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April stepped out of her Volvo onto the decorative brick driveway. The soft perfume of the French lilacs in the gorgeously well-kept yard made her stop and take a deep breath, her eyes dipping shut and her smile widening. Already this was the loveliest home in her admittedly short career as a maid, and she hadn’t even stepped foot inside.



Before she pulled out her cleaning gear from the rear seat of the car, she needed to speak to the woman who hired her. That woman came out of a side door by the three-car attached garage and said, “April?”



“Yes ma’am. And you’re Mrs. Budgen?”



“Yes. And no ma’am. Liza is fine when it’s just you and me. You’re early. Good. He’s particular about punctuality.”



“Not too early, I hope?” April said.



“Not at all.”



Liza Budgen was a heavy-faced woman maybe in her late fifties or early sixties, with thick eyebrows and a scar that took a chunk out of her lip. She held out a well-manicured hand, and April shook.



“Let’s go inside. Mr. Preston won’t be home until tonight, right around six-thirty or so. Sometimes he’ll stop for a workout or a drink, but he generally prefers both at home.”



“Does anyone else stay with him?”



“No.” Liza rethought that. “His brothers are his best friends, and will occasionally come to visit with their families. They stay in the guest house where you’ll be living. I’ll speak to him about what arrangements he’d like to make in that case.”



A guest house. What a different world. April had an air mattress she rolled out when she had friends or family visiting. It leaked. Badly.



But the truth was, she didn’t regret pursuing her hospitality management degree. Her employer right out of college until she landed this job, Holsteffer Cleaning Services, paid tremendously well, and though the clients were a mixed bag, she generally didn’t mind the tedium of the work. True, she thought she’d be on track to managing a resort or a hotel instead of cleaning homes, but as her mom said, it was where she was and she could make the best of it or choose to be miserable. April didn’t like being miserable.



This was a massive changeup to her old schedule of cleaning one house every weekday. Mr. Preston needed a weekday live-in, someone to handle his cooking, cleaning, and his day-to-day affairs. The interview process was extensive, and April didn’t think she had a real shot, given that she was only employed by Holsteffer for a year. But sure enough, April got the call two weeks prior, handed in her resignation, and now here she was, nervous but excited at the opportunity.



Liza was Mr. Preston’s personal assistant and would be the buffer between them when he wasn’t at home. What Mr. Preston actually did was a mystery.



Liza guided April through the garage. A pair of vicious-looking sports cars waited like sharks ready to be let loose. One was red, the other black. April didn’t recognize either one of the makes or models, but she wasn’t really a car person. But she did know dog breeds, and the big ball of fluff that chuffed at them when they entered into a side hallway was instantly familiar.



“Oh my goodness, what a beautiful chow chow,” April said.



The dog really was. The golden poofy hair saw a recent trim, but even so, it was hard to tell where the fur ended and the dog began. It chuffed again, getting low, but it looked more ready to play behind its dog gate than attack.



“Yes, she is, isn’t she? That’s Sangria. Please, shut the door behind you and always make sure her gate is secure. If she gets out through the front, you’ll never catch her until she decides to come home. Mr. Preston’s most important rule is that Sangria comes first. You tend to her needs before anything else. Even his.”



“Understood,” April said. Liza walked her through the gate’s mechanisms until she was certain April had the hang of it, and then they stepped through. The dog chuffed again, but nuzzled April’s hand when it was offered palm-out. At that point, Sangria decided April’s pettings were acceptable, and suffered through some good back scratches before Liza led the housekeeper deeper into the home.



“This is a beautiful place,” April said as they made their way first through an informal living room to a pair of French doors. Liza let out the dog, who happily bounded outside and barked at the fence at three different spots as if to say “my fence, my fence, my fence.”



“It really is. Now, aside from minding Sangria, you’ll be preparing two meals a day for Mr. Preston, breakfast and dinner, as well as some baked goods and general special requests You have the list of his favorite foods I’ve sent you?”



“Yes.”



“Good. Any problems cooking any of that?”



“Some I’ll need to practice beforehand.”



Liza nodded. “If there are expenses, save the receipts. I’ll see you reimbursed.”



They went through the kitchen together, Liza keeping a close eye on April as she looked over the kitchen instruments and the stove. The coffeemaker was more complex than she was used to, but the instruction manual, still in its plastic, was kept in the pantry in a small box along with a dozen others for the appliances and gadgets.



April would be in charge of keeping the house stocked with food, though Mr. Preston lived alone so it wouldn’t take much effort. His preference for healthy meals was balanced somewhat by the sweeter cereals he kept tucked away in his pantry and the various treats in his freezer.



The rest of the house was like that, Liza outlining her duties and intently studying April. April was used to that kind of scrutiny. People were apprehensive about strangers coming into their homes and stealing, and Mr. Preston had some gorgeous things in the household, especially the art on the walls. Most of it appeared to be part of a series by the same artist. The swirls and colors made vague shapes, some of people, some of buildings and cars.



“You’ll dust the frames, but do not touch the art,” Liza said. “Elliot’s… Mr. Preston’s brother James painted those.”



“They’re wonderful. I will be gentle with everything.”



“Good. The dusting has been his greatest pet peeve. Mr. Preston likes everything dusted. Miss no corners, make no trouble, and make sure Sangria doesn’t piddle inside the house, and he’ll keep you on forever.”



“That certainly sounds doable to me.”



They talked another half hour until finally Liza allowed April to collect her cleaning equipment and begin. The assistant stuck around for that first time, watching but saying little. The home was beautiful, but not overly huge, with a guest bedroom on the first floor and a master on the second. A third had been converted to a home gym, The grounds were much larger, but the guest house was only two bedrooms and would take a fraction of the time as the main house to clean. April was relieved she wouldn’t be doing the gardening. That must take an entire crew, given the size of the backyard.



