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Chapter 1

Contains: OWYM age gap romance. All characters involved in sexual situations are eighteen or older.

The movers woke Jeremy out of a deep sleep. At first, he thought their voices were coming from inside his own house and he snapped awake, ready to fly off the bed and sneak through the place like a ninja. He wasn’t sure exactly what his battle plan might have been but he was sure ready to execute it.

When he realized it was the new neighbors, he did what any good college student would do and dropped back down into his nest of pillows, groaning. Sleep wasn’t about to find him again, though. The noise of the guys talking to each other across the fence and the accompanying clanks and rattling kept him from sweet blessed sleep.

He eventually rose and showered, and dressed in his Saturday finest – basketball shorts and a long loose shirt. He liked them baggy like that despite his lean muscular frame. Despite the inevitable teasing from his father, he also liked his baseball caps backwards, and spun one of his favorite New Bainbridge Gargoyles caps and settled it on his head.

Downstairs, his father Wallace and his girlfriend Tasha were in the kitchen making breakfast together. Tasha had her long black hair braided and in a ponytail, looking as beautiful as ever, even in just a plain tee shirt and sweatpants. After breakfast she would class it up a thousand degrees for her job as an anchorwoman at a local news station.

“It’s not noon yet, what are you doing up?” Tasha asked Jeremy.

“Daaaaaaaad, she’s being snooty again,” Jeremy said, making her stick her tongue out at him. He liked his dad’s girlfriend from day one, and the feeling seemed to be mutual. Sure, there was some weirdness there about the quarter-century age difference between Tasha and his dad, but Jeremy got over it quickly, just as she got over the idea of her boyfriend’s son still living at home to save money.

“Should I spank her?” his dad asked with his back still turned. He was cooking what Jeremy hoped was sausage for biscuits and gravy.

“Yes please,” Tasha said, and danced and wiggled in place.

“The movers woke me up,” Jeremy said, coming to peer over his dad’s shoulder. Wallace and Jeremy were equally tall, but Wallace carried himself with a slight slump, the result of kyphosis in his forties. Surgery had eased some of it but not all of it.

“Oh yeah, we saw the trucks,” Tasha said.

“We’ll finish up breakfast and go see if they need help,” Wallace said.

They ate their biscuits and gravy standing around the kitchen island, their normal setup. Dinner was always at the table, but breakfast and lunch were generally free-for-alls. Tasha finished fast, kissed Wallace, and hurried upstairs to shower and get ready for the day. She would go on air at eleven so she couldn’t stick around long.

Jeremy and his dad finished up and Jeremy washed dishes, his “rent” for staying with his dad through college along with mowing the yard and a few other chores. He knew sometimes it irritated his dad having him around, but by and large they got on like friends, both of them too busy with their own lives to get on each other’s nerves – often.

Together, they headed out front. There were two trucks parked next door, big ones, and the movers were hauling in furniture and big boxes. One of them, a burly guy with a beer gut, nodded to father and son as they approached.

“Heya, fellas,” Wallace said. “Anything we can help with?”

The mover explained they couldn’t accept because of liability but thanked them in a bored, mildly irritated way. Jeremy knew his dad and how that would irritate him in turn.

“Come on, let’s go shoot some hoops for a bit,” he told his dad. Wallace nodded, and pretty soon they were tossing a basketball back and forth, playing an easy-gong game of Horse.

The new neighbor pulled up right about the same time as Tasha came outside, dressed in a bright yellow top and matching skirt. She joined them, dribbling the ball and going for a three in her flats. She sank it, and whooped as Wallace chased the ball.

Jeremy nodded towards the newcomer. A Subaru wagon had pulled up behind the moving trucks, and a little boy no older than eight or nine hopped out. “Mom, they’ve got a basketball hoop,” he said excitedly to the woman they couldn’t quite hear or see yet.

But when they did, Jeremy straightened. She was stunning. Full dark hair he couldn’t decide was brown or red in the bright sunlight. A beautiful face with big cheekbones, dark, almost sad eyes despite her smile, and full, ripe lips. Her skin was deeply tanned, her makeup nearly as elegant as Tasha’s could be, and if Jeremy had to guess, he’d say they were both of a similar age, around thirty.

She dressed as elegantly as Tasha too, in black pants and a practical but plunging Henley top. The sneakers spoiled the effect somewhat but considering she was moving in, it made sense.

She said loudly enough to carry to them, “Should we go introduce ourselves?”

“Okay,” the boy said, shy and unsure of himself as he looked at the three neighbors. He trailed behind his mother but she slowed and pressed a hand to his shoulder, smiling down at him with such fondness that it warmed Jeremy’s heart. He smiled, not even knowing he was doing it, but then again, so did his father and Tasha.

“Do you like basketball?” Jeremy called to him.

Both Tasha and Wallace turned to glance at him, his father’s amusement clear in his twinkling eyes. Sometimes father and son didn’t need to verbally communicate, and Wallace got what Jeremy was going to do before he did it.

“Uh huh,” the boy said. He was a strange funhouse version of his mother, with a chubbier face but a wire-thin frame. He had dark, soulful eyes like his mother, but cherubic red lips and big ears that were all his own.

Wallace underhanded Jeremy the ball. Jeremy dribbled it as he approached the kid, half-kneeling to look the boy in the eyes. The mother’s smile broadened.

“I’m Jeremy,” he said, and held the ball out. “Want to take a shot?”

“Um… um,” the boy stammered, and backed up again to hide behind his mom’s leg.

“We’re a little shy today,” the mother said. Her voice was soft music. A hint of her perfume drifted to Jeremy, something elegant and understated.

“The big move-in, who could blame you?” Tasha said. “I’m Tasha, this is Wallace-” here she laid a hand on Wallace’s shoulder and he roped an arm around her, “-and the handsome young man is Jeremy, his son.”

“Oh my gosh, I had the two of you pegged as a couple,” the mother said, looking between Jeremy and Tasha. Her eyes widened and she gasped, “Oh, I didn’t mean… oh, that’s so rude of me, I…”

Wallace chuckled and the side of Tasha’s head. “It’s all right. It gets a lot of raised eyebrows.”

“People like to think she’s dating me because I’m the handsome one,” Jeremy said.

The woman grinned, a little more at ease. “I’m Lindsey. Silverman. And this is Quinton. Can you say hi?”

“Mooom,” the boy said, exasperated but still shy enough he didn’t step around her. To the rest, he said more quietly, “Hi.”

“It’s so nice to meet you,” Tasha said. “But I need to get going to work. If you need anything, my boys will take care of you.”

Lindsey said her goodbye to Tasha and coaxed a “bye” out of her son. When Tasha was pulling out of the driveway, she honked, and they all waved.

“It’s a beautiful home,” Wallace said.

“It really is,” Lindsey said. “I’ve been hunting for the right one for months now and I’m glad I held out. It’s perfect.” She ruffled Quinton’s hair. “A house to grow into, right?” The boy didn’t respond and she smiled apologetically. “Sorry. Really shy.”

“That’s all right,” Jeremy said. “We came by to ask if your movers needed any help, but they told us no.”

“Yeah, they won’t even let me touch anything,” she said, looking back at her house.

“If you need help when they’re done, give us a shout,” Wallace said. “We’re a couple meatheads but we can move a couch if you need it.”

“What’s a meathead?” Quinton asked curiously, making his mom grin again. She had a lovely smile, her white teeth just barely peeking through. It paired well with her dark, sad eyes, Jeremy thought. It was a smile that made him want to wrap her up in his arms and take care of her.

“A lunkhead. A goon!” Wallace said.

“Dad, I don’t think anyone’s used those words since you were his age ninety years ago.”

Wallace sighed. “They are forever ungrateful, even when they’re twenty and in college.”

The boy laughed, even if he didn’t really understand what the adults were saying. It wasn’t long before Lindsey excused herself and her son to get back to the process of moving in. Jeremy and Wallace let her go, and as they walked back to their own house, Jeremy said, “What was that about, the college and twenty-years-old thing?”

“Nothing,” Wallace said serenely. “But she is a very beautiful woman, isn’t she?”

Jeremy glanced over his shoulder. To his surprise, Lindsey was looking over hers, too. Her gaze shot forward again and she stumbled, muttering, “Oh, d… darn.”

Jeremy laughed, and it would be a long time before that sweet, soulful smile left his mind.


Chapter 2

Seven times in her adult life, Lindsey Silverman moved, and seven times, disaster struck.

When she went to college, her bed broke when she and her parents all sat on it. None of them were terrifically overweight. Her father and mother both carried some extra meat to their bones but it would have been excessive to call them obese.  But the bed’s leg snapped all the same, and her father broke his hand. It led to a lot of apologizing from the administration, a new bed, and a story her family retold often.

The summer after her freshman year, when Lindsey drove home with all her college possessions, she suffered not one, but two flats. The icky mechanic who came to help her out made her feel even worse, especially when he discovered a laundry basket of her clothes was in the backseat and told her he’d give her twenty-five bucks off for a pair of her panties. She slapped him and waited the three hours it took for her parents to show up when the bastard left her there by the side of the road.

Her sophomore year, when she got an apartment with her boyfriend Luiz, the elevator broke down. They were trapped in there for well over three hours, and by the end of the ordeal, she was certain the relationship had broken too. Unfortunately, she was proven right in less than a month when Luiz sent her a “Dear Lindsey” text.

Her junior year, when she moved out of that building and into a slightly larger place with Dustin, her future husband and father of her son, a window frame fell out of the wall entirely when she was hanging new curtains, shattering like a bomb three stories below. Lindsey was so shocked she nearly fell out with it. The landlord accused her of putting too much weight on it, and when Dustin defended her and nearly punched the guy, she knew she was in love.

They lived in that apartment for a long time, some of the best years of their respective lives. But after the wedding and Quinton’s birth, they decided they wanted to try real home ownership. And why not? Dustin was making serious money working as a programmer and they agreed she would return to work as a lab tech once Quinton was a little older. They put in a tentative offer on a small house. It was a sweet little place but from the first day they moved in it was a disaster. The kitchen sink’s pipes burst, an ill omen for their future in the house. They didn’t even last six months before they moved and sold the place, taking a bath on what they paid for it. A hard lesson, but a necessary one.

Then came what they wished would be the forever home, the one they thought they’d grow old together in. It was like something out of a country song, not perfect but the sort of place you went into knowing you could be happy fixing it up. The disaster this time came not from the house, but illness. Both Lindsey and Dustin came down with a nasty flu that left them bedridden for days. Quinton, however, steamrolled right through it.

They sold that house in the divorce, making love on a pile of blankets on the hardwood floors one last time before they said goodbye to the place. It was not a goodbye to each other. Dustin might have damaged their marriage beyond repair but he was still a good father and she didn’t intend on taking Quinton far away from him. With her half of the money she could afford a nice down payment on a slice of suburbia, a two-story house probably larger than she needed but which drew her with its homey comforts and the gorgeous kitchen and master bath.

The only catch? Lindsey couldn’t get the beautiful new electric stove to turn on. The fridge worked and the microwave’s clock was lit up, but the damned oven wouldn’t come on.

Lindsey vowed not to let that ruin her day. She called around to a few appliance repair places and texted a handyman friend who was out of town but said he’d get in touch with some people he trusted would treat her fairly. All she could think about was how much money she already put into the house, and how much this would cost on top of that, but it had to be done, she supposed.

That by itself wasn’t enough to stress her out too badly, but when Lindsey went to get a glass of water and the faucet didn’t run, she stared at it and swore under her breath. When she checked the guest bathroom, nothing came out of the faucet there either. She raised a forearm to her head, wanting to cry, wanting to swear at the top of her lugs. If Quinton wasn’t napping on the couch, she might have.

Instead, she went out front and sat on the decorative stone step, thinking about what might possibly be wrong with the water. Maybe she needed to contact the city again? Oh God, it had taken forever to talk to a real human being the last time. She folded her arms across her knees and dropped her head against them, trying to breathe deep and relax.

“You all right?” a voice called. Lindsey looked up and saw it was Jeremy, the young man from next door. He must have been out for a jog. The backwards-turned baseball cap made him look a little silly, but a momentary flash of heat rushed through her at his yummy lean frame and the sweat gleaming on his skin, making his shirt damp. He really was handsome, with a strong squared-off jaw like his father and sharp angular features softened by warm eyes.

He’s twenty. Over ten years younger than you, she told herself. Lindsey blushed hard and said, “Sorry, I… what did you ask?”

He grinned, showing off a smile that did her fantasies all the favors. “Are you okay? You looked upset.”

“Oh. Yes. No. I…” She sighed. “I can’t get my oven to turn on, and the water in my house is off. I don’t know what’s wrong. I don’t suppose you and your dad know a lot about appliances, do you?”

“I don’t, but my dad might. He brought our fridge back from the dead last year. Let me run and ask him. Be right back, okay?”

“Sure,” she said. “Thanks.”

He jogged towards his house, but stopped and turned one more time to her. “Hey. It’s all right. Even if we can’t figure it out, we’ll get it figured out. You know?” He grinned again. “Guess that sounded pretty dumb.”

She laughed and sniffed. “No, it’s… it’s appreciated. Thank you, Jeremy.”

He was about five minutes, and when he came back, he had his father Wallace in tow. The father was handsome too, and she could appreciate the silver fox thing, but there was something about the son’s features that were just a slice more devastating. Wallace was a beautiful jigsaw puzzle missing a piece or two. Jeremy was the complete picture, and he was breathtaking.

Stop perving on your neighbor’s son! she chided herself again.

No! her mind also said. He’s yummy and I don’t want to.

“Got some trouble with your stove?” Wallace asked.

“Yeah, it’s not turning on. At all. Nothing’s lit up. I don’t know what’s wrong with it.”

“Well, let’s take a look.”

“Quinton’s napping in on the couch,” she said. “If you… you know…”

“We’ll be quiet,” Wallace said, and Jeremy nodded.

He must have taken the world’s fastest shower because he was in a fresh tee shirt and didn’t smell like sweat. Instead, as he passed by, she wanted to hunt down every nook and cranny he’d rubbed himself with the soap or body wash he used.

Nummy nummy in my tummy tummy, she thought. Jesus, I need to get laid.

The guys were as quiet as promised, navigating through the sea of boxes and heading for the kitchen without making a sound. There, Wallace went right for the power cord to the electric oven and checked that it was plugged in. She wanted to tell them she did that, but she didn’t want to come across as rude. Besides, maybe there was something wrong with the cord itself.

“Huh,” Wallace said, studying the stove. He leaned in, squinting at the buttons. Now that she hadn’t thought of. Did it have an on/off switch? She’d never seen one on a stove before, but maybe?

Meanwhile, Jeremy was looking elsewhere in the kitchen. The microwave was lit up, the fridge was on. Then he looked at her coffeepot, which wasn’t on. She hadn’t tried it out yet, and was closer, so she tried to turn it on. It didn’t work either.

Jeremy looked between it and the stove, then said, “Is the breaker box in the laundry room like our house?” His father looked at him sharply, and a look passed over Jeremy’s face like he thought he disappointed his dad. “Was that a dumb question?”

“I think it’s exactly the right question,” Wallace said.

“Please, please, please tell me it’s that simple,” Lindsey said.

She watched them march back to the laundry room. Sure enough, a moment later, they had power to the oven and coffeemaker again. Lindsey laughed and half-sobbed all at once.

“Oh my God, thank you. I thought I was going to have to pay someone to look at it, or buy a whole new range, or… or… thank you, Jeremy.”

“That gives me an idea about your water too,” Wallace said. “Let’s see if we’re two for two.”

