually we come home.”



“Tell you what,” Stephen said, so infuriatingly calm it almost made her mad. “I need to drive back a couple days after Christmas. I wish I didn’t, but I need to get back to work. That gives us time to think about it.”



“And… it’s not like we have to make a decision right away,” Natalie said, melting more and more into the pillows.



“Mm hm,” he said, kissing her shoulder and pulling her tighter to him. “God, I love the smell of your hair.”



“Do we have time before your family’s party for a nap?”



“Definitely.”



* * *



A sea of family, neighbors, and strangers spilled out of Dianne and Palmer’s house and onto the lawn and sidewalks. Tables had been lined up and generators ran additional lights, crockpots, and an electric kettle. People cheered as the couple walked down the sidewalk arm-in-arm.



“What the…?” Stephen asked.



“This wasn’t you?” Natalie asked.



“No. I guess the decorating party spilled over into our family party.”



“Welcome home, Natalie!” Julie Shaw, a local nurse and fellow classmate, called. Her husband Colin echoed her, clapping the hands of the bundled-up toddler in his arms. Clapping and cheering broke out, and more people came outside to see what the commotion was.



Catrin Walsh, the thirty-something daughter of the hardware store manager who helped Stephen set up the wood swing, called into the house, “They’re here!” More cheers broke out inside the abode, and Natalie laughed and sniffed all at once. Camera flashes went off, pictures being taken at all angles. In all of them, both of them were smiling, dazed but happy.



Stephen tried to point out everyone who had been involved in the decorating party but soon the wave of townspeople enveloped them in hugs and slaps on the back. Everyone wanted their attention. Food was pressed on them, then drinks until someone called, “Best not if they’re trying for a baby.” Both their heads whipped towards each other at that one to the raucous delight of the crowd.



Lydia broke through the pack, one of her kids in one arm. “Isn’t this amazing?” she shouted over the din.



“Was this you? My family?” Stephen asked. The little one struggled to get to Natalie, and she took him, giving him a big kiss on the head to his giggles.



“I think they just showed up. It’s amazing.”



“Aunt Natty, who’s he?” the boy asked.



“That’s Stephen. He’s my… well, he’s my boyfriend.”



Stephen grinned at that. Grace and Dianne pushed through the crowd too, and soon they were inside, getting more hugs and shaking more hands. When Lydia pulled Natalie away to talk to a local CPA about rumors she was going to open up shop there in Pike Bridge, Stephen slipped away to get a beer or a glass of the punch he’d seen people waving around.



He found Palmer carving up a turkey in the kitchen. There, things were mildly quieter and Palmer explained that people started to show up around five to bring some food to their family gathering. Then more people came to talk to those people and ask about Natalie and Stephen, and the whole thing quickly snowballed.



Stephen asked him if he needed any help in the kitchen, but Palmer waved him away and laughed at his apology about the chaos. “We love it,” was his response.



The party swelled and kept Stephen and Natalie in orbit of each other but rarely crossing paths for a while. Though they talked to dozens of people that night, their eyes rarely left each other. When Natalie saw him get down on his hands and knees to play with two of Lydia’s kids and Colin and Julie’s little one, every particle in her body wanted to drag him back to her house and get started on having their own kids right away. And when he saw her with an arm around his mom and her head on Dianne’s shoulder, he thought to himself with complete and total finality that there would be no other love greater than her in his heart.



The party stretched on well into the night. Lydia sought them out eventually and told them her little ones were pooped, and so was she. She hugged them both, and to Stephen, she gave a dramatic sigh, complete with a hand to her forehead. “In another life, mon cheri,” she said.



“We could sneak away right now,” Stephen said. “It’s been good to see you, Lydia.”



“You too, hon.” She smiled fondly at Natalie. “It was always supposed to be you two. I’m glad you forgave us.”



“Aw, come here,” Natalie said, and hugged her best friend tight.



Lydia collected her husband and kids and left, and wasn’t the only one. People finally started drifting away, taking kids and food and all the detritus of the party. Stephen and Natalie stood out at the bottom of the porch, saying their goodbyes. Finally, around midnight, it was just the immediate family and Natalie back inside seated in the living room.