Small though the house might be, the intensive cleaning Mr. Preston wanted would take some time. Between that and the personal errands Mr. Preston would require of her, she would have plenty of work to keep her occupied. She would be allowed to watch the TV in whatever room she was working in, or she could listen to music or podcasts through the house’s sound systems.



All in all, it didn’t sound bad at all. “I think I can handle this,” she said as she set about prepping for the evening’s meal, cilantro lime chicken thighs and mashed potatoes.



“I certainly hope so,” Liza said. “Mr. Preston likes precision and consistency. If the government put him in charge of infrastructure, the trains and buses would never be late. That can be difficult for some people, but if you keep up, I’m sure you’ll be okay.” Liza watched April wash up and cut the chicken into strips. About then, a soft thrum filled the house, and Liza said, “That’ll be him. That’s the garage door opening.”



Soon the growl of a powerful engine filled the home for a moment before it was cut off and the garage door closed again to Sangria’s joyous woofing. A tall, broad-shouldered man maybe in his early thirties or very well-kept forties stepped into the kitchen. Everything about him looked professional, from his charcoal suit to his short-cropped black hair and silver-rimmed glasses. He was lean but not thin, moving shoulders-first towards the kitchen. His smile was faint but pleasant.



“Liza, how’s it looking?”



“Excellent, especially judging by her skills in the kitchen,” Liza said. “I’m enthused so far.”



“It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir,” April said. “I’m April.”



He held out a hand. “Elliot Preston.” They shook and he glanced at the chicken. “Ah, one of my favorites.



“Liza filled me in on your tastes. I’ll prepare your favorite meals on a rotating schedule, or if you have a special request, please let me know.”



“I will,” Mr. Preston said. “I like variety, so expect some curveballs. And let nothing go to waste. I’m not above leftovers”



“I’ll try my best to learn to cook whatever you like, sir.”



Sangria scratched at the back door and he headed that way. “Excuse me. My girl’s calling me.” He let her in and Sangria charged him, racing around playfully as he fetched a treat out of a jug on the countertop. “There’s my girl. Did you behave for Liza and April?”



“She’s been adorable,” April said as he palmed the treat and fed it carefully to the exuberant dog.



Liza grasped April’s shoulder. “Took to her the moment she came through the door.”



Mr. Preston petted his dog, who sat on his foot and accepted it with a pleased twist of her head. “I’m not surprised. She’d make best friends with a burglar. Not that I’d have it any other way.”



“Well, sir, unless you needed anything else from me?” Liza asked.



Mr. Preston shifted his attention to his assistant. “Anything she needs to know that you haven’t discussed?”



“Nothing on my end.” To April, she said, “I’ll come by in the mornings these first couple weeks.”



“Thank you for showing me the ropes,” April said.



“You’re very welcome.”



She left, and Mr. Preston watched April. His scrutiny didn’t feel hostile, just curious. “How long until dinner?” he asked simply.



“I can have it on the table in fifteen minutes.”



“Perfect. I’ll be back down soon.”



He disappeared, and five minutes later, came down in blue jeans and a polo. He took a chair at the table as April set out a plate, silverware, and a glass of ice water, as Liza instructed her. “May I get you anything else to drink?” she asked.



“Bottle of beer, served in a glass. Thank you. Liza went over what I’m expecting of you?”



“Yes sir. Every inch of the main and guest house to be cleaned and dusted regularly. She singled out the dusting, so I’ll make sure to take extra special care of that.”



Mr. Preston lifted his glass of water but didn’t drink. He looked amused. “She exaggerates my fussiness, but I did let go of my last couple housekeepers for slacking on the dusting. I suppose that’s fair. Have you done this long?”



April pulled a bottle of beer from the fridge. “I worked for Holsteffer Cleaning Services for about a year, but I have to tell you, you’ll be my first as a live-in.”



“You sound nervous about that.”



“I am,” she admitted as she went for a glass in a cupboard above the sink.



“Don’t be. But I suppose that’s easier said than done. I am a quiet, easy-going man who only expects that my employees try their best.”



“That I can definitely do.”



“Perfect.”



April poured Mr. Preston the beer, flipped the chicken on the way by, and brought him the drink. He said little else until dinner was served, then thanked her. That was it. She washed the dishes as he ate, and when he was finished, she took his and started the dishwasher. Was she supposed to stick around and wait to unload it? She frowned, thinking back on what Liza said and came up with nothing.



By that point, Mr. Preston was settling into an armchair in the living room, a remote in hand. She stepped in, hands crossed in front of her stomach, hating to interrupt him. “Sir?”



“Yes?”



“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to bother you. But I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to stay until the dishes were done in the washer or not.”



He turned to look at her, amused again. “I think they’ll survive until the morning, don’t you?”



“Yes. Uh. Yes, sir.”



“Do you have enough blankets and pillows in the guest house?”



“Oh yes sir. It looks lovely. Very cozy.”



He still stared at her, and she squirmed under his scrutiny. Elliot Preston was handsome, she decided. Bookish in the way of writers and poets, soft in expression but with lines at his eyes that spoke of experience.



“Was there anything else?” he asked.



“Oh! No sir. Sorry.”



“Don’t apologize so much. And that’s an order,” he said, his smile broadening. Oh yes. Definitely handsome.



“Yes sir. Well, see you in the morning for breakfast, then.”