He led he way this time, down the hallway to the attached garage. The water cut-off valve was in there, he explained, and in another minute, Lindsey was running that glass of water. “Yes, yes, yes, yes!” she said, far too loud.

“Mommy? Are you okay?” Quinton asked from the living room.

“Yes, I’m good. Jeremy and Wallace are here just helping me with a few things.” To Jeremy and Wallace, she clasped her hands in front of her chest in a pleading gesture. “Please. Let me pay you back somehow. Dinner for you two and Tasha when I’m a bit more settled or… or something.”

Wallace chuckled. “Sure. Sounds great. I’m sure Tasha will look forward to it too. But what are you doing for dinner tonight? Let us make you something, or take you out.”

“Oh, that’s so much appreciated, but Dustin, my ex-husband… Quinton’s father, he um, he’s coming by to take a look at the place.”

“Well, the offer stands any time,” Wallace said. “Shoot, I need to get ready for work. Jeremy?”

Jeremy glanced at his father, missing his obvious cue. “What?”

“Weren’t you about to volunteer to help Lindsey this afternoon?”

“Oh, oh oh, right, yeah, of course that’s what I was about to do. If you need any help, I am here all day. Tomorrow too. And any time on the weekdays after four or five.”

“Thank you. Really. And I might take you up on that but now it’s all small stuff, I hope. Just need to get everything in its place.”

“Maybe you should give her your number just in case she does need help,” Wallace suggested.

“You couldn’t be more obvious if you tried,” Jeremy said, but his cheeks burned bright red. It made Lindsey’s burn too. Oh Lord, these two were going to be trouble. But… fun trouble. Already she liked them quite a bit.

“It’s cute seeing both of you blush,” Wallace said. “But seriously, it might not be the worst idea for us to leave you our numbers in case you need to reach us.”

Lindsey agreed, and they exchanged numbers. “Thank you both. Really. Every move I’ve ever made in my adult life has had one little nightmare. I thought this was going to be so much more a problem than it was. And with the divorce and living with my parents for a while… stressful doesn’t even begin to cover it. So I mean it. Please let me pay you back one of these days.”

“We’ll take you up on it,” Jeremy said. He turned, and for the first time, Lindsey noticed Quinton had been standing there, peeking around the corner. Jeremy smiled at her son and knelt, not getting any closer, but looking her boy in the eyes. “And I hope if you want to play basketball sometime, you’ll let me know too.”

“Okay,” Quinton said quietly. He shrank back, and Lindsey’s heart began to melt just the tiniest bit for the young man next door.


Chapter 3

That Friday, nearly a week after first meeting Lindsey, Jeremy came out of his last class for the day feeling good. It was a beautiful fall day, classes breezed by, and all around him were pretty girls in tiny shorts and tanks. Not to mention, there was a party to go to. Life was pretty all right.

The party wasn’t one on campus, but back home at Mr. and Mrs. Godfrey’s house. Janet Godfrey was the neighborhood’s self-appointed mother hen and gossipmonger. It came as no surprise to them or Tasha that she would want to host a welcoming potluck for Lindsey and Quinton. After all, it was a great way to wrangle the story out of her as to why she was divorced. Wallace rarely disliked anyone, so it amused Jeremy to see his father’s sour expression when he accepted the invitation from Mrs. Godfrey on the phone.

As for their new beautiful neighbor, Jeremy saw her around often that week, though she was busy with getting settled and Jeremy had college so they didn’t get much of a chance to interact during the day. But at night she would usually sit out on her front step, sometimes with Quinton, sometimes not. Jeremy would stop by to check on them but the boy was still painfully shy and Jeremy didn’t press.

Before he headed home, he got in a workout at the college’s gym. Two regulars, workout buddies, bullshitted with him as he worked his chest and arms. A third regular, a pretty blonde named Heather, joined them near the tail end of his workout, giving him lots of flirty looks. Now that was interesting. She usually came with her boyfriend, but not that night. When she took off, one of the other guys told him apparently Heather and her guy were done and that she’d been asking around about Jeremy.

Cheered by the potential of a new hookup, he finally headed home. He found Tasha in the kitchen putting together a platter of polenta bites. “Need a taste tester?” he asked as he whirred by on his way to the fridge, plucking one of the crackers on his way. Around a mouthful, he said, “Holy crap, those are good.”

“Glad you approve,” Tasha said. “Don’t eat all of them before the party.”

Jeremy tried to think of a smart comeback, but couldn’t.

After a good long shower, he grabbed a pair of boxers, basketball shorts, and a tee shirt, but frowned. Lindsey was beautiful, and there were a couple single guys who would probably be there and thirsty for her too. He tossed the basketball shorts back into a drawer and grabbed a pair of khaki shorts instead. He hung up the tee too, grabbed an undershirt, and threw on a short-sleeve button-down over the top of it, one of his garish ones, red with white swoops. It looked pretty good on him.

Not that he thought he had any real shot with Lindsey, but damn, she was worth trying the little extra for. He had some MILF fantasies before. One of his math teachers was a hot mom, and there were a few around the neighborhood he sure drooled over from time to time. But there was something about Lindsey, something magnetic and charming and sweet all at once. He wanted to know her story, and he wanted to make Quinton his friend.

He stepped back into the bathroom, gave himself a spritz of aftershave despite not having used it since he first started shaving, and stuffed a baseball cap on his head backwards. She’d be crazy to want to hook up with a guy ten years younger than her, but hey, nothing ventured, nothing gained.

* * *

The party was just getting going, with more neighbors walking up the sidewalk to the Godfrey place or parking along the curb. A few people sat out on the driveway and the lawn in camp chairs. One of them, Tom, a golfing buddy of Wallace’s, raised a stadium cup in their direction and called to them as they approached.

“Tash, what are you still doing with an old fart like him?” Tom was at least ten years older than Wallace and happily remarried to a younger woman himself, though his wife was forty-five to Tasha’s thirty.

“Life insurance,” Tasha said, and pinched Wallace’s ass.

Jeremy groaned at that. He said hello to Tom and the others but his eyes went to the house. He wondered if Lindsey and Quinton were already here.

To Tasha, he said, “Want me to take those inside?”

“Oh sure!” She doled out a few crackers to the neighbors sitting around the driveway, and Jeremy took the platter from her. His ploy to break away didn’t go unnoticed though. She theatrically whispered to the others, “The cute new neighbor has his attention.”

“Aw, come on,” Jeremy groaned. His cheeks reddened as their audience hooted and cheered him on.

Tom’s wife Penny said, “She is a beautiful one though, isn’t she?”

“And from what I’ve seen, sweet, too. A good mom,” Tasha said. Jeremy took the tray as she talked about meeting Lindsey and Quinton.

Mrs. Godfrey greeted him in the kitchen amidst platters of appetizers and sides. “We’ll have burgers and hot dogs soon,” she said. “And if you get something to drink, we expect you to finish it. No leaving half-empties around.”

It was a speech he heard dozens of times before from her, like he was still a kid. She plied him with questions about how they liked the new neighbors and how his father was doing with “that Tasha.” Jeremy answered as politely as he could, grateful when the Ryan family came in and caught her attention.

He found the drink cooler and fished out a Pepsi. Lindsey was in the informal living room, surrounded by a trio of women. She saw him and gave him a smile that made her eyes crinkle. She looked amazing in a strappy flower print dress and high heeled sandals. He gave her a wave and a grin of his own.

The younger crowd hung out in the backyard for these things, so that was where he went, collecting a plate of his usual neighborhood favorites on the way, going hard on Mrs. Williamson’s cheesy jalapeno pigs in a blanket, Mrs. Porter’s ham and cheese biscuits, and Ms. Boroska’s spinach and artichoke dip. A good haul of food, he thought. They were really out in force to impress the new neighbors.

Aside from Mr. Godfrey manning his massive grill with four or five other guys standing around and drinking beer or cocktails, there were a few teenagers and people in their early twenties around Jeremy’s age in loose clusters in the backyard. A dozen or so younger kids ran around in the midst of a game of tag. Quinton trailed along behind them, looking more apprehensive than anything else. Poor kid. Probably overwhelmed by all the people.

He saw Jeremy and stopped. Jeremy gave him a wave and an encouraging smile, and Quinton gave him a shy smile back. Someone tagged him and he ran after a smaller boy. Jeremy left him to his fun, and joined some friends talking about the latest Gunstuff video game.

It was a pleasantly boring party, full of the usual cliques and dividing lines. Lacey Melzer, a girl he dated down the block when they were still in high school, ignored him with her usual haughtiness. Her newest boyfriend was a hulking meathead who spent the entire party smirking with his hand on Lacey’s ass. Poor bastard. Jeremy wondered if he knew how much Lacey liked to sleep around, but kept the peace despite their attitude.

Eventually Jeremy got tired of the unnecessary dramatics and decided it was time to hunt down a burger. The kids were all settled now in small groups. Quinton sat apart from them a little bit, watching them but unsure as to where he belonged, if anywhere. Jeremy headed for him on instinct, and Quinton looked up as he approached.

“Hey man, you try the food yet?” Jeremy asked.

“Um. No.”

“You want to come inside with me and get some? I know all the best stuff. You like spicy food? Mrs. Williamson makes these hot pigs in a blanket. Oh. Oh! So good!”

Quinton scrunched up his face, somewhere between amused and grossed out. “Pigs in a blanket? What are those?”

“They’re like, mm, little hot dogs inside like… uh… pizza crust. And there’s cheese and stuff in there too. It’s not actual pigs or something. That’d be crazy!”

Quinton laughed. It was a good laugh, sweet and with a little bit of a honk to it. “I thought it was like… little pigs.”

“No, no, you gotta try these. Do you like hamburgers or hot dogs? Mr. Godfrey is grilling them both and he’s a ridiculously good cook.”

Quinton stood up, and without a word, he followed Jeremy inside. Jeremy kept up a string of inane chatter as he pointed out the best food. Quinton stayed close to him, looking up shyly when people would talk to him but not saying much except to tell Jeremy what food he liked and didn’t like. He was not a fan of fish sticks, he said, or mustard, or onion, or supreme pizza.

They went back outside to eat together. Quinton examined everything closely before he took tentative bites. At first he wrinkled his nose at the pigs in a blanket, but after watching Jeremy eat two of them, he tried another bite and said, “Those are pretty good!”

“Right?” Jeremy asked. He made a fist, and Quinton giggled as he bumped it.

They watched the other kids play as they ate. Quinton looked glum, and Jeremy encouraged him to go play with them to no avail. He could practically feel Quinton retract into himself again, and felt bad for the kid.

“Hey. You okay?”

“It’s a lot of people,” Quinton said.

“It is, isn’t it?” Jeremy thought, and said, “Well, hey, you want a break? We got that basketball hoop at my house. If it’s okay with your mom, we could shoot some baskets.”

“Okay!”

Quinton scrambled to his feet. When they pitched their paper plates, he ran to his mom and talked animatedly to her. Jeremy joined them, and put a hand on Quinton’s shoulder. “He was feeling a little overwhelmed so I thought I’d invite him over to play some basketball.”

“Thank you,” Lindsey said. “I really appreciate it.”

Her smile locked him up for a full second or two. The two women she was sitting with gave each other a look that Jeremy was sure was going to lead to a lot of gossip on the street. Oh God.

“Yeah, uh, of course,” Jeremy said. “We’ll just be down the street.”

They headed out through the garage, where they found Wallace talking to Mr. Godfrey. Jeremy thanked Mr. Godfrey for the good food and told his dad where they would be before following a suddenly energized Quinton down the street.

They talked about their favorite sports. Quinton liked baseball, he said. He liked watching the New Bainbridge Gargoyles play. When Jeremy told him he went to that college, Quinton lit up. “You do? Do you play baseball?”

Jeremy laughed. “No. I played soccer my freshman year but I wasn’t good enough to last on the team.”

“Oh man, soccer. That’s a lot of running,” Quinton said.

“You’re definitely right. But so is basketball.”

Quinton thought about that. “That’s true.”

Jeremy grabbed a ball out of the garage and joined Quinton outside to throw it around. They started up a game of Horse, Quinton mostly doing underhanded shots. The kid’s nervousness around Jeremy popped like a balloon and he chattered away about a dozen different things. He missed his old school, he said, and it was really hard to make new friends but he liked his new teacher.

The house, he told Jeremy, was a lot nicer than their old one with his dad. “I get my own bathroom,” he said, and that made Jeremy laugh and miss his layup. “But I miss seeing my dad every day.”

Jeremy didn’t know how to respond to that. “Is he… a nice guy?” he finally settled on.

“Yeah,” Quinton said. “I get to see him next week.”

“That’s great,” Jeremy said. He bounced the ball to Quinton, who jogged right up under the basket, squinted up at it, and tried to shoot the ball through the hoop and back down again. It bounced off the backboard and onto the street. He let out that delighted laugh again and scrambled after it.

“Careful about running out on the street, bud,” Jeremy warned him. “Gotta look both ways.”

“I’m not a little kid,” Quinton said, exasperated but in a goofy way. Jeremy stood out on the street with him and watched as the kid ran back with the ball and gave it to him.

And so it went. Jeremy learned Quinton’s favorite subject in school was art, and that he really liked going to movies. That transitioned into a pretty easy conversation about video games. He grumbled about his mom not letting him play the “really cool” ones like his dad.

Eventually, Quinton asked, “Is Tasha your mom?”

“No, she isn’t. She’s my dad’s…” Jeremy struggled for the right word. “…special friend. She lives with us. Kinda like a roommate.”

“Oh,” Quinton said. “Like his girlfriend.”

Jeremy chuckled. “Yeah. I didn’t know if you knew what that was. I don’t talk to a lot of kids.”

“I know what it means. Like kissing and stuff.” Quinton watched him sink an easy two, and got the rebound. “Do you have a mom too?”

“I do,” Jeremy said.

“Did your mom and dad get a divorce too?”

He took a deep breath. “Yeah. They did. A long time ago. When I was younger than you.”

“Why?”

“My mom…” Jeremy thought about how to phrase things. His earliest memories were of his mother and father trying to keep their voices down as they fought, and a distinctly sharp memory of walking into the living room of the apartment they lived in and his father leaning forward, his elbows on his knees, crying into his hands. Jeremy could remember too climbing onto the couch and his father pulling him onto his lap, kissing the top of his head and telling him they were going to be okay. “My mom wasn’t really happy for a long time. It wasn’t her fault, my dad’s, or mine. She just needed some time to herself.”

“Oh,” Quinton said quietly. “Do you get to see her?”

“Sometimes, yeah. I went down last summer for a couple weeks and stayed with her and her new family.” New family. He still thought of them that way, even years and years after his mom said “I do” to a different man. Like his mom leaving his father was a thing that happened just months ago. “Does your dad live here? Do you get to see him pretty often?”

“He lives here. But…” Quinton hiked his shoulders in a shrug. Jeremy clasped his shoulder. He understood why the kid was silent about the second question. Once a week, once every two weeks, once a month, it didn’t matter. It was never enough.

“I’m sorry,” Jeremy said.

Quinton nodded. Then, with the fastest hands he’d shown all day, he snatched the ball from Jeremy and did his silly two-handed dribble. “Stole the ball!” he said.

“Hey!” Jeremy bellowed good-naturedly.

It wasn’t long after that they spotted the trio of Wallace, Tasha, and Lindsey coming down the street, Wallace and Tasha carrying boxes. If Jeremy knew the routine, those would be full of leftovers and welcoming gifts from the neighborhood. Jeremy told Quinton they should go and help out, especially because his dad was so old, which got one last sweet laugh from Quinton for the night. They stowed the ball away and met the trio halfway down the street.