“We’ll have to get around to looking at lights tomorrow night,” Stephen told Natalie.



“A third date? Mm. All right. But you’re buying the popcorn.”



“Deal,” he said, and kissed the side of her head.



“The best Christmas,” a loopy, happily tipsy Dianne said, cozying up to her husband on the loveseat.



“It really is,” Natalie said.



“Agreed,” Stephen said, smiling and thinking about the two presents he had in store for Natalie in the morning.









Chapter 6



 



Natalie woke before Stephen, and once she had a chance to slip out of bed, use the bathroom, and grab a shower, she came back to bed and rested on her side, watching him sleep. Together, again, and nothing had ever seemed so right.



Funny, but she thought for a brief, crazy moment she could hear her father out rattling packages, which he liked to do. Every Christmas she could remember, she always slept later than him and he would wake her up by getting into the presents and rattling them around. His love of the holiday became her love. Maybe someday she’d be the one out by the tree, rattling packages and rousing the kids. Or more likely they’d be the ones piling onto their bed, shouting for their parents to wake up, that Santa had come and gone.



I miss you, Dad. Merry Christmas.



The man she loved woke slowly. His eyelids fluttered and his hand went to her side, stroking her lazily before he drifted back off for a few minutes. The next time he came awake, it was for real, and he murmured, “No alarm clock by snowball this morning?”



She giggled. “No. Not today.”



“Merry Christmas, baby.”



“Merry Christmas, Stephen.”



They kissed, a tender, exploratory thing. He slipped out of bed to use the bathroom, and she told him to take his time, since she needed to wrap his presents still.



“You are my present,” he said. He cocked his head. “That sounded way less corny in my head.”



“Dork.”



Still nude, Natalie wandered to the tree, where friends and family had left an army of packages. She found the purchases she made the day before on the kitchen table, and brought them out with tape, wrap, and scissors as she heard the shower start. She knelt on the rug in front of the tree and rolled out the wrap. Her presents to Stephen were little things. A picture frame she intended on filling with photos of the two of them that week. A coffee table book on cars, his greatest interest. A pair of memory foam slippers. A board game. She worried they were boring, but they were meant with love.



He came out as she was finishing up, a towel draped around his waist and his phone in his hand. She smiled up at him, pinning the last corner in place for his slippers and taping it down. “They did so much for us,” she said softly.



He dropped his phone on an end table beside the couch, came to her, and held out his hand. She took it and rose, her chest rising and falling as she stared into his eyes. “They love you too, Natalie.”



She kissed him, her slim, long-fingered hands going to his freshly shaven cheeks and stroking his skin. The towel dropped, neither of them sure who did it.



“I’m sorry I ever hurt you,” he whispered.



“We’re together now,” she murmured back, and pushed him gently towards the couch. He dropped onto it and she knelt with her knees on both sides of him, settling her pussy along his half hard length and grinding slowly on him.



Stephen stared up at her, his hands roaming her warm skin. “Tell me what you want for Christmas.”



“I already did.” She rocked on him, her breasts rolling enticingly with her hips. “Us. Here, someday.”



“Finish what you need to here,” Stephen said. “Take all the time you need this week. Then come to New Bainbridge, and help me pack.”



She smiled. “I’d like that. Pack for what? Your training? That’s a bit early, isn’t it?”



“It is. But it’s not too early if you don’t mind me coming to live with you.”



Her hips kept moving, lust fogging her mind until his words slipped through. “What… what do you mean?”



He reached for his phone. “My Christmas present to us.”



“Stephen, no, what did you do?”



He didn’t answer, but tapped away on the phone and held it up for her to see. It was an email he sent the night before Christmas Eve, when they were reunited. It was a thank you for the opportunity to take part in the executive training program – and a two-week notice.



“No, no, Stephen, it’s such a good opportunity for you-” Natalie babbled, tears slipping down her cheeks



He dropped the phone beside him and gripped her waist to lift her up. She went, and he pointed himself upright so she could sink right back down onto him, taking his every inch.