April scurried out of there, stopping to wipe at the kitchen table, even if it didn’t need it. She stepped out into the cool fresh air of the night. Soft lights lined the decorative brick pathway to the guest house, which itself was warmly lit by sconces spilling light up at the base of the building as well as the two posts by the door. Somewhere close by frogs sang, and she was struck by the loveliness of it. Such a wonderful home.



* * *



The bed was nice and firm, lined with the thickest comforter April ever saw. She stripped down and slid in between the sheets, doing a happy wiggle when she settled in. Though she thought everything was going well and the bed was incredibly comfortable, she couldn’t help run a thousand scenarios through her mind of this going bad. She inherited the worrying from her father. His hypertension left him working at every detail in life, and though April wished she could be as Zen as her mother, she definitely had her father’s tendency to stress over imaginary problems.



But it seemed she wasn’t the only one awake. Sometime after midnight, she rose to get a glass of water. The small kitchenette looked out over the garden, including a sitting area under a yawning tree. Mr. Preston was seated there in profile, Sangria by his feet. He petted her with one hand, and drank from a bottle of beer with the other. There was just enough light to see his face. He looked tired and lost in thought.



Before she could be caught spying April got her drink and headed back to her bedroom, and this time, when she dreamed, her new boss’s faint smile slid in and never quite left.



* * *



Despite his late-night outing, Mr. Preston was up and working out in his home gym when April let herself into the house. At first, she thought he had a guest over, but realized the loud talking she was hearing was an audiobook playing over the home gym’s speakers.



She headed for the gym and poked her head in. Mr. Preston was dressed in a simple tee and long shorts. Sweat darkened his shirt and molded it to his ropey frame. He wasn’t ridiculously cut or molded from stone, but the way his muscles strained with his bicep curls at an all-purpose machine was definitely yummy.



“Good morning, sir,” April said.



“Good morning!” Mr. Preston said, easing the weights down and up in a hypnotic rhythm. He called to a device to pause playing the book and the speakers went silent. “How did you sleep?”



“Very well, thank you. The guest home is so cozy. Shall I start breakfast for you?”



“That would be appreciated. Have you ever made migas?”



April’s heart sank. She had never heard of them before. “No sir. I’m sorry. I can certainly learn.”



He stopped the workout and leaned forward. “April… may I call you April?”



“Yes, of course.”



“I didn’t know if you’d prefer your last name. In any case, you don’t ever need to apologize for not knowing something. A refusal to learn would irritate me. I was simply craving corn tortillas. No harm done.”



April lit up. “I could make tacos for dinner.”



“Now you’re talking.” He settled into the machine again. “And if you learn about migas and wish to surprise me one morning, all the better. Today, how about an omelet? There should be some bell peppers, cheese, and onion in the fridge. Toast on the side.”



She left him to finish up, and got everything out of the fridge for his breakfast. The coffeemaker still intimidated her and she wasn’t entirely sure she got it right, but she was getting the idea that Mr. Preston wasn’t the tyrant she feared.



He came down to the kitchen dressed in his slacks and an undershirt that, again, molded nicely to his frame. “Ah, good, coffee’s on,” he said.



“Now let me know if it’s too watery or if I’ve done it wrong,” April said. “I was a little confused about that machine.”



“Everyone is at first. It took my last housekeeper a good week or so. Wait until I ask you for a latte.” He sat at the table and she brought him a mug of coffee, black with a splash of hazelnut, like he preferred. He sipped and his eyes lit up. “Perfect. Liza taught you well.”



April couldn’t help reaching up to tug at a lock of her hair, pleased at the praise. It was her emotional comfort food, born of those sweet moments when she could pierce the cloud of worry surrounding her father and get him to let his guard down and be happy and relaxed, even for a little while.



As she started the omelet, Mr. Preston said, “Are you from around the area?”



“Alveston.”



“Is there a branch of Holsteffer that far out in the suburbs?”



“No, sir. For smaller jobs, I commuted to the office here and took a company car.”



“I understand you’ve got a degree in hospitalities, is that correct?”



“Yes. From New Bainbridge.”



“Ahhhh, excellent school. And a fun city.”



April sprinkled in the toppings and reached out to start the toast. “I loved it there,” she said. “So beautiful in the fall and spring, and the winters up in the mountains, that’s always going to have a piece of me.”



“Why move away?”



“I missed my family. I’m a firm believer that home is where the heart is. I loved the city but my parents, my brothers and sister, they’re where I belong.”



Mr. Preston raised his mug. “In that, we agree.”



“Liza mentioned you have brothers, specifically the artist. James?”



“That’s right,” he said, lighting up. “Both of them are creative types. James gets work mostly as a graphic designer. Bryson does community theater. They got all the talent, I got all the looks.”



The toast dinged, and April clapped a hand to her mouth. “Oh my gosh, I forgot to ask how you like it.”



“I can’t imagine there are too many people sneaking into the house and adjusting the settings on my toaster. So long as it’s not smoking and burned, I’ll get on with the bread just fine. Relax, April.”



“Thank you. I’m afraid I’m going to be a little nervous for a while.”



 Mr. Preston chuckled. “I can see that. But you’re doing excellent. And that omelet smells terrific.”



“Just coming off the pan now.”



She slid the omelet onto the plate and arranged the toast with pats of butter. When she brought it to Mr. Preston, he looked pleased. She waited beside the table as he took his first forkful. After he swallowed, he pointed at the eggs with the fork. “Now that is an omelet. For future reference, I like them done a little darker than most, but this is excellent.”



“I’ll remember that for next time. Do you like salsa or hot sauce with them?”



“Mm. Sometimes. Can’t hurt to leave that out if you’re making one.”