Before they could even say hello, Quinton said, “Mom. Jeremy’s parents got a divorce too.”

Wallace and Jeremy winced as one, and Lindsey’s mouth opened in a perfect O. Jeremy hastened to say, “Ah, we were talking about… he wanted to know where my mom was and I didn’t want to lie to him.”

“Oh, oh Jeremy, I’m sorry,” Lindsey said.

“It’s okay. I get why he’s curious. We had a fun time.” Jeremy looked down at his new friend. “Well, I did. You have fun?”

“Yeah!”

“Sweeeeeet,” Jeremy said. He grabbed the box from Tasha and gave Lindsey what he hoped was a reassuring smile. When they walked the pair to their house and brought their things inside, it might have been his imagination, but he thought maybe her eyes lingered on him for an extra long moment.

Nah. Definitely had to be his imagination. Like… her blushing cheeks were probably from the sun or something.

Right?


Chapter 4

“He sounds sexy,” Komi said.

Lindsey nearly fumbled her boba tea. “Again. He’s twenty.”

“Yeah. Perfectly legal. Almost old enough to drink a bottle of champagne with you on your wedding day.”

“Jesus, Komi!” Lindsey said, but she was fighting back a laugh. Her best friend was always good for that.

They were at a city park close to Komi’s house. It was a favorite of both women and their kids, with lots of playground equipment for Komi’s daughter Yusa and Quinton to play. Like their mothers, the two were close, more like brother and sister than friends. They were currently racing each other through the giant maze of cubes and towers. Yusa was faster but Quinton taller and less afraid of the ropes they climbed near the start of their race.

“I’m just saying, a twenty-year-old might be exactly the horse you need to get back on.”

“I’ve been with another guy,” Lindsey said defensively and quietly. There weren’t many kids around that day but still she felt embarrassed talking about this out in the open.

“You know what I mean. Something real. And so far, the only negative you’ve come up with for not taking a chance on him is his age. And if you think I’m going to judge you for sleeping with a twenty-year-old, I’m not.”

“What about Dustin? What about Quinton? If he went to a judge about this… I… I…”

Komi scrunched up her nose. “That can’t happen. Right?”

“I don’t think so but I don’t know. And they live right next door. How does that work? Huh? ‘Oh hi, Dad, I’m back from making old Lindsey’s bed creak.’”

Komi laughed. “Yeah, that’d be pretty awkward. What side of the house do they live on? The one closer to your bedroom or the other side?”

“The other side.”

“Well, that’s something.”

“Yeah,” Lindsey said, brightening at least a little bit. “But God, Komi, I’m in my thirties. He’s a junior in college. That’s crazy.”

“Wait. You said his dad is dating someone twenty years younger than him.”

“Yeah. So?”

Komi got up and stretched. “So, do you think him dating her is crazy?”

“No, but… no. Not at all. They seem really great together.”

“I think you’re trying to find excuses for this not to happen. And if you really don’t want it to, then don’t do it. But I think you’re trying just as hard to tell yourself it’s okay. That he might actually be a great guy. He’s good with Quinton, he has a good plan for his future. Sure, he’s living at home but who can blame anyone for that in this economy?”

“And it makes sense,” Lindsey said, then stammered immediately, “I mean, him living at home. He goes to college here and he and his dad seem close so why not?” She squinted at Komi. “I really am trying to talk myself into this, aren’t I?”

“You are and it’s cute. But also, don’t forget, this doesn’t need to happen today. Take your time. Feel him out. Maybe even feel him up.” Lindsey cracked up again and Komi grinned too. “Nothing wrong with finding out what he’s working with.”

“Oh Lord, stop. You are too much.”

“I will not. You deserve to be happy. If it’s with some twenty-year-old who can go all day and all night, hey, all the better.”

Lindsey finished her tea and deposited the cup in a trash can. They walked to the swings as Quinton and Yusa zoomed by on another lap of their race, gleefully ignoring their mothers. Lindsey watched them scramble up the steps into the play towers again, thinking about Jeremy and the way he befriended Quinton. That wasn’t easy for her son. Or for her, for that matter.

The one guy she dated after Dustin was a brief sizzling thing that burned itself out once he got in her pants. Nolan was a regular at the hospital she worked at, not as a patient but as a pharmaceutical rep. They knew each other for years, his flirting a light, harmless thing up until he heard about the divorce, then his flirting turned into a request for dinner. Dinner turned into something more.

The sex was good. He was more intense than Dustin, which practically made her want to yell hallelujah after her loving-but-vanilla husband. They saw each other again, and again she fell into bed with him, but when it came time to talk about him meeting Quinton, he ran as fast as he could. Now whenever she saw him around the hospital, he barely spoke to her except to say hello.

Jeremy wasn’t Nolan. She could feel that in her heart and soul. The way he felt out Quinton’s emotions and made him feel safe and comfortable enough to open up to him was nothing short of incredible. Quinton didn’t open up to strangers that easily. He never had. She guessed he took after her that way.

It was undeniable too that the simple act of kindness had been a major turn-on for Lindsey. Seeing him with her son shooting hoops so nonchalantly without trying to impress her was as good as slipping a key into the lock of her heart. But that was crazy. Jeremy playing basketball with Quinton was not some great big sign that said, “Oh yes, this is your new The One.”

But it was a hell of a start.

* * *

The next day, she came home from work to find Dustin’s Bronco parked in the driveway. It was half an hour earlier than what they had agreed on for his weekend custody. That was a surprise, and not necessarily a pleasant one.

Don’t get mad at him for this, she told herself. He just wants to see Quinton.

The house was lively with noise. Quinton and Dustin were in front of the TV, dancing to a video game. As always, there was such a flood of mixed emotions seeing her ex-husband. Irritation. A bit of jealousy that Quinton loved him so much. Love, because she did still love him and probably always would.

Underneath it all was the strongest emotion of them all – longing. For the man Dustin had been, for the times he would spoon her and nuzzle her neck and listen to her day. For the times when he would cook Saturday and Sunday morning breakfasts, how he’d always make a mess out of things but she didn’t care because they were happy and in love. About quiet bouts of lovemaking, about him beside her holding Quinton for the first time.

Lindsey missed those good years. Seeing Dustin always put that emotion front and center. It was easy to imagine him still as the man who tried for her, before he fell out of love, before she realized she was carrying a torch for a relationship that had already ended. But that longing was odd, and it was the thing that finally woke her up to wanting a divorce, because it was not Dustin himself she longed for on the long, cruel nights when he would rest on his side away from her and she would cry silently into her pillow. It was the act of love, of being loved, of feeling like she deserved love. She got so used to being without the warmth in her life that she didn’t realize there was another way to live. Divorce meant a long, arduous journey alone with Quinton, but there was someone out there who could love her the way she needed to be loved, she was sure of that.

That was not with Dustin. Not any longer.

He looked good that night, his short sleeve shirt button-down emphasizing muscles he hadn’t had pre-divorce. Like Lindsey, he’d been working on slimming down and toning up, and she was more than a little jealous how it seemed to show better on him than her. His hair was still the same, his tousled curls maybe a bit more deliberate but still a perfect match for his round boyish face. The beard was newish, as of the last few weeks. This suited him a lot more than his last attempt at facial hair, a goatee. The goatee had made him look absurd. The well-trimmed beard made him look professorial.

“Hey, you two,” Lindsey said with forced cheer. “Looking good.”

“Come dance with us, Mom!” Quinton said.

“Yes, God, please,” Dustin said. “I need to tag out. My legs are on fire.”

“Let me change,” Lindsey said.

She went up to her bedroom and changed into a pair of sweats, a sports bra, and an old loose tee shirt. No sense in getting too dolled up. It was going to be another banner night of single momdom, a bottle of wine, a bath, probably a lot of the usual tears. She sighed as she looked at herself in the mirror. She and Komi had plans to see a movie the next day but already the visitation hours depression was kicking in. She fake-smiled at herself in the mirror until she found one that approached believable, and plastered it on her face as she returned downstairs.

A half-glass of wine later and she was dancing with her son, Dustin taking a breather. He stared at her breasts and ass shake, despite her dowdy clothes, and she felt a rush of savage pleasure. All the squats and lunges were worth it just for that look.

After two songs, she begged off a third and collapsed on the couch, Quinton bouncing on his feet. “Why don’t you run upstairs and get your duffel bag so your mom and I can talk, okay?” Dustin asked.

“Okay! Are you going to go to the arcade with us tonight?”

All the momentary euphoria drained out of Lindsey. How badly she wanted to say yes. Even if it had been her that asked for the divorce, this was the cruelest part of it all. She still so very much wanted things to be normal, for Quinton and for herself.

She fought down the sudden heat behind her eyes and smiled that fake smile she practiced upstairs. “Honey, you and your dad are going to have so much fun this weekend. The arcade, and… and what else?”

“Pancakes tomorrow, and he’s been talking so much about basketball lately I thought we’d go shoot some hoops. How does that sound?” Dustin asked Quinton.

“Mom? Are you going to play basketball with us?”

Lindsey stood up and went to her son. She shook as she hugged Quinton, unable to fight the tears now. She didn’t trust herself to answer, because she knew she’d say yes. But she couldn’t. They had to stop doing this to him, giving him these little moments of old normalcy. She kissed the top of his head, and Dustin joined them.

“Go get your things, Q,” he said softly.

“I want all of us to play!” Quinton shouted. He burst into tears and fled for his room, his sobs making Lindsey’s legs go weak. She collapsed on the edge of the couch again, hands to her face.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have made myself at home,” Dustin said.

“No. You shouldn’t have,” Lindsey said, then sighed. “He’s just… it’s so confusing for him and…”

“For you. For me.”

“Goddamn it, Dustin.”

“You asked for this.”

It was not the first time he said those words, and he knew how sharp that blade cut. He knew what he was doing coming inside like this, making her home his home. Maybe not on a conscious level but he was taking some degree of pleasure making their son’s misery a weapon to hurt her. All those earlier good vibes, of wanting to go with them to the arcade and to play basketball and whatever else Dustin had planned, evaporated, and she was reminded once again why it was safer, why it was saner, to be free of him.

Sometimes, the nicest guys could be the cruelest.


Chapter 5

It was supposed to be a lazy night Friday night for Jeremy. Some of his friends were talking about playing pool at a sports bar near campus. He knew the place and most its bartenders. They were usually cool about letting him drink a beer or two. Heather would be there. Her flirting was a fickle thing. One day she’d be all over him, the next few she’d play things cool. She was trying to mess with his head and make him drool after her. He hadn’t promised her a date or anything yet. She’d come in for the kill sooner or later and he’d have to make up his mind what he wanted from her when it happened.

An unfamiliar new-ish Bronco was parked at Lindsey’s, and as Jeremy neared, he admired the thing. He wouldn’t mind owning a Bronco someday. He parked at the curb by his house and got out. Good night for a jog, but it was also a good night for a quick nap, he thought. Decisions, decisions.

Lindsey’s front door opened and a man came down the step to the sidewalk, carrying a duffel bag in one hand. He was shorter than Jeremy and thickly built. Not exactly brimming with muscle but not fat either, just solid. He had a well-trimmed beard and a head of sandy tousled hair, with a shirt too small for his frame. He glanced at Jeremy and nodded. Jeremy nodded back.

A door slammed inside Lindsey’s, and Jeremy jumped. He heard crying. Quinton’s, he thought, and he started towards Lindsey’s. To the man, he said, “Is Quinton okay?”

“A little drama tonight. Don’t worry about it. He’ll be fine.”

Jeremy hesitated, then kept moving for Lindsey’s sidewalk. The man tossed the duffel bag into the Bronco and said with a tight smile, “I told you, we’re all good here.”

The boy came out of the house, Lindsey right behind him, her hand on his back. She’d been crying too, and Jeremy tensed. She looked at him and there was a flash of something. Embarrassment, shame, something. She looked away again just as hastily, and Jeremy went to them.

“Hey. Is everything okay?”

She nodded. “We’re okay. Quinton’s going off to stay with his dad for the weekend.”

“I want Mom to go,” Quinton said miserably.

Lindsey tried to smile. “I know, sweetheart.” She gestured at Dustin. “Jeremy, this is Dustin. Dustin, this is Jeremy. Our neighbor and Quinton’s good friend.”

“He plays basketball with me,” Quinton said quietly.

“Oh, so you’re the one who’s got him hooked,” Dustin said. He came to Jeremy and extended a hand. Jeremy shook. Dustin had soft hands and a soft grip. “We’re planning on playing this weekend ourselves. Got to show him the triple backflip dunk.”

That got a surprised little “heh” of a laugh from Quinton and a sniff. Jeremy went to him and said to Dustin, “Got my one and a half backflip dunk beat then.” He knelt a little, and said to Quinton, “Hey. You give me a shout when you get back. We’ll play a game again or something, okay?”

“Okay,” Quinton said, his voice firmer.

Jeremy grinned, and stood up. Lindsey still looked on the verge of tears, but mouthed “thank you” over Quinton’s head. Dustin’s smile lost its sparkle for just a moment, but it reappeared when Jeremy told him it was good to meet him.

He left them, and headed for his own house, feeling shitty for Lindsey, but especially for Quinton. He’d been that kid once, though he didn’t remember a lot of it. For nearly two years after his parents divorced, they tried the joint custody thing. Then his mom got a job offer in Jackson, Mississippi, which turned quickly into another lateral move to Atlanta. Jeremy couldn’t remember specifics but he did remember the feeling like she was running away from them.

He also remembered The Talk. His father danced around the issue of what had happened with his mother until Jeremy was a tween. He still didn’t know a lot of the specifics even at twenty, but Wallace told him about their money issues when they were young. He would never flat-out say that the issues stemmed from Jeremy’s mother, but by then Jeremy had spent enough time around her to know she had expensive habits.

When he was old enough to fly alone, his mom flew him down to visit her and her new husband. Shewas pregnant, just starting to show, but glowing with happiness. It made him sick with anger as a kid, and then horribly despondent. He remembered the overwhelming feelings of grief, of abandonment, of being tossed aside for someone new in her life. He did okay hiding all that away while he visited with her, right up until he was on the plane again heading home to New Bainbridge. His tears flowed hard and silent then as he stared out the window.

At the gate, waiting for him, looking lost and as sad as he’d ever seen him was his father. Jeremy came to him, dropped his bags, and they hugged for at least a minute, Jeremy crying again, Wallace glassy-eyes. Something changed between them, some understanding reached. Wallace had always tried to make Jeremy number one. That wasn’t always going to be possible, not for any single working parent, but when they walked together to the luggage carousels, Jeremy had a thought that stuck with him forever.

His father stuck around.

Sure, in the years to come, there were difficulties. Jeremy was a teenager, and no matter how much he now respected his father, there was always going to be some drama, mostly revolving around girls and parties. But together they rode things out and Wallace became as much a friend as a father. They were all each other needed.

He thought about all this as he rested on his back on the couch, flipping aimlessly through channels on TV. His mind drifted back towards Quinton, and the boy’s tears. Quinton’s battles through his parents’ divorce would have to be his own, but Jeremy could at least be there for him as a friend. It didn’t feel like enough but he knew from experience it was the best he could do for Quinton. You couldn’t heal the deepest cuts.

His mind drifted too towards Lindsey and her own tears. It must be hell, he thought, seeing your son off like that every weekend. Anyone could see how good a mother she was. Quinton was a sweet kid, and that said a lot about her. Jeremy wondered if there wasn’t something he could do for her, some small gesture.

Something his father said once after he had an argument with his last girlfriend before Tasha. Chocolate, flowers, and ice cream might not end a fight, but it gets them talking to you.