“I’m not making the same mistake twice,” he said. “I want to come live with you while you finish up with your clients. I’ll find work somewhere temporarily. Then if you still want it… let’s move back home.”



Pure, blissful joy spilled from her heart and swept through her. She nodded and whispered, “Yes. Yes.”



She dropped her head and kissed him. His hands roamed her back and he whispered her name. “Natalie.”



“Together…”



She ground against him, her lips seeking his over and over again as they rocked together like that for long minutes. When she could shed no more tears, when the joy gave way to pure lust, she began to rise and fall on him, his dick filling her, hitting her spot just right. He stared up at her in rapture, his hands sliding down to her ass and back up again, uncertain what they wanted to touch next and trying to take in all of it.



They both thought of a future in that house, and a past. They moved together, their hearts light, Natalie’s hips rocking faster and faster, and their breathy whispers of love made them feel like teenagers again. When she came, she laughed throatily, and Stephen grinned too. He lifted her and settled her on her back, one of her feet touching the floor, the other knee bent as she curled her hands around the back of his neck. He kissed her again and again as he drove deep inside her, his own need a roaring blaze soon to be sated.



“Are you sure?” he murmured.



Natalie nodded, smiling. “Give me it. Fill me up.”



She kissed him one more time, and he went wild, hammering into her with hard thrusts that left her jerking back and forth. She clawed at his back, her mouth falling open as he brought her there one more time with a cry of his name. And then Stephen was coming too, releasing his warmth inside her, filling her up, and everything was as it should be again.



* * *



They didn’t want to bother getting completely dressed until they had lunch with his family later, so instead, they both knelt in front of the tree in robes, opening presents and setting aside the name tags so they could thank the many friends who brought them gifts.



Then finally came their presents to each other, interspersed with plenty of gropes and kisses and flashes of heat between them that threatened to send them back to the couch for another round of lovemaking. When the last of the presents had been opened, Natalie stood and started to undo the belt of her robe, giving Stephen a mad grin that set his heart flying.



“Race you to the shower,” she said.



“Wait,” he said, “I think there’s one more.”



She glanced at him curiously as he reached under the tree for a bough and an ornament. It was a small box wrapped in a bow and hung from the tree like any of the other ornaments. But when she saw the size, and Stephen’s fingers undoing the bow, Natalie froze.



“Give me one last present,” he said softly, and opened the box. “Marry me.”



* * *



How weird the circles of life could be. That was what Brandy’s grandfather always said with a twinkle in his eye. Now she spoke the words out loud as she and Sara turned onto the street where Grandpa Steve and Grandma Nattie had lived, and where she would now hopefully pick up the pieces of her life.



Her life, and her son’s, growing inside her.



Her hand went instinctually to her stomach. Sara saw, and grinned. “Not far now,” Brandy’s best friend said.



And not long before I ruin our friendship by telling you how much I love you for these last three months. How much I love you, period. How desperately I want you in my life.



“Yeah,” Brandy said, blushing hard. “Not long now at all.”



There was the house, the one she had so many fond memories of. Summers here out on the porch, swinging with Grandma and listening to her stories. Of working in the garage with Grandpa, him no good at it but both of them having fun anyways. Of lemonade and iced tea in the backyard, of her first kiss there on that porch, of the tears and laughter and love. When her parents told her she was inheriting this place, her heart broke and sang all at once, because this had always been home for Brandy, but it was so much more than that.



Here, in Pike Bridge, there was
 magic
 .



They pulled in, and Brandy had to do it now or she would never do it at all. But her words caught in her throat as she reached out to take her friend’s hand. Sara glanced at her, cheeks reddening.



“You all right?” Sara asked.



“I…”
 I love you
 , Brandy thought but couldn’t say.



But there on the porch were two people who should not be. They had passed away, having slipped away just weeks from each other, but now they were here, and smiling, and with them was another man Brandy recognized from pictures, her great-grandfather, and he had his arms around the other two’s shoulders, grinning too. In another blink, they were gone, but Brandy’s heart swelled, and she blurted the words that would change her life forever.



 



* * * * *
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