He ate quickly, not wolfing it down but moving with efficiency. When he finished, she took his plate and offered him a second cup of coffee. He accepted and told her to feel free to finish the pot.



“I don’t mind if you eat breakfast or dinner with me either,” he said. “If that’s not too uncomfortable for you. I know there must be concerns on your part, living with a single man. Never feel pressured into anything.”



Touched, April said, “That’s appreciated. Sir.”



“And with that, I’m upstairs to finish getting ready. Liza should be here in the next few minutes. If you have any questions or concerns, let her know.”



While Mr. Preston hustled away to get dressed, she washed up the dishes, smiling to herself. Yes, there had been some worry on her part about what would be expected of her, being a paid servant living in someone’s home. But Mr. Preston didn’t seem like that. His kindness felt genuine. And wow, was it going to be hard not to want to take a peek at him working out from time to time.



Was she crushing a bit on her boss? Oh yes. Definitely yes.



* * *



The first week saw April and Mr. Preston settling in around each other. She made some small mistakes and one big one, ruining one of his shirts when she used too high a heat on the iron. Liza gave her an earful for that one, but Mr. Preston waved it off.



“Please, take the cost out of my pay. I’m so sorry,” she said, nearly in tears when she showed him what she’d done.



He took the shirt, examined it, and shook his head. “Ah, here rests Sir Shirtley, who fought the dragon valiantly.” That got April nearly snickering, but she was too close to crying to actually laugh. He handed back the shirt. “I take it you’ve not had to do much ironing?”



“Um. No sir.”



“It’s fine. I’ve got a box of clothes in my closet I’ve been meaning to donate. There are some dress shirts and tees in there. Spend some time tomorrow and practice on them. That way, if you burn something, it’s not such a big deal.”



“Thank you,” she said. “I’d understand if you… if you wanted to hire someone else instead.”



“Oh come on now. You’ve demonstrated to me if you make a mistake, you want to learn to do better. I’m not mad. Let’s get you that box.”



Mr. Preston guided her up to his bedroom, and dug out the box of clothes from his walk-in closet. She liked his style of clothes. He wore suits every weekday, slim cut and understated. He preferred loafers without laces, and his socks were all black or brown. In the mornings and evenings, he preferred shorts and jeans, and one time she even caught him wearing a ball cap, though he took it off when she joined him.



A gentleman, she thought, right up to the point where she led the way back downstairs and he carried the box of clothes behind her. When she turned her head and glanced up at him, she very clearly caught him glancing at her ass. His eyes immediately shot up, but the damage was done. A thrill of warmth rushed through April. Mr. Preston had actually checked her out.



That he was at least a little interested boosted her confidence. April spent a good chunk of time that night checking herself out in the mirror. She always leaned towards skinny, with a slim ass, non-existent hips, and small, perky breasts. Her best feature was her face. Her sharp jaw and angular features might not have worked without her big beautiful eyes and natural long lashes, but together, they gave her something of a model’s allure.



An ex-boyfriend after they split up called April a “Christmas present with nothing in it,” that her face was the wrapping and body an empty box. It was the dumbest analogy she ever heard but it stuck in her mind. Not like he had room to talk. Muscles couldn’t make up for the unsatisfying eight-minute rides he put her through.



Finally allowing herself the hope that this could possibly be not just a good job, but a great one, and maybe with the chance of romance, April smiled at herself in the mirror. “You got this.”



* * *



The weekend was her time off, so April drove back home and picked out some slightly sexier clothes for the evenings. Not anything that said she was desperate, but some shorter shorts and a couple cute spaghetti-strapped tops would do nicely. She had fun with some friends out on the town on Saturday, but in the back of her mind, she couldn’t wait to get back to Mr. Preston’s guest house – and him.



She drove back that Sunday evening. Much as she wanted to drop in and say hello to Mr. Preston, there was a car in his driveway, an unfamiliar one with government tags much like his Durango. She had been prepped that if he had visitors, she should let herself in through the side gate and not interrupt. With her suitcase rolling behind her, she did just that.



Later that night, as she sat out under the stars and listened to the frogs, Mr. Preston stepped out. He was in jeans and a tee and carried a mug.



“April, welcome back,” he said. He headed in her direction, raising the mug. “Little coffee and Irish crème. Care for one?”



“Oh, thank you, but no. Coffee this late and I’ll be up all night.”



“Mm. Afraid I’ll have to be. Work.”



“I hope everything is okay?”



“It will be,” he said, and for the first time, his smile didn’t seem genuine.



Mr. Preston asked about her weekend and listened without interruption. But a few minutes in, as April was telling him about karaoke with her friends, he got a call. His hand went to his phone instinctively.



“I’m so sorry, but I’m afraid there are times when I have to make work my priority. This is one of those.”



“I understand, sir,” she said, standing as he did.



“Please. No more sir. Elliot, or Mr. Preston if that’s too uncomfortable.”



“All right, Elliot,” she said, blushing.



He stepped away, heading towards the house and dialing back whoever just called him. For the first time of many nights to come, April wondered just who Mr. Preston actually was and where he worked.



* * *



He was gone the next day. April tended to her duties, cleaning and picking up the dry cleaning. There wasn’t much else to do so she spent some time browsing Elliot’s collection of movies and books. In amongst the headier classics, she found he had a love of romantic comedies and Westerns. With one of her favorite Becky Aston comedies playing as background noise, April prepared a plate of cold cuts and cheese in case Elliot came home late when she was in bed.



The morning after that was business as usual. Elliot looked exhausted, but was grateful for the extra effort she put in the night before. “No need to cook anything tonight since we still have those cold cuts,” he said. “But if you would, go by a bakery and find us a loaf of something good to go with those meats and cheeses. We’ll have sandwiches outside, I think.”