Jeremy turned off the TV and sat upright. Flowers were probably too much, but chocolate or ice cream seemed small and nice, didn’t they? He needed an outside opinion, so he called up Tasha.

“Hello?” she said.

“Hey. Question for you, if you got a minute.”

“Yeah, just on my way out. What’s up?”

Jeremy cleared his throat, suddenly feeling uncomfortable. “When I came home tonight, Lindsey was just walking Quinton out the door to stay the weekend with his father. It was pretty emotional for them both. I was thinking… well, if you were upset, what would you prefer? Chocolate or ice cream?”

Tasha was silent for a moment, then said, “You are going to make someone the happiest woman on this planet. Just like your dad.”

“Aw, hey, it’s not… I just… she needs something nice, you know?”

“Personally, I’d say ice cream but I don’t know her well enough to say either way. She’s going to appreciate either.”

“So if I go ice cream, what kind do you think?”

“Hm. Here’s what I’d do. Buy two kinds. Just the little cartons, you know? She’s bound to like one or the other.”

“I like that idea. Thanks, Tasha.”

Before he hung up, she said, “Jeremy?”

“Yeah?”

“I’ve seen the way she looks at you, and the way you look at her.”

“Oh hey, I don’t mean this to be anything more than something nice.”

“I know that’s not what you think you mean it as. Just be careful.”

“Do you not like her?”

“No,” Tasha said. “I think she’s fantastic. Wallace and I are both rooting for you two. But her single, with a kid, the divorce still fresh… she might need a lot from you. I think you’re man enough. You’re one of the strongest young men I’ve ever met. You got that from your dad. All I’m saying is… be careful.”

“Thanks. I will.”


Chapter 6

Despite the toasty warmth of the bath, the good wine at hand, and the smutty book on a TV table beside her, Lindsey had trouble relaxing. There had been some bad moments in the divorce, especially when it came to negotiating time with Quinton, but never had Dustin seemed so cruel as that night. His every word rang in her ears like a slap.

You asked for this.

Yes and no. Yes, she wanted free of a loveless marriage. No, she never wanted to hurt Quinton. Of course she knew that he would be hurt, but she couldn’t raise him in a house where she could barely look at Dustin without tears. That wasn’t healthy for him, and it wasn’t healthy for her.

Had the divorce been selfish? She didn’t know and that was one of Dustin’s cruelest scars. At the time she told him she wanted a divorce she had been so sure it was the right thing to do. But every time Quinton cried leaving her, every time she felt this loss, the all-consuming void where her family should be, she wondered.

She eyed her empty glass of wine. Why hadn’t she brought up the whole damn bottle? Or two? Ugh.

Someone rang the doorbell. Quinton knew where the spare key was so he could let himself in after school every day, so it wasn’t him. But what if it was Dustin and something happened? Shit, where was her phone?

Downstairs.

Well, even if it wasn’t Dustin, she had an excuse to grab that bottle of wine. Lindsey came up and out of the water and the tub. She reached down to drain it, thinking if she did grab that bottle of wine, she’d come back up and refresh the bath, get it nice and steamy again.

She snatched a silk robe off the back of the door and hurried to the stairwell. The doorbell rang again, and she called, “Who is it?”

“It’s Jeremy.”

That lightened her mood. She caught herself smiling, and called, “Give me just a few minutes?”

“Sure.”

Lindsey spun for the bedroom, already hurrying off the robe. Oh God, she wished she had time to touch up her makeup and brush her teeth. She darted for her closet, hand going immediately to the sweats hanging there. But she saw her nighties and smiled to herself. Maybe a little teasing was in order. She caught him looking often enough, not that she minded one bit. No, not at all.

She picked out a sea-green nightgown that ended high on her hips, with thin straps that could hardly contain her big breasts. It was one of the sexiest things she owned, apart from some of her lingerie, maybe. She hurried it on, threw on the silk robe over the top, and did up the robe loosely.

This is crazy, she thought, but with it came a giddiness. She felt… silly. Playful. Good. And that amazed her, in a way. Just minutes ago her thoughts had been so dark and the thought of Jeremy dispelled that.

She checked herself in the bathroom mirror, ran a comb through the wet ends of her hair, and shook her head, grinning. Just a tease. Just a quick tease. Let the robe fall open “accidentally.” Give him a quick show. Some harmless fun.

Feeling as silly as a teenager again – which Jeremy had just been a year ago, Lindsey reminded herself – she raced for the stairs and started bounding down them. Should she have worn a bra? Maybe. Probably. Too late now, she supposed, drawing the robe closed with one hand.

If Jeremy was with his dad or Tasha, this was about to get really embarrassing.

“Coming, coming, sorry,” she hollered, and heard him chuckle. She opened the door on her young neighbor in white basketball shorts and a deliciously tight black undershirt. He was, for once, without one of his baseball caps, and in his hand was a plastic grocery bag.

“Jeremy! Hey! Sorry to keep you waiting,” she said, still holding the robe closed and smiling sheepishly. Now that she was at the door, all her bravado fell away. Christ, he was so handsome. So strongly featured and tall and he smelled like youth, something sporty but subtle wafting off him.

“Hey,” he said, his eyes dipping momentarily to the clinging robe and then back up. He blushed and raised the bag. “Listen. I… um… I don’t know what it must be like, being a mom and having to see Quinton off like that. But I know that can’t have been easy. My dad… he went through that too and I know how much he hurt.” Lindsey’s smile fell away. “I thought… well, I thought I’d try to do something little for you. I got us a couple flavors of ice cream so if there’s one you don’t like, I’ll-”

Lindsey reached forward. He held out the bag but it wasn’t that she grabbed. It was his shirt, and she pulled him inside. Jeremy came easily, and when he was over the threshold, she clutched  his face and brought her lips to his, letting the robe fall open over her nightgown.

He looked startled, but then he kissed her back, his tongue slipping against her lips. As she met it with her own, tears slipped down her cheeks and he whispered her name. She kissed him again, pulling at him until he was clear of the door and then she nudged it closed with her foot, nearly falling in the process. He steadied her with a hand at her back, staring into her eyes, at her half-smile.

Without a word, she spun. “Come on,” she said over her shoulder, eyes sparkling. His words hit deep, and she was gone to him, at least for a little while. She dropped her robe as she walked to the kitchen, and when she peeked over her shoulder, Jeremy was staring with wolfish hunger at her ass in the nightgown. Feeling both self-conscious and oh so sexy in that moment, Lindsey brought it up just far enough to tease him with a view of her cheeks.

“That ass is sexy as hell,” he said, his voice hitting a low, throaty note of need that turned her on even more. “I think about you all the damn time.”

“Me?” she asked, giving him another look over her shoulder as they passed into the kitchen.

He stopped her with a hand on her shoulder, then turned her so she was facing him. He got in close, his hands at her side, running up and down her body. “Lindsey, I’ve wanted you since I met you.”

She took the grocery bag from him, reaching for the fridge, but it was way further than she realized. They began to side step towards it together, his hands moving to her hips, squeezing, making the fabric bunch up even higher.

“There must be dozens of college girls drooling after you,” she said, nearly a whisper.

He shook his head. “None of them have a thing on you. A good mom, a sweet person, and this body… fuck.” His eyes widened. “Um. Um. Sorry, I shouldn’t…”

She shot the last few feet for the freezer and threw the bag inside before she whirled on him. “I want you to say fuck. I want you to take me however you want me. I… I want you to use me, Jeremy. We can make love later but I need this, I need it so bad, I-”

He crushed his lips to hers again, his arms wrapping around her, pulling her close. Their tongues dashed together, his inexperienced and eager, hers a sign of her need. He filled his hands with her ass and moaned against her, his cock pressed against her stomach. He pushed her back towards the countertop. He dug in his pocket, going for something. His wallet. He fished a condom out while she kissed him fervently, lips all over his, then moving to the side of his neck as he pinned her against the counter.

“I only have the one,” he said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t plan for this.”

“We’ll get more later, or I’m on the shot and I’m clean if you’re clean, just don’t make me regret that, please…”

“No, I’m clean, I’m okay.” He raised a hand to her face, and cupped it, his eyes boring into hers. “I’d never lie to you, Lindsey.”

God, he was so sweet, and earnest - and strong. She yelped and laughed as he gripped her waist and lifted her up onto the countertop. “Lift up,” he told her, and she did, pulling the hem of the nightgown up, leaving her pussy bare to him. She blushed furiously at his scrutiny and the slowly spreading grin on his face. He pushed her back, guided her until she was resting back on one hand, and Lindsey swallowed as he dipped low, bringing his mouth to her lips.

“You smell amazing,” he said.

“Bath bomb,” she babbled, “I was just taking a bath and it’s new and…” He dropped his mouth to her pussy, his eager tongue sliding through the thick folds. “Oh! Oh, Jeremy!”

“Exactly what I wanted to hear you say ever since I met you,” he said, and drove his tongue deep through her folds, eager to lick her, to taste her, to drive her wild.

“Oh God, oh, oh that’s, mm hmm, just like that, j-just...” She leaned back, resting her weight on one hand while she brought the other to his hair and clutched a handful of it. Her hips bucked up, her body now moving of its own accord. Her eyes threatened to cross as he ran his thumbs across her big hooded clit, teasing it, massaging it, and when he pulled back the hood to lick her clit, she bellowed, “Yup! Yup! Just… like… that!”

He glanced up at her, amused, but he kept going, his eyes sparkling and fixed on hers as he sucked her clit into his mouth. His fingers were doing magical things to her lips, massaging them at different speeds, coaxing her wetness out of her, and she could get so very wet.

His mouth dropped to her pussy again and his thumbs took over at her clit, keeping up the dual sensations and driving her wild. His skill and eagerness made her feel desired. She hadn’t felt that in so long. Pleasure flowed through her, her body so wild and out of control for him. Everything inside her felt like a dam about the burst, and she loved it.

“Jeremy, ohhhh, Jer-emy, mm, mmm, I… I…”

“Come for me, Lindsey,” he breathed against her skin and brought his tongue back to her clit. His thumbs teased around its sides and he licked her button fast and hard, his eyes focused on hers.

“Ohhhhh, oh!” she cried out. Her orgasm swept her up, making her sightless and still for seconds on end until her breath exploded from her lungs, a half-cry, a half-laugh. Her butt rose and dropped, slammed down really. “Kiss me, please kiss me,” she begged him.

Jeremy shot up and clutched the back of her head with one hand, his other sliding against her quivering pussy. She stared into his eyes as he slid two fingers into her, then a third. He fingerfucked her with an unrelenting pace as they kissed and kissed. His other hand slipped away from her head and went to one of her big breasts, his moan making her giggle.

He showed her what he could do with just one hand, his thumb brushing occasionally against her hood and her mound, making her hump back at him.

“I want to spend all night making you feel good,” he said against her lips.

“Yes,” she said, kissing him again and again. “All night, I’m yours, I’m yours…”

He squeezed her breast and traced his fingers around the nipple. The fabric and his feathery brushes made her feel so good, so hot on top of what he was already doing to her pussy, and it wasn’t long before she whimpered, “Jeremy, Jeremy, I’m close again, p-please…”

“Come for me, Lindsey,” he whispered. He brought his mouth to her neck and kissed the side of it, then sucked. She gasped and her ass bounced upward again, his fingers driving deep and stilling, his thumb on her clit, massaging it, bringing her there.

She came again, the pleasure a sharp incline and even sharper drop, the intensity making her mouth fall open and her sight go wonky again. She was barely aware of him slipping down the shoulder of her nightie until one of her breasts bounced free. He brought his mouth to her nipple as she came down, his fingers slipping free of her pussy. She brought these to her lips, sucking two of them into her mouth as she stared into his eyes.

He laughed, and Lindsey felt a sting of embarrassment. “What?”

He stood to kiss her, and said just a quarter inch from her lips. “I have never, ever made a woman shout ‘yup, yup.”

“Shut up and take me, boytoy.”

“Oooh. I like that. Your boytoy.”

She slid off the counter and grabbed the condom. He stroked himself as she peeled it and brought it to his cockhead. “You shave,” she said.

“A girlfriend last year taught me how. I like you bare too.” She started to tell him she got lasered regularly, but as she rolled on the condom for him, he cupped her chin and ran his thumb over her cheek, stilling the words before they left her. She melted as he kissed her, hungry but gentle all at once, his eyes sparkling. He took her in his arms and turned her around, her ass to him, wrapping one arm around her waist as he stepped in tight, pressing his cockhead to her pussy.

Into her ear, he whispered, “I’m going to fuck you now, Lindsey.”

“Yessss,” she whispered back, and rose up on her toes as he slid his big cock inside her. “Ohhh, oh fuck, oh Jeremy…”

Inch by inch of him sank into her, filling her up. At that angle, he rubbed right against her spot, making her head dip.

“Damn, you feel good,” Jeremy moaned. “Tell me… mm… tell me how deep you like it.”

She rocked back against him, showing him with her body that she could take more still until his balls rested against her skin. She threw him a look over her shoulder, and he began to fuck into her, gripping her tight around the waist.

Her hand went between her thighs, her head dipping low. Her clit came alive at her touch, her pleasure building fast. He surprised her, bringing his free hand down to cover hers, feeling out what she was doing. She liked that, liked his other arm around her waist, liked his cock driving back and forth inside her with his short, hard thrusts. Her bare and covered breasts brushed the countertop with each thrust, her keened pleasure filling the air.

“Uh huh, uh huh, l-like that, Jeremy… oh, oh Jeremy…”

“Lindsey,” he breathed right back.

“You can talk dirty to me, you can take me, you can fuck me hard, please… please fuck me hard.”

He grunted as he moved faster and faster inside her, his balls slapping against her skin every time. His thrusting pushed Lindsey back and forth, and she greeted his cock with eager thrusts of her own, pushing back at him, eyes closing, every sensation a whirl of sparks inside her, rising up, up, up.

“Fuck, oh, oh!” she cried out. Her hand fell away from her clit and her mound but his was right there to pick up the tempo, his fingers bringing her there. “God, oh, oh, ohhhhh!”

“So… fucking… beautiful,” he said, his words emphasized by his thrusts.

“I’m yours, I’m yours tonight, oh, oh, Jeremy, like that, just like… that!”

She came so hard she banged a knee against the cupboard, but hardly noticed. The sparks inside her exploded outward, became a roaring fire. She slid an arm under her face, breath stuttering with the pleasure. “Ah! Ah! Ah!”

His hand fell away from her pussy and he gripped her waist, plunging harder and harder into her. She thought he must be close too but then he yanked out of her, nearly making her fall until he steadied her around the waist. He said something she missed in her post-orgasmic haze, but she felt him guiding her somewhere – the living room.

She twisted in his arms, mouth agape, and he crushed his lips to hers, his hands all over her ass. He brought the nightgown up and over her head, tossing it aside and staring up and down her body. She felt shy at that, and went to cover herself up, but he took her hands and kissed her again.

“You are the sexiest woman I’ve ever met,” he said hoarsely. “Don’t you ever think to cover up an inch around me. Jesus, Lindsey, the shit you do to me…”

“Show me,” she said, just as hoarse.

Jeremy grinned. There was the young man she knew. For just a minute she thought maybe he’d been transformed into a sex god or something. He guided her down to the couch, his hand on his cock. Hers joined him, and together they brought him back to full hardness while he sucked and licked at her tit. He rose up her body and she pressed him to her entrance as he kissed her again, making her moan his name. His thrust was deep and hard, knowing what she could take now, how she wanted it.

Her knees jumped and her legs spread wide, one foot hooking over the back of the couch, her other stamping down on the floor. Her hands were everywhere, raking his back, his neck. Only then was she aware he had ditched his shoes and shorts but still had his shirt on and it was an affront that she should be so naked and him so clothed.

Lindsey grabbed at his shirt and he started, “Wh-?”

“Naked. Now. I need some young man chest to stare at.”

Startled, he laughed, and hurried off his tee shirt. She licked her lips and ran her fingers over his chest as he started in earnest again, kissing her as he built back up to the hard fucking. This time, her hands locked together behind his neck, her back arching, her eyes closing. Her smile was beatific, her overstressed mind aloft and floating as he drove into her again and again and again. He could go for so hard and so long, and she loved that, loved all of this.

Her eyes opened to him smiling down at her. He fucked her harder, harder still, and her hips thrust up to meet him. “Jer… emy…” she cooed.

“Fuck, Lindsey, Lindsey…”

She kissed him, those sparks building again into a fire that could not be contained. This time, as she came, she nipped his shoulder, not meaning to, but unable to help herself, the pleasure bringing tears to her eyes. He plunged deeper, deeper, his hips moving erratically, his breath fast and hard, and she whispered in his ear, “Come, come for me, baby, and then let’s go upstairs to my bedroom…”

“Lindsey… ah, ah fuck, Lindsey…”

“Yesss, baby, that’s it, come for me…”

He grunted one last time, his eyes squeezing shut as he drove deep. They kissed in the afterglow, Jeremy panting as he came down, her stroking his head and brushing her lips against everything they could reach. “God, Jeremy, that was… that was the best sex I’ve ever had.”

“Yeah?” he asked, pleased with himself.

She smirked. “I might need a second go-around to get a proper sampling.”

He pulled out of her immediately and hopped to his feet. She laughed as he grabbed her hand and helped her up.

“Whatever you want,” Jeremy said, and chased her upstairs.


Chapter 7

Jeremy let out a long sigh and a moan. “This is heaven.”

Lindsey leaned back against him in the tub, stretching like a cat. A very satisfied cat. “I swear, it’s half of what sold me on this place.”

“If I’d known, I would have hit on you the first day.”

She laughed throatily. It was nearing noon the day after they hooked up. Both of them woke late, Jeremy still amazed that the previous night had happened. He couldn’t get enough of Lindsey. After their frenetic lovemaking downstairs, he took her up to the bedroom and they didn’t stop going at it until well after three in the morning, only taking a break at one point so she could run downstairs for lunchmeats, cheeses, and crackers, a simple meal they could eat quickly and jump right back into things.

He still couldn’t believe how wild Lindsey was. There were a dozen scratches on his back, at least three teeth marks on his shoulders, and countless bruises. She sucked him, begged him to eat her out again three more times, and oh yeah, the sex… the fucking sex! The girls his age were great. But Lindsey was on a whole other level, taking what she wanted. It was like porn, only this was real, this was insane.

But even better than the incredible sex was waking up next to her. They had fallen asleep with her cradled into his chest, knees drawn up, and when they woke, he was nearly spooning her, both of them on their side facing the late morning light spilling through the windows. Nothing in his life had compared to that moment, Lindsey with the sheet and comforter drawn down to her thick thighs. It wasn’t just that she was naked, although that was pretty great. It was the vulnerability of her in her sleep, the innocent spill of her hair, the comfort of her soft breathing.

“You’re kind of quiet back there,” she said.

Jeremy smiled. “Thinking about all of this,” he murmured, his hands stroking her stomach. They fucked before they took a bath, and now he was stirring again.

“Is it too much, Jeremy?” she asked, looking over her shoulder.

“No.”

“Because I know I got a little wild last night. I haven’t had really great sex like that in a long time.”

“Really great, huh?”

“Oh my God, if I didn’t think your dad and Tasha would eventually break the door down, I’d tie you to my bed and never let you go.”

“I like that idea,” he murmured, kissing her neck.

“I can feel that you do.” She wiggled back against him, but for the moment they were content to simply relax.

“Can I ask you a question?”

“I’m going to guess you want to know about the divorce.”

“Is that too personal?”

“No. It would be on a first date with anybody else, but we know each other. It’s okay.” She drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. “We were in love, and then… Dustin wasn’t. It took me a while to realize he was drifting. A long time. Years. Sex got stale, but it was more than that. With me, he was… not really there. He came alive with Quinton and that was enough for a while. But things weren’t okay between us. He found any excuse to stay away. Work. Hanging out with his friends. Taking Quinton on dad and son trips. I loved that he wanted to do that, I did. Still do. But it was clear he was using Quinton to get away from me.”

“Jesus. Was he cheating on you?”

“No. Yes. Kind of. Not physically. I confronted him about things a few times and finally he confessed to me he and his work wife had been flirting more and more and he was… interested.”

“His work wife?” Jeremy had never heard the term before.

“A lot of people who work in an office have friends who are maybe a little bit more. It’s a lot like being married. You’re together eight hours of the day. You have lunches together. You form a connection. Usually it’s not a sexual thing, at least not on the surface. It can be, I guess, but it’s really just a term for that special someone at work who makes your day better.”

“A work wife. Got it. And he and his work wife hit it off.”

“Yeah,” she said. He moved his hands to her shoulders and began giving her a massage. He didn’t have a whole lot of practice at it but he tried. “He told me he hadn’t cheated, and I believe him. But it still hurt. I was in a loveless marriage. Every day I got lonelier and lonelier until I couldn’t take it. So I told him I wanted a divorce.”

“I can’t imagine. You’re… you’re amazing. You’re an incredible mom to Quinton. You’re so beautiful that it’s like… like…”

She twisted around until she was on her knees between his legs in the big tub, smiling at him. Her eyes were glossy with near-tears but she wasn’t shedding them. “It’s like what?”

“Oh God, I don’t know how to tell you how beautiful you are. It’s like… like I want to take you to bed but I also want to hug you and make sure you’re all right. That you’re… that you’re taken care of. And I know that’s dumb and I’m in college and you can take care of yourself but-”

She stopped him with a kiss. The kiss. The one that made his heart whisper, “Oh. Hello. You can have me the rest of my life, if you’d like.” It was open-mouthed and hungry, but deeper than any kiss they’d shared before, both their eyes closed, her soul passing to him and his to her.

She reached back with one foot and hooked the drain for the tub. The water swirled downwards as she rocked forward and back, kissing him again and again, her eyes opening and fixating on him. “Slide down a bit, baby,” she murmured, “and put your legs together.”

Jeremy did as he was told, staring up at Lindsey as she spread her knees to either side of him. She pinned his cock between her pussy and his belly, grinding on it as she lifted first one breast, then the other to her mouth and sucked on her nipples. It was one of the sexiest things he’d ever seen, along with about a hundred other moments from her in the last twenty-four hours.

“Fuck, Lindsey,” Jeremy moaned. He was still unused to swearing around her, but given how wild and free she’d been the night before, he knew Lindsey liked it.

“All weekend long,” she said, grinning down at him.

“And beyond, if you want it,” he said.

Something flashed across her face, gone so fast he wasn’t even sure he saw it or what it was. Her smile dipped, her eyes clouded, and he thought that he said the wrong thing. But when she ground hard against him again, her smile seemed genuine.

She rode him like that, getting herself ready for him. He played with her breasts and ran his hands along her luscious ass. She was full-figured, thick but not fat in a way that made him want to drool. Her big breasts bobbed with her grinding, little dips and shimmies that left him nearly hypnotized. It amused her to no end and her grin grew wider, knowing where his eyes were focused.

Her face was just as hypnotic too, and it was that he wanted as she ground faster and faster on him. His hand cupped the back of her head and he pulled her down to kiss her again. She breathed his name softly before their lips connected, and again he thought how hard he was falling for her.

She reached between them and leaned up as she gripped him. They stared into each other’s eyes as she slid down onto him, “Mmmm,” she moaned, and tossed her head back. Her hips rocked fast and hard on his. He reached down, knowing by now how much she loved having her clit and mound played with as they fucked. Her eyes crinkled at that, and she dipped and swayed.

There were few words between them this time, just moans. She was so warm, and her softness soothed some internal beast inside him. He held on for her as she gripped the edge of the tub, her chin dipping down against her breastbone. Her hips moved faster and faster on him until she was nearly bouncing, her breasts keeping time, her hair spilling across her face again. He reached up and brushed it to the side. She caught his hand and kissed it, watching him as she came with a quiet gasp.

“I want to make love to you,” he said.

There was that hesitation again, that flash. She slid off him and stood, and for a moment, he thought it was over. She stepped out of the tub and said, “Come on, then.”

He rose, his cock painfully hard, and he chased her into the bedroom. She climbed onto the bed and rested against the mess of pillows, smiling down at him as she spread her legs. He followed her, hungry for her again, and dipped low to lick her pussy.

“No,” she whispered. “No teasing. Come here.”

Jeremy did, feeling for all the world like something was wrong, something had gone terribly awry, that he’d fucked all this up, but he was unable to stop himself. He cradled the back of her head as he sank into her, their lips connecting as their bodies did, his kisses soft and gentle. She roped her legs around his, her head arching as he went deep again and again, his name falling from her lips.

“Jeremy, oh, oh Jeremy… yesss, like that, oh, like that…”

“Lindsey…”

They kissed again, his free hand sliding under her hip. His strokes were deep but slow, her body jerking with each one. Her head twisted at an angle, her mouth falling open, and like that, she was coming again, her walls pulsing around him and spurring them on. He didn’t try to hold back, not that time, and moved faster inside her. He was close, so close, and her hands ran all over him, as she rocked with him, urging him on.

“Come inside me, let me feel it again, come inside me, baby…”

“Fuck… Lindsey…”

“Yesss, yesss, oh, Jer… Jeremy…”

He gritted his teeth and came. They’d fucked so often there wasn’t much left in the tank, and yet somehow that time it felt like the first release of the weekend, like he was giving her everything.

Jeremy collapsed beside her and she rolled over onto her side, cradling his face and kissing him gently. “The sex just keeps getting better and better,” she croaked. Like that, he held her for a long moment. “What is it?”

His throat worked. “What did I say? What did I do?”

“Jeremy, you were amazing.”

“Not the sex. When I said maybe beyond this weekend…”

Lindsey let out a slow breath. “I’m sorry. I…”

“Oh.”

“Jeremy. Things are complicated for me. Beyond complicated. Quinton is my priority. He’s eight. And you’re in college.”

He flinched. “I only have two years left as an undergraduate. I know I’m going to get my Master’s but it’s not like I’m going to college in another city. I’m right here.”

“I know, honey. But when I say it’s complicated, I mean, it’s really complicated. If Dustin thought our relationship was a threat to Quinton’s mental health, he could take my son from me.”

“How could I possibly be a threat to his mental health? We’re friends. Did I do something wrong?”

“No,” she said, her voice surprising him by its strength. She clasped his cheek and kissed him. “You’ve been wonderful. You are just what he needs on this block. A positive male influence. But the courts might wonder about us. About how young you are.”

“We’re only, what, eleven or twelve years apart. I’m over eighteen.”

“I know. I know. But I can’t… I can’t risk it, Jeremy. And, and, and, you have college. A life with friends that I can’t be a part of.”

“You’ve never met them,” he said dully. “You don’t know them.”

“Should I go to college parties with you? Have a glass of merlot with you and a bunch of freshmen and sophomores? Come by the campus at lunch for a nooner?”

The words were light and maybe meant as playful but they hit him like uppercuts. He sat up and slid off the bed. She sat up too, alarmed.

“I’m sorry,” Lindsey said. “I shouldn’t have been flippant. I just…”

“Don’t make this about me. I’d sacrifice all that for you.”

“I don’t want you to,” she said, her voice breaking. “We can be together on the weekends, but I’m not going to have you upend your whole life. And I can’t risk Quinton.” He started to gather up his clothes. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.”

He rubbed his eyes, fighting the sting of tears. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll see you next weekend then.”

“Jeremy. This hurts me too. I’ve… I’ve never…” She shook her head, tears falling down her cheeks. Without another word, she trudged to the bathroom, closed the door behind her, and started to sob. Jeremy wanted to go to her, despite her having just ripped his guts out, but he fought the urge, dressed, and left.


Chapter 8

Whatever Lindsey expected, it wasn’t to come home days later to Quinton and Jeremy playing basketball outside Jeremy’s house. She thought with everything that had happened, with their painful talk, that Jeremy would be cold to the both of them. As it was, the sight of him bouncing the ball to her son made her heart feel like a vine wrapped around it and squeezed.

She hated hurting him. But she hadn’t expected the force of his emotions, his puppy dog love for her… and her own. Jeremy made her feel as giddy as anyone ever had, including Dustin. It was stupid not to tell him straight away her fears about what Dustin could potentially do if he found out. Stupid stupid stupid. And maybe not quite as stupid but still pretty dumb had been her attempt at being light when she did tell him. That was always her MO, a strange deprecation and morbid sense of humor when she knew it wasn’t appropriate.

Bottom line, she hurt him. Was he now using Quinton as a means to dig his own claws into her? Dustin proved he was capable of that, but could Jeremy be that cruel too? Maybe. He was young, and emotional.

She pulled into her garage and kept the door open. When she emerged, Quinton was squatting, the ball in his hands. He jumped and launched the ball at the same time, underhanded, and laughed his beautiful laugh when it hit the backboard and dropped in.

“Three points,” Lindsey called, forcing herself to smile. Jeremy’s smile looked equally pained as he fetched the ball.

“That would be, like, halfway across the court,” Jeremy said.

“Nuh uh,” Quinton said, fidgeting and bringing his hand up to his lips. Years ago he habitually sucked his thumb. He didn’t anymore but he sometimes chewed at his thumbs’ cuticles when he was giddy or feeling self-conscious. Lindsey tried to dissuade him from it but it wasn’t like he was chewing his nails down to the quick so she let it slide just as often.

“Uh huh!” Jeremy said, his voice going goofy and making Quinton laugh again.

Lindsey leaned down to give her son a peck on the head. “Did you tell Jeremy the news?”

“The news?” Jeremy asked.

“I joined the basketball team!”

“You did? That’s awesome!” Jeremy said. He held up his hand high in the air. “High five!” Quinton gave him his best scrunched-up face, and Jeremy lowered his hand slowly until Quinton could finally jump and high five it. “Ouuuuch!”

“It didn’t hurt you.”

“Are you kidding me? I might have to see a doctor.”

Lindsey asked Quinton, “How was school?”

He made a sour face. “I got a B on the math test.”

“Aw. You’ll get it next time. Do you have homework?”

“Ummm… can I do it later? Jeremy and I are playing.”

“Fifteen minutes.”

“Okay. I gotta go pee. I’ll be right back.”

“Oh Lord, I did not need to hear that,” Lindsey said.

Quinton ran for their house. When they heard the door shut, Jeremy said quietly, “I’m sorry. I came home and he was walking up the street from the bus stop.”

“You’re sorry?” she asked, confused.

“I don’t want to make things complicated between us. But… he deserves a friend on this block. I’ve been there, in his shoes. I was younger than him, but… I know what it’s like to feel like you’re being pulled in two directions in a divorce. So whatever this is between you and me, or whatever it isn’t, please don’t let it affect him.”

Heat rose inside her and prickled her eyes. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I thought maybe you were…” She shook her head.

“You thought I was what?”

“I’m sorry.”

“Sorry for what? What did you think I was doing?”

“I don’t know. Using him to twist a knife into me?”

Hurt flashed across his face again. “What have I done to make you think that?”

“Nothing. Nothing at all. But it’s what Dustin did the other day and I just… I thought…”

“I’m not him, Lindsey. I don’t know why you’ve already decided not to give me a chance, but I care about you. A lot. And Quinton’s my friend. I wouldn’t ever use him. So don’t you dare accuse me of that. I’ve done nothing to deserve that.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, knowing he was right.