“That sounds good. Any preference?”



“April, today and any day when I’m pulled away or focused on work, I leave it to you. There are times I don’t want to think about the particulars, and this is one of them.” He smiled. “No offense.”



“None taken. But I do have one question that needs answering.”



“Sure.”



“And bear in mind, it’s the most important question I’ve yet to ask you.”



“All right.”



“Pickles. Sweet or dill?”



The laugh that burst out of Mr. Preston surprised and pleased her. It was a lovely laugh, full-bellied. She hoped to make him do it again, often.



They had those sandwiches, and it was one of the nicest evenings yet. As Sangria snoozed at their feet, sure she would be given a scrap at any moment, they ate and talked movies. Elliot discovered April found his stash of rom-coms and confessed he was a sucker for the brainlessness of them.



“You know the jokes they’re going to make, you know they’re not going to get along and then realize they’re in love, but there’s something sweet to the predictability.” He clicked his tongue. “It’s fantasy but in this world, with gay best friends instead of dwarves and axes.”



“They all have gay best friends, don’t they?” April asked, and he laughed.



“It sure seems that way.”



Their smiles faded into the gentle awkward silence of two people slowly falling for each other and unsure how to voice it yet. Finally, April stood to collect the serving platters stacked with their plates and cups.



“This was… pleasant,” Elliot said. “Thank you.”



“You don’t have to thank me. I like talking to you,” April said, heat blooming in her cheeks.



“Yes. The same here.”



They held each other’s eyes. She broke first, and picked up the platter. Elliot followed her in, and if he made a move right then and there, April would have said yes in a heartbeat. She thought he might, the way he sized her up, but then Elliot wished her a good night and retreated into the house.



Their simmering attraction held steady throughout that week. More than once, April found a reason to check in on him when he was working out, and several times when she was cooking or cleaning, she felt Elliot’s eyes linger on her. He never stared long, but it was enough for her to know this wasn’t her imagination. She needed the job too much to act on her feelings, and she had the feeling there was some guilt on his end about being her employer. It was sort of fun, like being a teenager again sighing breathily over the boy she was attracted to, and she didn’t mind the slow burn.



* * *



One evening, a few weeks into the job, Elliot vanished again. He left a note for April to go and enjoy herself and not worry about his dinner, so she went window shopping downtown. It was a pleasant evening but she found herself worried about her employer. She still had no clue what he did and he never spoke a word about it.



In the morning she found Elliot at the kitchen table tapping away on his phone, dressed to exercise but not yet bearing the mussy signs of it. He smiled up at her distractedly and tucked his phone away. She stood with her hands folded in front of her, and he opened his mouth twice to say something. Finally, Elliot asked, “Would you like to go for a run with me and get some fresh air?”



“I’d love to,” April said. “Um. I should change first. Back in five?”



“Take your time.”



She rushed back to the guest house, hoping she didn’t seem too eager, and threw on a pair of sweatpants, a sports bra, and a tank. She took a quick look in the mirror, decided to tie back her hair, and was out the door again. Elliot was just lacing up his shoes and glanced at his watch. “Wow. Four minutes thirty seconds on the nose. I’m impressed.”



“Now watch, I probably got my tank on backwards or something,” April said, blushing and tugging at the material of her shirt.



“I think you look lovely,” Elliot said, then blanched. “Oh, God, I’m sorry. That’s incredibly inappropriate.”



“I don’t mind,” April said, her voice nearly a whisper.



He stood, and she thought for sure he’d cross the room to kiss her. Instead, he looked away. “I’m your employer. I should not have-”



“Elliot. It’s okay. I’ve seen you look and you know I’ve looked too.”



“Still, I…” He finally met her eyes again, and there was such a sadness and pain there. It melted her, and she wanted to take his hands. “Ready?” he asked.



“Yes.”



Elliot’s home was nested in a gated community with three entrances. The northernmost one was situated close to a beautiful public park with a meandering walking path mostly occupied that early with similarly-minded people out for a walk or run. They made good time, April keeping up with Elliot’s fast pace. By the time they looped back to the entrance of the park, both of them were breathing harder but not quite sweaty.



“I still have time before work,” he said.



“Walk for a bit longer?” April asked, trying not to sound too hopeful.



“I’d love to.”



She smiled and looked down at the path, stealing glances at her handsome boss out of the corner of her eye.



“So. Ah,” Elliot said. “Plans for the weekend?”



“No. You?”



“I was thinking about seeing Ashes of Troy. It’s been a while since I’ve been to the theater.”



“Oh, that looks amazing,” April said.



“If it’s not too forward, would you care to go with me?”



“As a date?”



“And here we come to it,” Elliot said softly. “At the risk of pushing the employer and employee boundary… yes. That is, if you’re not seeing anyone.”



“No.”



His face fell. “Oh. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have-”



“No! I mean, yes, I’d love to, but no, I’m not seeing anyone.”



“Oh.”



They both looked at each other, and she started cracking up. That got him started, and before she lost her nerves, April grabbed his arm and stopped him. She leaned up and kissed him quickly before she backed away.



“I’ve been thinking about that. A lot,” she admitted.



“Me too.” Elliot reached out and stroked her arm before going further and taking her hand. “My work is… it’s straining. I’ve not had much of a social life these last few years. It’s started to take its toll. I always liked the idea of a live-in, to have someone to come home to. Even without the relationship part of it, I just wanted someone friendly there to make me feel more human. But now… this… you… I wasn’t expecting this.”