He started to say something else, but he shut up and forced a smile. Lindsey didn’t have to look to know that Quinton was coming back. They started up their game again while she excused herself to go home, pour a glass of wine, and cry it out before Quinton came back home.

* * *

Komi listened without a word as she stirred the spaghetti sauce. Her oldest daughter was in her room, and Quinton and Yusa were playing video games together in the living room. Even so, Lindsey avoided talking about the sex with Jeremy except in broad innuendo.

When she finished, Komi was still silent, and Lindsey could feel the judgment coming off her in waves. Subtle, Komi was not.

Her husband Shuji came into the kitchen from the home office. He looked at the two of them. “Is everything all right?”

“Fine,” Komi said. “But could you give us…” She looked in the oven at the garlic bread. “…ten minutes?”

Husband and wife shared a silent conversation with their eyes. His went questioning, hers darted to the living room. He squinted at her, brain working overtime, and again, hers flicked towards the living room, this time with dips of her head.

“We’re talking about my sex life,” Lindsey said. “So we’re trying to keep quiet.”

“Ahhhh. Anything I can… help with?” Shuji asked, giving her a wide grin. He was a handsome man, with fine features and dreamy eyes that made him damn near irresistible. He was also a devoted husband and a good father, so Lindsey didn’t take his flirting seriously.

Komi, on the other hand, rested her hand on the knife block and nodded with a wide, crazy-eyed grin. He cheerfully ignored her, fetched a glass of wine, and leaned against the counter while Lindsey gave him the short version. It was a risk. He and Dustin were good friends before the divorce, but along with his wife, he claimed to have cut off contact with Lindsey’s ex during the proceedings. There was a chance he was lying – Lindsey had never asked them to stop talking to Dustin, after all – but she trusted him.

“Okay,” he said when she finished. “How many glasses of wine have you had?”

“Um. Just the one. Why?”

“Because I think you deserve a second glass.” He picked up the open bottle and split what was left between Lindsey and Komi’s glasses. Then he came around and kissed the top of Lindsey’s head. “Divorce sucks, but for what it’s worth, I hope it can work out with you and this Jeremy someday.”

He left them to it, giving his wife a kiss on the side of her head too before heading to the living room and declaring himself the king of all video games to the kids’ laughter. Lindsey and Komi both looked in that direction.

“Okay, seriously, does he have a brother or a cousin that’s available?” Lindsey asked.

“He really is the best.” Komi slipped on an oven mitt and pulled the garlic bread out. “Linds, I’m not trying to offer you advice, but what’s your heart telling you?”

Lindsey shook her head. “It’s telling me to protect my son first and foremost. Of course I want to be with Jeremy. But I don’t know. Dustin’s changing. It’s not like he’s getting mean, but the way he tried to manipulate me, coming into the house early like that and making me feel like… like it was old times… I can’t figure it out. It was cruel, and there was no sense to it. There was a time at the start of all this when he told me he just wants to see me happy and I don’t know if he’s that same person anymore.”

“Well, I know one thing for sure,” Komi said. “Garlic bread and carbs are going to help.”

“Cheers to that,” Lindsey said, and downed her wine.


Chapter 9

In the days that followed, Heather finally pounced on Jeremy – almost literally. He was seated on a weightlifting bench and finishing up with the dumbbells when she pranced over to him in the skimpiest bit of fabric he guessed could be called shorts. That sports bra definitely loved her body too. Every guy in the place that night watched her move towards him with visible disappointment. Jeremy, for his part, only felt a strange sort of weariness, and a deep unshakeable sadness.

She took the weights from him and dropped them unceremoniously on the mats before climbing on his lap, grinding her shorts-clad pussy on him without a care who was watching. She was light as a feather. Jeremy could have picked her up and fucked her standing right there in the middle of the gym. The thought, and her weight on him, had him rising in no time.

“You’ve been avoiding me,” she pouted.

“I was seeing someone else,” he said. It was close enough to the truth.

“Who?” she asked, her voice going playfully cold. “Is it that bitch Nevaeh?”

It wasn’t, though Jeremy and Nevaeh had hooked up at one point a year ago. He was her rebound after a bad breakup with her long-time boyfriend. There had been a lot of tears on her part and a lot of apologizing. Jeremy hadn’t minded, though he did wonder sometimes in the weeks that followed what might have been if they had hooked up a few months later. She’d been making sweet eyes at him again lately but for Jeremy, the memory of their one time together was enough to make him ready to gently tell Nevaeh no.

“No. A friend off campus.”

“Hmph,” Heather said, wiggling against him. “You said ‘was.’ So you’re single now?”

“Yeah. I guess.”

“Well… what are we doing this weekend? And how often?”

He thought of Lindsey’s words to him, that they could still see each other on the weekends. He fought an urge to close his eyes and shiver with the pain. “A movie at your place.”

“Aw, not yours? Still living with Mommy and Daddy?”

Jeremy reached down and smacked her tight little ass. She gasped and rocked on him harder, as a few of the guys hooted and laughed. “You know the answer to that.”

“So… my place. Okay then.” She leaned in close and whispered in his ear, “And spanking isn’t the only thing you can do to my ass then.”

Jesus.

* * *

He didn’t come home until late that night. A friend invited him over to study for an advanced biology class, and that devolved into a couple hours playing games. It was nearly ten when Jeremy came through the door. Usually at that hour, Tasha would still be up and his father preparing for or already in bed. Wallace was an early riser, and usually in the office by eight, but that night he was awake and Tasha was nowhere to be seen.

His father looked up from the Logan Black paperback he was reading. Jeremy asked, “She got an early one?”

“One of the morning anchors caught COVID,” Wallace said. “She’ll be filling in this week.”

Jeremy winced. “Shit. Sucky way to get more airtime.”

“Her opinion exactly. Have you eaten? There’s leftover flatbread in the fridge.”

“I haven’t but I’m not too hungry.”

“You need to eat something.”

“Dad… I’m tired. I just want to go to bed.”

Wallace put his book aside and looked up at him. “We need to talk. And that’s not me asking. That’s me telling.”

It was a phrase Jeremy hadn’t heard in a few years. His father saved it for his sternest lectures, and there could only be one thing he wanted to talk about that night. Jeremy took a seat close to his dad and clutched his hands between his knees.

“I…”

“Just… hang on. Let me get this out there.” Wallace said. His throat worked, and he stared at Jeremy like he was peeling bits of him away. “You know I love Tasha a lot.”

Jeremy blinked. He expected to have to talk about Lindsey. Had he been less focused on his own problems, he might have seen the statement for what it was. “I’m sorry. What?”

“Tasha. Apart from you, she’s been the best part of my life. I loved your mom too but Tasha… she’s become someone really… really important to me. And I hope to you too.”

“Yeah, she’s great. I love her too, you know that. But why are you telling me this?”

“Courage. And because… you are number one in my life. Because I want you to know first.” He reached down into one of the side pockets on his chair. He came out with a box and the fugue in Jeremy’s mind parted.

He gaped at it. “Holy shit. You’re going to…”

“Sh, sh sh sh.” They both looked towards the stairs, then back at each other. “Yes. Soon, I think. I’m not exactly asking for your okay, but I’d like your blessing.”

“Yeah. Yeah! Of course!” Jeremy jumped to his feet. He grabbed his father in a hug, and lifted him too. Wallace laughed softly and held him tight. They hugged like that, both sniffling. “Can I see the…?” Again, Jeremy did a quick look up towards the stairwell.

His father opened the box. The ring was gorgeous, gold with a large diamond flanked by three smaller ones on either side. “I just bought it today. I was downtown for lunch, and I walked right by the place. It felt right.”

“That’s awesome,” Jeremy said, his voice thick with emotion. He cleared his throat as his father put the ring away again. “How can I help? When are you thinking?”

Wallace laughed and settled back into his chair. “I don’t know when or how. But when the time comes, I’d love your help.”

“You know we gotta make it special. Big and splashy.”

“I am open to ideas, if you come up with any.”

“I’ll think about it.”

Wallace nodded. “That wasn’t the only thing I wanted to talk to you about. Sit back down. Please.”

“Are you asking, or telling?” His father was silent at that, and Jeremy did as he was told. “Lindsey.”

“Yeah. You’ve been upset ever since you disappeared for a day.”

Jeremy blushed. “I… I don’t want to talk about that.”

“Did she hurt you?”

He thought about how to answer that. “She never promised me anything.”

“Oh. Jeremy. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. I… I really like her.” Jeremy hiked his shoulders uncomfortably. “Maybe even thought…”

“You were in love.”

“Or falling in it. I guess. I don’t know.”

“She seemed like such a sweet woman. I thought…”

“No. She is. She’s amazing. She…” Jeremy sighed. “I can’t talk about it. But what’s happening… it’s between me and her. Okay?”

“I’ll let it go. But you promise me if you need it, you come to me.”

“I will.”

“And there’s one more thing.” Wallace was a moment composing his thoughts. “I’ve seen the way she looks at you when she thinks no one is looking. I don’t think you’re the only one falling in love, bud.”

“Tasha said something like that to me too.”

“She’s perceptive.”

“Dad, it’s a closed door. At least for a couple years.”

“College? She’s not dating you because of that?”

“No. It’s a lot more complicated than that. But she has good reasons. It doesn’t matter anyways. I have a date Saturday. Heather. You’ll like her. Cheerleader. Blonde.”

“I’m sure I will.”

But Wallace did not sound convinced. Neither was Jeremy.


Chapter 10

Dustin kept to his word and didn’t come to the house early again. In fact, he suggested they meet up on neutral ground. “An ice cream. No harm in that, right?” he asked.

Lindsey allowed that it did sound pretty good. She loaded Quinton’s overnight bag into her Subaru in the driveway, and looked over at Jeremy’s house. She wondered if he would want to get together that night. Was that too much to hope for? Probably, she thought glumly.

Quinton finished his bath after she called for him to hurry up and that they were going to be late. He emerged looking as happy as ever. “Can we invite Jeremy to go get an ice cream?” he shouted as he got dressed in his room.

“Don’t shout. You can come out and ask me when you get dressed.”

She heard him huff, and a few minutes later, he came out, his hair still wet and matted to his head. “Can we?”

“I don’t think he’s home yet,” she said. That was true.

“Oh. Will you ask him to my basketball game if you see him?”

Practice for basketball had already started by the time he signed up but it was an informal pee wee league thing and the coaches didn’t mind. Their first game, played against another elementary school there in the city, would take place the next weekend.

“If I see him, sure.” She ruffled his hair. “You like Jeremy, don’t you?”

“Uh huh. He’s super nice. And it’s not… mm… like the other older kids. He’s not like… fake nice.”

“I know he thinks a lot about you too.” She leaned down and kissed his head. “Come on. Ice cream and French fries await.”

On the drive, Quinton sat in the back and kept up a happy stream of conversation. Lindsey tried to pay attention as best she could, but her mind kept drifting to Jeremy. She missed Quinton asking her a question, and smiled up at him in the mirror apologetically. “Sorry, honey, what?”

“What are you doing tomorrow?”

Well, she couldn’t answer with what she hoped she was going to be doing – or who – so she said, “Oh, probably being lazy. Watching movies.”

“Are you okay, Mommy?”

The word startled her. Quinton only rarely slipped back into calling her “Mommy” ever since he started kindergarten a few years before. It didn’t surprise her in the slightest that when she looked up into the mirror again at a red light, he was chewing at the side of his thumb.

“Don’t do that,” she reminded him, but he didn’t put his thumb down.

“Are you okay?” he asked again, worry in his voice. Our little worry-wart, Dustin used to call him when he’d get like this.

“I’m fine. But now I’m thinking onion rings instead of French fries.”

“Are you and Dad fighting again?” he asked. He was really not going to be deterred.

“No. No, we’re not. And you can ask him that too. It’s nothing you have to worry about, Q Bug.”

“Is it Jeremy?”

His question startled her again, giving her goosebumps. He could do that sometimes. Worry wart he might be, but Quinton had an uncanny gift for seeing into people, even as young as he was. She fought to keep her eyes on the road and not stare up at him.

“I think you’re full of beans tonight. I’m fine, hon. Really.”

“Beans, beans,” he started to chant, and she joined in, smiling. It was easier than she expected.

Dustin was already at the fast-food place and waited in in his Bronco. He stepped out when they pulled into the lot, all smiles, and Quinton almost didn’t wait for the car to stop before he was out of his seatbelt and jumping out too. That got a real smile out of Lindsey, and she soon joined them. She accepted a kiss on the corner of the mouth from Dustin, just a brief one, and followed them inside as Quinton gave his dad the same blast of words as in the car.

They got in line and ordered. Lindsey volunteered to wait for the food while the guys got drinks and found a good seat. The tears were threatening to build up in her again. God, how she wanted to see Jeremy again, be in his arms again, make love to him again, fuck him and be fucked by him again. But she had already hurt him so badly, and she hurt so badly too.

Stop dwelling on it, she told herself as she stepped forward to collect their tray of food. For Quinton’s sake, stop thinking about it. You can cry later.

Her spine straightened and she took a deep breath. Her server gave her a commiserative smile, and Lindsey smiled back. “Better days ahead, right?” she asked.

“I sure hope so,” the server said.

Lindsey returned to her guys, and dropped onto the seat next to Quinton. She bumped him with her elbow, and he bumped her, grinning up at her and reaching for the fries. “My fries,” she told him. He reached for another carton. “My fries too!” He caught on and made a face at her, overemphasizing his scowl and making his eyes go crossed. She stuck out her tongue at him, drawing pleasure both from his sweet laugh and Dustin’s own chuckle.

“Quinton told me you were upset?” Dustin asked.

“Nah. Lost in thought.” She seized on a minor inconvenience at work and fudged the details a little bit. “The new computer system at work has us all peeved. A lot of things are being billed to the wrong departments. Central supply is a mess. Labs aren’t much better. We got off easy comparatively, but…” She shrugged.

“I thought it was because of Jeremy,” Quinton said.

“And why is that?” Lindsey asked, trying for playful but it sounded hollow.

Quentin squinted at nothing. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “Mom’s going to ask if he can come to my game next week.”

“Oh, she is?” Dustin asked, giving her a look she really did not like.

“He’s been playing basketball with Quinton just about every night. Teaching him how to dribble and do a layup.”

“And what about my sick basketball moves?” Dustin asked, faking offense. “Didn’t you see me dunk?”

“No!” Quinton said gleefully. “Because you didn’t. You had me look away and you took a shot. You didn’t dunk!”

“I’m hurt. I’m hurt!” Dustin said. He reached forward and rubbed his son’s head. “Eat your food, you traitor.”

* * *

On some basic animalistic level, Lindsey knew Jeremy would come to her, and he did. His knock was furtive, soft, and when she came to the door, there he was. It was late, and dark, but she didn’t care. She was on him the moment he was inside, pulling up his shirt, kissing his chest, his abs, going lower, sinking to her knees on the plush living room carpet and taking his shorts with her.

“I have a date tomorrow night,” he said, his words melancholic.

That stung. It was meant as a verbal slap and it hit her like one. She fought back bitter, hot tears, and whispered, “That’s good. You deserve… you deserve to be happy.”

“Goddamn it, I’d be happiest with you,” he said. His words were not angry. They were a keen of pain, and she hated herself a little bit for them even as she knew she was doing the right thing for herself and Quinton.