“Me either. And I won’t let it affect my work.”



“I don’t care about that. I care about you. Liza couldn’t have chosen anyone better.”



“Do you think she knew we were, mm, compatible?”



“Oh, I’d bet on it,” he said, wringing a chuckle out of her. They started walking again, slower this time, and Elliot didn’t let her hand go. It felt nice, warm. Safe. “She’s always been like an aunt to me and has tried to set me up a half-dozen other times.”



They walked in pleasant silence the rest of the way around the park, and by that time, Elliot needed to ready himself for work. April decided to be bold for once, and when he got out of the shower, she waited in his room, his clothes laid out on the bed. Staring at her with those dark, intelligent eyes, he undid his towel and dropped it. April drew a sharp breath. Not only was he lean and muscular, but he was very well endowed, too – and hardening.



She came to him, still in her workout outfit, and her fingers trailed down his stomach to his hardening prick. “Does sir have time for me to take care of him?” she asked.



He glanced at his bedside clock, then back at her. “Ten minutes,” he said, almost apologetic.



“Then I’d better get started,”



April sank to her knees on his bedroom’s plush carpet, and Elliot moaned before her lips even touched him. Her eyes connected with his as she nuzzled his tip with her chin, her lips. He reached down to stroke April’s cheek and she moved her hand to his. He took it and held it as she finally took his tip into her mouth, staring up at him.



“You’re so damn beautiful,” he said. “Every day I come home and see you, it stuns me.”



April said around him, “I’ve wanted you since we met.”



“Same.”



They had so little time, so she made it as fast as she could bear, taking him deeper into her mouth and bobbing back and forth on him, slow at first but quickly building up speed. He didn’t let go of her hand and she didn’t want him to. It was so much more than just lust and she felt that reflected in his attentiveness, in the vulnerability in Elliot’s eyes, in the way he stroked her face with his free hand. He didn’t take, not that first time together, content to let her show her devotion to him.



“April,” he moaned.



Her name on his lips made her bob faster. She was not a porn queen and couldn’t take him very deep but for Elliot, she tried every trick she knew, twisting her head, licking him everywhere. Her free hand went to his base and started stroking him, making him tense. Just minutes left. She made them count.



“How are you doing this to me?” he murmured, staring down at her. His hips started to swish and she smiled around him as she stared up. “No one’s every peeled me apart this fast.”



She squeezed his hand in response, willing him to know what her heart was already telling her. Mysteries and all, it was impossible not to fall for Elliot Preston.



“April, I’m close.”



Her hand worked harder, and her smile slipped into something more studious as she took him to her tonsils, her breaths coming hard and deep through her nose. He squeezed her hand, and she willed him to come, to give her his warmth. He pulled back to her lips and would have freed himself if she hadn’t squeezed and bobbed right back down.



“Ohhh,” he moaned, “Coming…”



He stiffened, and his warmth shot out of him, rope after rope filling her mouth. There was so much of him she had to pull off, leaving him spilling one errant shot across her cheek. April grinned and swallowed him down as her fingers slid through the mess on her cheek. This she ate too, as he shook his head and chuckled.



“Wow,” he said, pulling her to her feet and taking her in his arms. “April, I… I wish I had time to take care of you too.”



“If I can help you relax, I’m happy,” she said. He kissed her forehead and gave her butt a quick squeeze before pulling back. “But you should probably shower again. May I use your sink?”



“Everything in my house is yours to use,” he said. “We’ll have to figure out how this is going to work, but I will take care of you.”



“And I’ll take care of things here.”



He smiled. “I like that.”



“Go. You need to get ready.”



“Shit. Right.”



Elliot hurried through another shower and she brushed her teeth. When he dressed, he gave her one long, lingering kiss and another squeeze of her butt with a deeply contented sigh. She giggled and pushed him towards the door.



“Tonight I’m taking you out,” he called back as he headed down the stairs.



But it wouldn’t be that night, or the rest of the week.



* * *



April had no idea if she was still employed by Elliot or not, or what his comment about taking care of her meant. Did she have a sugar daddy now? Oh God, was she that girl? She laughed to herself and shook her head. Not that she’d turn the opportunity down.



She cleaned, and prepared a light brunch for herself, crepes with a fruity cream cheese filling. There wasn’t much to do around the house that day besides her usual vacuuming and mopping, so she grabbed Sangria’s leash and took the cheerful dog with to get Elliot’s dry-cleaning.



On her way back, she got a call from Liza, something she supposed she was expecting since she and Elliot were now dating. April answered with a tentative, “Hello?”



“Hi April, it’s Liza.”



“Of course. How are you?”



“I’m good. Thank you. Listen, I’m calling about Elliot.”



“I suppose he probably told you?”



“I’m sorry?”



“About us? I… oh, he didn’t. Oh gosh. Oh no.”



Liza chuckled. “He finally made a move, hm?”



“Um. Yes. I’m sorry, this is so humiliating. I thought that’s why you were calling.”



“Don’t be embarrassed. I’m glad. I thought the two of you might get on well and I’m happy I was right. But listen, I don’t have much time. We’re about to head into some meetings. I wouldn’t expect Elliot back for a few days, maybe longer. Normally I’d ask one of his family members to watch his house, but if you’re available, we’d offer you double your wages for the inconvenience.”



“I’m happy to help. I love it here and I’ll keep an eye on Sangria. Is there anything I can do?”



“Yes,” Liza said, and she sounded strained and tired. “Just keep being you. I’ve never seen him so happy as when he’s mentioning you. And when he comes home, be there for him. I don’t know what that might mean to the two of you and I don’t want to push you towards anything that might be uncomfortable – I’m coming, one minute – but… please. Be patient and kind.”