She took his cock in hand, saying nothing but staring up at him. With her other hand, she reached behind her and undid her bra. That was all she had on, that and her panties. He stared down at her, his whole body trembling, as she stroked him slowly, staring up at him, pleading with her eyes to understand and forgive.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” he said, all throat and growl. She sucked him down, tongue playing at the underside of his big head. He moaned, “Ah, ah Jesus, Lindsey…”

She kept jerking him off as she sucked and licked his tip. He hardened fast, and she took him deep, staring up at him the entire time. Her hands massaged what she couldn’t take in her mouth, and he jerked, his body unable to help itself. Another time and this would have made her laugh, but not then. Not when it felt like the end.

She pulled off him and whimpered, “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, Jeremy…”

“Don’t,” he said back, and brushed the hair away from her eyes. He gathered it up in a fistful, their gazes intertwining. “I get it, it’s okay.”

Lindsey wished she could believe those words. She wanted to tell him what was in her heart, that she’d fallen so hard for him too, and loved him for caring for Quinton, and maybe more than that. But that would only twist the knife deeper into both of them, and so she sucked him harder, her tears falling down her cheeks.

He pumped into her mouth, rhythmic strokes of his cock, his thrusts short but emphatic. His need was marked by his tension, his muscular ass flexing, his knees locking. “Fuck, Lindsey,” he moaned. “Making me feel…  good…, oh, oh…”

She came off him, gasping and wiping at her mouth. “Fuck my face, use me…”

Jeremy shoved his cock back inside her mouth, his hips jerking frantically, his hands tightening on her head. Her hand shot to her panties and thrust inside. Three of her fingers drove into her wet, waiting pussy and her eyes nearly rolled up at the pleasure. He fucked her face the way she craved it, rough, fast, hard. Dustin had always been too timid to do this to her, but Jeremy was untamed yet and needed her too much to control himself.

His cock hit the back of her throat and she moaned as best she could around him. When he pulled back, she gasped, “Yes, yes, fuck my throat,” then devoured him again. His ass slammed back and forth, his dick sliding deeper still until she had every inch of him inside her mouth and her throat. She gagged on him, eyes watering, her fingers jackhammering inside herself. He stared wide-eyed, and then he was moving again.

“Lindsey, fuck, take my cock, take every inch again like that…”

She did, gleefully meeting his rough face-pounding. His balls whapped against her chin and she’d hold him for a second, then he’d pull back and ram his cock back down her throat. And she was so close herself, turned on by this, by being taken. Her hips jerked as she sucked him, her mind gone, thought gone, only their pleasure mattering.

“Fuck, I’m close,” he warned.

She took him deep one more time, then yanked back and closed her eyes as she jacked his cock with her free hand. He came all over her face, great big shots of him, his hips bucking so hard he hit her chin with his dick. She laughed throatily at it, at all the warm pearls of come streaking across her face, at the release of pressure.

Before he was even finished he was dropping too, and she fell with him, guided by his hand to the carpet. He dropped beside her legs and pulled her fingers away from her pussy. Her panties were still on until they weren’t, the fabric yanked down and off her as he dove in, mouth on her cunt, eating her with wild hunger. His big hands came up to her full tits and she grabbed them tighter to her, crying out, “Jeremy! Oh, oh fuck, oh yes, Jereeeemy!”

He moved until he was between her legs, never stopping his licking. Her hips slammed upwards as he sucked her clit into his mouth, and his hands shot down and around her waist, holding her up off the floor like that until Lindsey was only resting on her shoulders. All the while, his hungry mouth returned to her pussy, licking up her juices with a primal, thoughtless need. Pleasure hit her like hurricane winds, leaving her helpless and lost to him.

“Jer-EMY!” she yelled. Her head jolted against the carpet, her legs kicking hard at the air.

Her orgasm left her thrashing. Every inch of her wanted to move in a different direction or lock up. She was only dimly aware of vague “uh, uh, uh” sounds she was making and the feel of the carpet as she clawed at it. Her other hand raked at her breasts, her neck, her face.

Jeremy didn’t let her come down – literally. He got his hands on her waist and hoisted her up. The world swooped up at her with dizzying speed and she laughed and gasped as he slung her over his shoulder, carrying her like a sack of potatoes upstairs and to her bedroom. He was none too gentle about tossing her on the bed and molding her the way he wanted her, on her hands and knees, her head against the mattress, ass high in the air.

He fucked her hard and fast, his hand on her shoulder keeping Lindsey steady as he filled her cunt over and over and over again with his big dick. She could do nothing but twist her head and gasp in erratic rhythm too, her hand between her legs, playing with her clit. She thought he’d fucked her hard the week before but this was Jeremy unleashed. Youthful stamina and eagerness blended with raw skill and he made her come over and over again.

Her arms gave out and she dropped to the mattress. He stopped just long enough to ask, “You okay?”

“Fuck me, fuck me, don’t you stop, oh fuck, Jeremy,” she panted.

He reached under her neck and cupped it, bringing her head up. She twisted it and he leaned down to kiss her sloppily, their tongues lashing together as he began to rock into her again. In the plank position like that he was hitting her spot just right, and she keened at him, words lost to her again. In his hands she was a pile of brainless goo and loved every second of it.

“Aggggh, Lindsey, fuck,” he groaned.

“Yes, yessss, come in me, let me feel you…”

“Oh God, oh, oh fuck, fuck, fuck!”

He pumped hard into her, coming even as he thrust back and forth. His warmth flooded through her, not just physically, but filling her heart and soul, at least for a few moments. She dropped her head against the mattress, her breaths sharp and high. He bucked inside her a few more times, then slowly pulled out and dropped beside her, chest rising and falling. He pulled her onto her side and roped his leg over hers. Good thing too, because Lindsey couldn’t have moved of her own accord for minutes.

“I still have come on my face,” she croaked.

That surprised a laugh out of him, and he kissed her breast. “Be right back.”

He disappeared into the bathroom and came back out with a washcloth dipped in hot water. Gently he tended to her, cleaning her face, her lips, and her pussy. She still had zero energy, except to curl a finger at him, and he scooted closer so he could cuddle and kiss her.

“Quinton has his first game next week. He’s very excited about it. He wants you to come, if you can.”

“Of course,” Jeremy said. “I love the little kid games. No dribbling, no one gets really mean. Just them having fun.”

“He’ll be glad you’re there.”

“And what about you?”

“Jeremy… of course I will be.”

“I’m sorry. That was mean.” He kissed her shoulder and nuzzled her breast.

“Spoon me for a while?” she asked. “And then… and then…”

It sank in. He had a date tomorrow night. He was moving on. Of course he was. She couldn’t ask him to be there for her when she couldn’t be there for him. She started to cry, and he held her, kissing her forehead, her cheeks, her lips. Gently he nudged her over onto her other side, and pressed his hardening cock – already! – against her back as he roped his arms around her. Much as she wanted to take care of him, to be fucked again, her tears took what little energy she had left, and soon, with the man she loved and couldn’t have holding her, she fell asleep.


Chapter 11

Jeremy didn’t sleep that night. He cuddled Lindsey for hours, finally kissing her shoulder and slipping out of bed. She had fallen asleep on top of the covers, so he took the edge from his side and wrapped her up like a taco in them, chuckling at the sight of her before he remembered the pain in his heart.

After dressing, he returned home to a dark and silent house. The good sex left him starving, so he pilfered a slice of cheesecake from the fridge. He ate it in his room, resting on the bed against the wall, an earbud in and rock music playing. He tried not to think about Lindsey. He hadn’t meant to go over there that night, except… well, maybe he had, to sink that barb in about Heather. He felt guilty about that. Felt guilty about the whole thing.

Get her out of your head, he thought. You’re going to be with Heather soon enough. Every college guy’s wet dream. A cheerleader.

But it wasn’t every guy’s college cheerleader fantasy he wanted. It was Lindsey.

With the cheesecake finished, he switched over to a sports podcast and listened to his favorite hosts talk about college basketball. It should have put him out after ten minutes, but still he was awake, staring up at the ceiling and hating himself a little for leading on both Lindsey and Heather.

If he slept, he didn’t remember it.

Sometime after dawn, he rolled out of bed and took a bleary-eyed shower. Usually his father was the first awake but this time he was. He and Wallace had a lot in common, and one of those things was a love of coffee from a coffeepot instead of a pod. He brewed a pot, leaning on the counter with a mild headache threatening to devolve into a migraine. That would be a great excuse to get out of his date that night, but if he left Heather high and dry, he figured that door would be closed forever. She could only – rightfully – take so much of his distractedness when it came to her.

He poured a cup when it was ready, added a splash of creamer, and decided to sit out back while he drank it. The days might be unseasonably warm yet but the morning was cool, and it had rained the night before. He hoisted one of their wrought iron chairs and deposited it in the grass, liking the way the dewy blades felt between his toes. He sipped his coffee and pretended like he wasn’t staring at Lindsey’s house, making a thousand wishes in the early morning’s light.

* * *

The truth was difficult, but Tasha demanded it, and Jeremy finally caved. He hadn’t intended on telling Wallce or Tasha about Lindsey’s reasons the relationship couldn’t happen, but he was exhausted from a lack of sleep and Tasha’s persistence won out. That was around noon. By the time he was ready to leave for his date, Tasha had him back in the kitchen, trying to convince him one last time not to go on his date.

“Don’t do this,” she said flatly. She was staring at her phone, unable to meet Jeremy’s eyes. He was grateful for that. He already felt like an utter asshole. “You know it’s a mistake.”

“She doesn’t want me in her life,” he said. He shook his head. “That’s not… that’s not right. She can’t have me in her life.”

“Is that what she said last night?” Tasha asked.

Jeremy looked to his father for help, but Wallace was no help. “If you think we didn’t notice you sneaking out of the house or coming back in, I’ve got news,” he said.

“Shit,” Jeremy muttered.

“Jeremy,” Wallace chided him gently.

“Sorry.” He wasn’t, but he needed to go.

“You’re trying to punish her for things that aren’t her fault,” Tasha said, louder this time.

“I’m doing what she told me to do! I’m going to stay out of her life.”

“Except for Quinton,” Wallace said cheerfully.

“Well, yeah, of course,” Jeremy said, his anger deflating. “I’m not trying to be his dad. He seems all right. But I love that little guy.”

“And what about her? Do you love her?” Tasha asked.

“It doesn’t matter if I do or don’t. She has to protect Quinton. That’s bigger than the two of us. I get that. I wish it was different but she’s fighting for him, same as Dad fought for me.”

Wallace lost his smile and reached a hand across to grip Jeremy’s. “Hey. Hey,” he said softly.

“You know this is the right thing for her,” Jeremy said. “I hate it. I hate it with all my soul. But last night had to be the end of it. For her sake and for Quinton’s. Okay? Stop. I know I’m hurting her. I’m… I’m hurting myself too. But it’s either I go out with Heather or someone else or I drive myself crazy thinking how much I…” He sighed. “Yeah. How much I love her. I barely know her, it’s crazy, and I know I’ve got years left in school but…”

“See? You’re still trying to talk yourself into it,” Tasha said, satisfied. She finally looked up at him.

“I gotta go,” Jeremy mumbled.

“There’s one thing I have to say,” Wallace said. “It’s not just your heart on the line here. Or Lindsey’s. It’s that young woman you’re seeing tonight too. Don’t forget she’s human.”

“Dad, this is a first date.”

“I know. But… just be careful.”

“I will.” Jeremy stood. “I know you’re both trying to look out for me. I appreciate that. But I’ve got to…” He trailed off and shook his head before walking out on them.

Heather and her roommate lived in a fourplex unit in a sea of similar small rentals meant for the college crowd. Like most the rest of Party Alley, as the area was called, Heather’s place wasn’t much to look at, but it was well-kept and low-key. He pulled up to the curb and checked himself in the mirror. Hat? Backwards. Teeth? White and food free. Ears? Big and dopey as ever.

Satisfied, he stepped out and headed to Heather’s front door. When he knocked, she let him wait a moment before answering the door in tan shorts and an open white top barely hanging onto her big breasts. The only thing keeping her modesty intact was a knot in the middle.

“You showed!” she said, and stepped out of the way. “I wasn’t sure you would.”

Jeremy stood there, staring at her. She was insanely beautiful that night, her makeup done up like they were going to a high-end restaurant and not ordering delivery at her place. Something soft and flowery wafted off her skin, sexy but light. Her hair fell like silk in a loose ponytail he would love to tug on while he fucked her from behind, like he’d fucked Lindsey the night before.

Lindsey.

And like that, Jeremy knew he’d made a horrible mistake.

He stared, and he thought. “Are you going to come in?” Heather asked.

“Heather, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. You’re… you’re beautiful. My God, look at you. I’m a fucking idiot for not jumping at you. But…”

Her face fell. “Oh,” she said softly. She let out a long sigh, then gestured inside. “Can you at least tell me about it? So I don’t feel like it’s me?”

“It’s not. It’s so very much not you. And yeah. Gladly.”

“And you’re buying dinner regardless. Jerk.”

Jeremy laughed, and she smiled too. It was faint, and obviously pained, but it was a smile. He stepped inside, and he started to talk.

* * *

He stayed away from home that night at Heather’s advice. “It’ll drive her a little crazy, not knowing how it’s going,” she said as they ate. She’d put on a sweater by that point – the outfit was sexy but freezing, she said. Talking to her felt good. He knew he hurt her, but Heather was not a delicate rose, and empathized with him.

The college gym called to him first, and he got in a good workout despite it closing soon after he got there. From there, it was aimless driving, the sort he hadn’t done in a long time. Rain fell, but he was in a good mood. A mellow mood. Gone was his frustration with Lindsey and her situation. He knew she was right. She had to look out for Quinton. But for Jeremy, for the moment, there was no one else but her. Maybe they could only see each other on the weekends. Maybe they’d only get to smile and say hello to each other on occasion. That was okay, because he’d rather have a little piece of her than nothing at all.

He drove home sometime after eleven, tired and ready to sleep Sunday away. Lindsey’s lights were off. He thought about texting her, but decided against it. Let her sleep. They’d see each other in stolen moments when he played basketball with Quinton or when he went jogging in the mornings. And next weekend he’d get to be with her for his young friend’s basketball game.

It was enough. Someday, maybe it could be more. Maybe not. But there was hope, and he could hang onto that.


Chapter 12

The week leading up to Quinton’s first basketball game was a hectic one. A coworker of Lindsey’s needed emergency surgery after her appendix burst and was out of action, leaving her to pick up the slack. That was okay by Lindsey. The extra work helped to keep her mind off things at home.

A whole crew planned to come to Quinton’s game. Not only Dustin and Jeremy, but her parents and Komi were coming along too. Komi announced this by showing up for coffee first thing in the morning on Friday with two “Go Jackrabbits!” tee shirts.

“We should get you a cheerleader outfit,” Komi said. “Not for the game. For Jeremy.”

“Oh Lord,” Lindsey said.

“Come on. You would make the hottest cheerleader ever.”

Quinton emerged ready to go to school by that point, and Lindsey needed to get to work, so they collected their things and headed out the door. Wallace and Tasha were in their driveway, leaning on her car. They saw the group and started over to talk. Lindsey felt a stab of guilt. Both Wallace and Tasha were still friendly on the surface with her, and genuinely warm with Quinton, but she could tell how upset they were for how things went with Jeremy. They had a right to be, but she missed their easy friendship that first week she moved to the block.

“There’s the man,” Wallace said, and held out his hand for a low five. Quinton smacked it and Wallace grinned. “How many points are you going to score tonight? A hundred? A thousand?”

“Nooooo!” Quinton said. His laugh made everyone smile.

“We’ll have to try and make a game,” Tasha said. “I’m sorry we can’t be there tonight.”