“I will. Of course.”



Liza let out a long breath. “Thank you. I need to go. I’m happy for you both.”



“Thank you, Liza. And you take care of yourself too.”



* * *



The conversation with Liza troubled April, the silence that followed even more so. She busied herself with more cleaning, dusting in cupboards she knew were already spotless and wiping down all the wooden surfaces with polish days ahead of schedule. But her efficiency soon left her with nothing to do, so she settled in to call her family and friends, the news on in the background.



She fell asleep like that, curled up on the couch. Her dreams were filled with Elliot’s smile, the caress of his hand, his soft words. Sangria woke her with a whine, and she sat up, blinking in the darkness of the main house. She let the dog out and sat outside with her, shivering even if the night was a warm one.



There was no communication from Liza or Elliot the next day, or the day that followed. The weekend came and April decided to camp out on the couch, not yet feeling comfortable with sleeping in Elliot’s bed. Sangria was her ever-faithful companion, snoozing at her feet. April decided to take the dog road tripping the next day, returning home to collect her sexiest underthings, which admittedly wasn’t much, but it felt good to be doing something other than sitting around.



She had lunch with her parents, all three of them watching Sangria joyfully chase birds in the backyard. Her mother wanted to know all about her new boss, and April couldn’t help a pretty liberal blush when it came time to describing how kind Elliot was to her.



“You like him,” her father said decisively.



“Well, he’s very witty, and kind, and-”



“Is he handsome?” her mother asked.



“He is,” April said, hoping she sounded detached and knowing there was no chance in hell.



“She likes him,” her mother said to her father.



“That’s what I said.”



An hour later, April pulled a very sleepy Sangria into the car, hugged her parents, and set off back to Elliot’s again, sure he would be there by now. But he wasn’t, and as she settled in to watch TV and eat a bowl of ice cream, she said a quick and silent prayer that her man was okay.



* * *



“What are you sleeping on the couch for?” a voice asked, and this time it wasn’t part of April’s dreams.



She sat bolt upright, her thin throw falling to the carpet. Elliot stood beside the couch, looking five pounds thinner than when he left the week before. It was the unshaven cheeks and the hollows under his eyes. He looked like he hadn’t slept a minute since he left.



“I didn’t want to sleep in the guest house because I wanted to be here when you got back and I didn’t think it was okay yet to sleep in your bed and… oh Elliot,” she gasped, and stood upright to clutch him to her.



He hugged her back, chuckling wearily, and kissed the side of her neck. “Don’t you get it by now? I’m crazy about you, April. This home is your home now. Of course you can sleep in my bed.”



She pulled back just far enough to give him a half-dozen light kisses, her lips barely landing before she needed to take in the realness of him again. “Can I get you anything? Something to eat? Something to drink?”



“Both, please. Never anything alcoholic after a time away like that. Otherwise, I’d never stop drinking.” He raised his hands to his eyes and wiped them with his palms. “Ugh, here I go talking to you like the maid again and not my… well…”



“Girlfriend?”



“Yes. I’d like to think so.”



“Me too. And I don’t mind. I’m always going to like taking care of you.”



She hurried into the kitchen and fetched him some ice water and started the coffee pot. While she threw together a turkey wrap, he let Sangria outside. He watched the dog play and race around, and turned back to April, his water cup in hand. “Has she been good?”



“The best. I took her home Saturday to have lunch with my parents. She was so well-behaved.”



“That’s good. That’s…”



His hand trembled, and a good third of the ice water spilled out onto the tile. April rushed to him, took the glass, and led him to the living room couch. His hands by that point were shaking so bad she thought he was ill. He brought them to his face, taking long, deep breaths until he finally steadied again.



“My mentor brought me into my job because I still believed in ethics. In doing the right thing. There aren’t many people in my field who do,” he said, his voice distant. “I can’t ever talk about the specifics. But this last week a stupid, stupid man wanted to do something dangerous, something to stroke his own ego, and I had to try to convince my bosses it was wrong. I failed, April. I always fail these days. No one wants to do the right thing. They want to further their careers. They want power. I couldn’t stop them from saying yes.”



“Elliot,” she whispered, and eased down onto his lap, sitting on his thigh as she cradled his face to her breast.



“If I quit, there’s no one left to say no. And there has to be. There needs to be someone in that room saying that this is wrong. But I feel like I’m losing myself.”



April lifted his chin until she was looking into his eyes. “Then let me be your anchor here. Come home to me. Let me try to be the good thing you can hang onto. If that’s what you want too.”



His response came in the form of a kiss. His gentle hand went to the back of her head and pressed her down insistently to him. She came willingly and joyfully, her lips connecting with his, her hands at his stubble, tracing his jaw, his chin as they made out slowly. She twisted so she was straddling him, her sex grinding on him slowly through the fabric of her sleep shorts. He dropped a hand to her slim ass and moaned against her lips.



“Beautiful,” he whispered, and this time, his kiss was hungrier, his tongue slipping against her lips until she teased him too with hers. He gripped the hem of her tee and pulled it up and over her toned belly, her braless breasts, her head. They tossed the fabric aside together as he looked her up and down and went to suck one of her nipples into his mouth. His hands went to her hair and busied themselves weaving through it, their lips making sweet smacks. The sound made her giggle. He grinned against her and guided her up just far enough he could untie the knot to her shorts and tug them down. She wasn’t wearing a bra or panties, and he took in her shaven sex with a glimmer of need in his eyes.



“Come here,” he said, and pulled at her ass. April didn’t get it until he added, “Stand up on the couch. I need to taste you.”



“Yes sir,” she murmured. She thought it might be too much, but Elliot’s smile widened.



“Good girl,” he said, and it sent a thrill of pleasure down to April’s core.



She stood on the couch and he slid lower, his head still resting on the cushion but giving her room to straddle his face. He gripped her slim thighs and pulled her down on top of him, his tongue and mouth eagerly exploring her sex.



Elliot wasn’t just good at it. He was fantastic. His tongue moved with expert precision, sliding between her lips until he met her clit. This he sucked down and teased with light flicks before returning to his rhythmic, deep licking of her pussy. April’s toes curled in minutes, and she bore down on his face unintentionally, gasping her pleasure.



“Oh, oh Elliot, sir, that’s it, like that…”



He chuckled throatily. His stubble tickled her sensitive skin but it mixed so well with the pleasure, the sensations dueling and making her feel alive. She clutched at the leather, eyes closing, mouth opening wide as she rocked her hips against him, driving even more of her wet sex against his lips. He stopped teasing and buried his mouth against her clit, sucking and licking it exclusively for full minutes.



Her fists balled up and April cried out, “Oh… oh sir!”



Her orgasm was a full-bodied thing, pushing from her core all the way up her spine and down to her legs. She nearly toppled, but Elliot roped his arms around her and kept her steady as he kept going, kept the waves of pleasure rolling through her until she went boneless. He pulled away from April and guided her down to the couch, laying her out and leaning over her, kissing her gently as her nerves settled.



“You’re still… mm… dressed,” she murmured, stroking his face with trembling fingers. “That’s no fun.”



He moved his hand to her still quivering pussy and slid two fingers in. Hers joined him, stroking the back of his hand as he fingered her slowly, keeping up the slow kissing. Elliot was so good at this, and utterly focused on her. She had a few good lovers before, but no one who looked at her like this, like her pleasure was all that mattered to him. And though it would take some time for them to say the words, she knew then this was more than just a fling. She was in love with this man, whoever he might be.



“I’ll never ask,” she said to him, stroking his hair with her free hand. “I’ll never pry. Just let me be here for you.”



“As long as you want to be,” he said.



“You tell me that, I’m going to be here forever.”



“Forever then,” he said, and it was so silly she should have wanted to laugh, but it was the sweetest thing she’d ever heard and she couldn’t help chasing his lips again as he showed her his own love, his fingers bringing her to a slow, delicious climax that left her feeling like a cat in the sun.



Elliot stood then and pulled off his suit jacket. For once, he was uncaring about where it landed, tossing it in the general direction of his favored armchair. April giggled and squirmed as he undressed, loving the show as every delicious inch of him was revealed. She vowed to herself she would explore all those lean, muscular nooks and crannies soon with her tongue and lips, but right then, she wanted something different.



“Make love to me?”



“Upstairs.,” Elliot said. “You deserve better than the couch our first time.”



“I think you made it pretty special already.”



He helped her up and she led the way upstairs. In his – their – bedroom, Elliot took April gently in his arms and kissed her long and deep, his big hands at her back, roaming and pulling her tighter. He walked her backwards at the same time and they fell onto the bed together, his cock hardening again between them. With her legs dangling off the edge, April gripped him and guided him where she wanted him.



Elliot slid in without a word, his eyes holding hers. She cried some through his first easy, slow strokes, not because it hurt, but because she had never been this fulfilled before. He stopped often to kiss her tears and her lips before taking her hands and pinning them to the bed above her head. She smiled and wiggled harder into the mattress and the bedding.



“I like that,” she breathed.



“Yeah?”



“Yeah. I hope you don’t mind me being a little submissive.”



“It’s a turn-on,” Elliot said. “Never be ashamed about anything you want.” Suddenly, his eyes widened. “Shit. A condom.”



“I’m on the shot.”



She was surprised to find that saying those words came with a soft disappointment. She wouldn’t have minded Elliot coming inside her for real, giving her a life. Soon, she promised herself. She smiled up at him as his worries eased and he started to make love to her again.



Theirs was a lovemaking meant for lazy afternoons. He rocked inside her, sometimes doing little more than grinding his hips against hers. Their hands did most of their talking for them, exploring, stopping often at each other’s faces. He shivered when April sucked down two of his fingers, blushing at his delight.



His gentle thrusts slowly became more and more urgent, his need taking over his desire to stretch this on, and soon she was crying out with his thrusts, her hands roped behind his back. His fingers at her clit, he made her come with a wordless keen, trying to spill his name out of her lips but only able to make a single piercing noise. When she came down, she pushed him onto his back and rode him, her body moving to music neither heard but both could feel. His hands went to her ass as he thrust back up against her, his eyes half-lidded, his pleasure evident in the strain of his face.



“Oh, oh April…” he moaned.



“Come for me, Elliot, come for me, please, I need to feel you inside me…”



“I’m right there…”



“Yesss.”



He strained upward one more time, his cock pushing as deep as she could take him. She burbled out a laugh as she felt his warmth spill inside her, and dropped to kiss him fervently, her hands raking his chest, his stomach, his cock when he pulled free.



They took a minute to cuddle just like that, April on top, Elliot wrapping her in his arms and burying his mouth to her neck. Finally they managed to crawl up the bed and collapse under the sheets and blankets together. Elliot brought her close, and she cradled her head to his chest, never feeling so warm and safe.



Before she fell asleep, she looked up into his eyes, reminding him of her silent promise. He would always have someone waiting for his love and to show him hers. Questions? Oh yes. There would always be questions. But the only answer that ever mattered to April was that Elliot always, eventually, came home to her.



 



* * * * *
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