“Oh, no worries. We know you’re there in spirit. We’re just on our way to the bus stop and then work,” Lindsey said.

“Could we talk for a minute when you see Quinton off?” Tasha asked.

“Um,” Lindsey said. “I-”

“I can take Quinton to the bus stop,” Komi said. Lindsey turned to her, wanting to shake her head no, but Komi was already putting a hand on Quinton’s shoulder. “Want to ride with Aunt Komi?”

“I guess.” But Quinton was looking between his mom and Wallace and Tasha. “Is everything okay?”

“Absolutely, big man,” Wallace said. He knelt so he was at eye-level with the boy. “Hey. You have fun tonight.”

Quinton nodded. Lindsey gave him a hug and another kiss on the head. He raised his thumb to his lips, chewing on it as Komi led him away. Lindsey’s friend looked over her shoulder as they headed for her car. “See you tonight.”

Lindsey nodded, and turned her attention to Wallace and Tasha. Tasha dug out her phone as Lindsey asked, “Is everything all right?”

“No,” Wallace said calmly. “We’re about to complicate your life by a whole hell of a lot.”

“Wallace… I care a lot about Jeremy.”

“Do you love him?” Wallace asked.

The question took her aback. “I… I…”

“Because he loves you,” Wallace said.

“Let her listen to the recording,” Tasha said gently.

“What is this?” Lindsey asked. She trembled from head to toe as Tasha started tapping on her phone.

“He doesn’t know we recorded this,” Tasha said. “And if you really say no, if you decide not to do anything, we won’t tell him. We’ll never speak about it again. But we love Jeremy, and we love you. The two of you belong together. So just listen. For both of you.”

She held out her phone, and hit play.

Tasha - “Don’t do this. You know it’s a mistake.”

Jeremy - “She doesn’t want me in her life. That’s not… that’s not right. She can’t have me in her life.”

Tasha - “Is that what she said last night?”

Wallace - “If you think we didn’t notice you sneaking out of the house or coming back in, I’ve got news.”

Lindsey blushed at that, her hand rising to her lips as she listened.

Jeremy - “Shit.”

Wallace – “Jeremy.”

Jeremy - “Sorry.”

Tasha - “You’re trying to punish her for things that aren’t her fault.”

Jeremy - “I’m doing what she told me to do! I’m going to stay out of her life.”

Lindsey shook her head, tears falling.

Wallace - “Except for Quinton.”

Jeremy - “Well, yeah, of course. I’m not trying to be his dad. He seems all right. But I love that little guy.”

Tasha - “And what about her? Do you love her?”

Lindsey swallowed, the tears falling faster.

Jeremy - “It doesn’t matter if I do or don’t. She has to protect Quinton. That’s bigger than the two of us. I get that. I wish it was different but she’s fighting for him, same as Dad fought for me.”

On the phone, Wallace said something soft and indistinguishable. In the moment, he rested a hand on Lindsey’s shoulder and squeezed.

Jeremy - “You know this is the right thing for her. I hate it. I hate it with all my soul. But last night had to be the end of it. For her sake and for Quinton’s. Okay? Stop. I know I’m hurting her. I’m… I’m hurting myself too. But it’s either I go out with Heather or someone else or I drive myself crazy thinking how much I… yeah. How much I love her.” Lindsey gasped and Tasha clutched her other shoulder, both of them nearly holding her upright as she stared at the phone. “I barely know her, it’s crazy, and I know I’ve got years left in school but…”

Tasha ended the recording. “That’s the important part,” she said softly.

Lindsey shook her head. “He’s with someone, he had a date, he’s dating that Heather…”

“No. He isn’t,” Wallace said. “Last night they were supposed to have another date together. That’s what he told me. But I had a feeling. A father’s intuition.” He smiled. “I followed him. He went to a park and hit the walking path. Alone.”

“Jeremy,” Lindsey whispered, and shook her head.

“I don’t know why he’s pretending, but I think he’d go the rest of his life acting like everything was okay if it meant protecting you and Quinton,” Wallace said.

“Agreed,” Tasha said. “Your situation with Quinton and Dustin… that’s complicated. But we love Jeremy the way you love Quinton. He deserves you knowing the truth.”

“Thank you,” Lindsey said. “I don’t know what I can do but… I’m glad you told me.”

* * *

Lindsey arrived at the elementary school feeling like she had one foot on a cloud and one in a cement shoe. She felt giddy with the knowledge Jeremy loved her, even if she already knew it in her heart, but she was so afraid of the consequences of that love that it nearly gave her a panic attack halfway through the day.

Both men were already there, her ex-husband and Jeremy. They were talking animatedly, Dustin grinning at something Jeremy said. Lindsey took them both in, her heart pounding hard in her chest. Oh, how she wanted to run to Jeremy and kiss him and tell him she loved him too, Dustin be damned. She wished she could tell him she didn’t care that he was in college, or that he had years left to enter the job market. They could endure that.

“Hey fellas,” she called as she approached.

“Hey, Lindsey,” Jeremy said, watching her with a carefully guarded look that spoke nothing of his emotions. “Nice tee shirt.”

“Ah, my friend Komi bought them for the two of us,” Lindsey said. To Dustin, “Has she made it?”

“Not yet. Your parents are already inside,” Dustin said. He turned his grin on her. “They weren’t interested in standing around and talking to me. Shocking, right?”

As if on cue, Komi pulled into the lot and hurried to join them, dressed in her own team shirt. Lindsey introduced Jeremy and Komi, and had to fight back a blush when Komi blatantly eyed Jeremy up and down.

“Wow. If I wasn’t married…” Komi muttered.

“I like her,” Jeremy said. His smile was strained, though, and it got him an odd look from Dustin.

Komi’s daughter Yusa was inside, and greeted her mom in a similar tee shirt and little pom poms on plastic wands. Again, Lindsey introduced Jeremy.

“We’ve got to cheer really loud for Quinton,” Yusa told him sternly.

“I will, I promise,” Jeremy said, hand over his heart.

Yusa gave him a toothy grin. “Do you want a pom pom to cheer too?”

Komi cracked up, but Jeremy, with one hundred percent sincerity, said “I would love a pom pom. Are you going to show me how to use them?”

“Sure!”

“He’s really good with kids, isn’t he?” Dustin asked Lindsey.

She smiled distractedly at him. “Yeah. He really is.”

The teams were in the gymnasium, stretching and getting ready for the game. As young as they were, there were no uniforms. It was a madhouse of noise and chaos, the kids barely paying attention to the coaches and talking to each other. A smattering of parents sat in the stands, including Lindsey’s parents. They waved, and Lindsey waved back.

“That’s my parents over there,” she said for Jeremy’s benefit. They headed that way, and she made introductions yet again. Yusa knew them well and gave them both cursory hugs before turning her attention on Quinton in the middle of the pack of students. He saw them and waved, and they all waved back.

“Go Q!” Komi called. The group cheered and rooted him on, and he smiled an embarrassed smile.

If the warmups were chaotic, the game was bedlam. The coaches spent more time making sure the right number of kids were in play than doing any actual coaching. The refs were there mostly to make sure the kids didn’t hit or bump into each other too hard, which happened but was mostly unintentional, save for one behemoth of a bully on the other team who was quickly yanked from the game.

Lindsey and Jeremy made a point of not paying each other too much attention. She was grateful for that. She was worried Jeremy might give something away, but he was carefully controlled. They kept their talk about the game and the kids, and he did a great job of keeping little Yusa entertained by cheering with her. Lindsey probably gave more away than he did, stealing glances his way now and then when she could pass it off as watching Yusa’s attempts at cheering.

The quarters were eight minutes long, mostly uninterrupted by the refs, and Quinton was sent in at the start of the second quarter. His parents, grandparents, and friends erupted for him as he jogged onto the court. Almost immediately he got the ball and ran with it, completely forgetting to dribble, but then again, so were ninety percent of the other kids. Lindsey, Dustin, and Jeremy shot to their feet, cheering for him to run, to shoot. Quinton hurled the basketball up with way too much force, overexcited. His disappointment was visible in his face and the way he dogged it afterward.

The coach kept him in the game that quarter. Quinton ran with his team and got the ball a couple more times but now he was too shy to shoot, passing the ball to his friends by bouncing the ball on the ground to them. The half ended with the other team having made eight points to their kids’ sole basket.

The coaches wrangled the kids in for a quick break. Jeremy got to his feet and held the pom pom out to Yusa. “Would you hold that for me until I get back?” he asked. She took it, and he shot off the bleacher towards Quinton.

Lindsey watched as Jeremy knelt in front of her son. She was unaware that her careful mask melted away, or that Dustin was watching her. All she saw in that moment was Quinton’s glassy eyes and Jeremy’s gentle smile. He said something to Quinton, a lot of things. The coach gave him an exasperated look but didn’t stop him. There was no real coaching the team anyways, not that day at least.

Quinton nodded a few times, and looked much more cheerful by the time the refs called for everyone to get ready again. Jeremy squeezed his shoulder and jogged back to the group. “What did you tell him?” Lindsey asked.

“That it doesn’t matter how many points he makes. Just that it’s a game, and games are supposed to be fun. He’s with his friends, and that’s all that really matters.” Jeremy cleared his throat. “And that we’re all proud of him already “

Lindsey couldn’t trust herself to speak. Dustin gave Jeremy another unreadable look, but said simply, “You’d make a great coach.”

“Thanks. That’s maybe in my future. I’m not sure.”

He and Dustin talked some about his college goals while the game started up again. Quinton was on the sideline for the third quarter, cheering on his team and jumping up and down when one of his friends made a basket.

The coach sent him in at the fourth, and Quinton’s whole cheering squad stayed on their feet those eight minutes, rooting for him and their entire team. The other parents looked at them like they were nuts. Their team stood no chance of winning, not even a little, but their enthusiasm was infectious and even the parents from the other team were soon rooting all the kids on.

Quinton got the ball a few times. He shot once, missed, and nearly fell back into that second-quarter funk. But he looked over at Jeremy, and Jeremy pointed at him. They grinned at each other, and when Quinton got the ball again, he roared up the court, both teams chasing after him. He even remembered to dribble – maybe a little late, but he did dribble.

He shot, a wild underhanded fling that again had too much power, but he ran right through the defenders and grabbed his own rebound. Jeremy moved away from the bleachers and onto the court, Dustin beside him, the two men roaring for Quinton. The boy ran around the basket, and jumped. The ball left his hands, rolling across his fingers like he’d made a layup a thousand times before, not so much a throw as a release. It sailed up, hit the backboard, and dropped through the net.

It was like he’d won the game. Dustin pounded Jeremy on the back and Jeremy hugged Lindsey’s ex-husband with one arm. Quinton ignored the game around them despite there still being minutes on the clock and ran to his father, shouting, “Did you see? Did you see it?”

“I saw it! You did so awesome!” Dustin shouted.

Quinton turned to Jeremy. His grin was huge but he had no words. Instead he shot to Jeremy and hugged him hard. His face was wet with tears and Jeremy clearly was fighting his own. He hugged the boy tight, picking him up and squeezing him before settling him back down.

“Go get them, bud!” Dustin said, and Quinton nodded and brushed at his eyes before chasing after the other teams.

In that moment, Lindsey knew that she couldn’t keep up the charade any longer. Her heart was going to crack if she couldn’t give Jeremy all her love without hiding it. The game played itself out. Quinton made another basket late in the fourth. Yusa cheered so hard for him she accidentally flung her pom pom onto the floor. It got a laugh out of the parents. Things were pretty much over by that point, and the clock ticked down to its inevitable end. Their kids lost, but no one cared who won, the way it should be. It was a game. Everyone won.

* * *

Afterwards, the group told Quinton a celebration was in order and he could pick anywhere he wanted to eat. His choice was pizza at a place that had arcade games, and the group traveled there in a pack, Dustin and Quinton in the lead like they were the head of a parade.

Lindsey could barely touch her food as she watched her son bounce in his chair. This night could mean the end of her custody, but she knew the conversation had to happen. She couldn’t lie to Dustin and she couldn’t stand hurting Jeremy. Keeping it all bottled up was going to break her.

The opportunity came when the group started to break up to play some games. “Dustin,” Lindsey said faintly. “Can we talk for a minute?”

“Is everything okay?” he asked. Komi and Lindsey’s mother looked between the two of them and Lindsey smiled and nodded for their benefit.

“Sure,” Dustin said, and dabbed at his mouth with his napkin. “Of course. Should we scoot down to the end of the table?”

“Maybe let’s step outside.”

He didn’t seem mystified or curious. He seemed amused. Lindsey wasn’t sure if that was good or bad, but she walked with him out into the cooling night air, shivering. Fall had finally come, it seemed.

She sniffed, and her tears started to fall. Dustin turned to her, concern etched on his face. “Linds? You okay?”

“I’m in love with him.” She swallowed. “Jeremy. We’ve been seeing each other off and on since I moved to the block. I know it’s only been a month but it’s true. I love him, and I know he loves me, because he was… he was willing to sacrifice being with me.”

“What?” Dustin asked, genuinely confused. “Why would he do that? You’re not making any sense.”

“I worried if you found out we were dating, you might use that against me. To, to, to take Quinton from me.” She explained everything, her voice monotone, her eyes drying. It was a while in the telling, both of them staring out into the parking lot and ignoring the families coming in and out of the restaurant.

When she finished, Dustin took a long moment to compose his thoughts. “You think I’d do that? You honestly think I hate you that much?”

“No, I… I don’t know.”

Dustin took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I guess I deserve that. Especially after the way I’ve been acting. I… I’ve been thinking a lot about us. The way we were. And I guess I’ve been pushing like we might get back together. But I know it’s not healthy for you or me or Quinton. I’d get complacent again, and I’d start looking at the grass on the other side, you know? Seems to be what I do.” He smiled to himself. She hooked her arm through his and leaned her head against his shoulder. “I do love you, though, Lindsey. That’s always been true. And I love Quinton. I don’t know Jeremy, but I like him. He’s young, yeah. Not going to lie, that’s weird, but it’s not anything I can’t get used to.”

“You’re a good man. And an amazing father.”

“Please remember that, then,” Dustin said. He sounded hurt, but he still kissed the top of her head. “I never wanted to be the villain, Linds. I’m sorry I ever made you feel like I wouldn’t want you to be happy.”

He had one request, and it was a smart one. He didn’t want to tell Quinton right away, not until they had a chance to really figure out how to acclimate their son to the idea of a new man in his mom’s life. There had been so many changes lately with the divorce and the move that he didn’t want to overwhelm Quinton. Lindsey readily agreed, her heart beginning to take flight.

They went back inside. Dustin gave Lindsey a peck on the cheek and walked for Jeremy and Quinton as they played an arcade game.

Lindsey returned to her mother and Komi at the table and sat between them. Komi asked in a low voice, “Everything okay?”

“Couldn’t be better,” Lindsey said. She took her friend’s hand and squeezed.

Dustin got Jeremy alone eventually, and the two men talked while playing a game. It took a while, but eventually the two men faced each other. Dustin stuck out a hand. Jeremy shook, and they both looked towards Lindsey.

“Oh,” she whispered, her hand rising to her chest about where her heart would be. “I’m in trouble.”

“Yeah, you are,” Komi said cheerfully.


Chapter 13

Jeremy and Coach Sheehan high-fived the other team with their boys. They finally had their first win. True, it was the last game of the kids’ season, but at least they ended on a high note, and it had been a close, fun game.

After helping Quinton, Jeremy had been invited to be a part of the coaching squad, and he liked it. He wasn’t a particularly great basketball player himself but he had the fundamentals down and soon the kids were actually dribbling and making passes that didn’t involve bounces. It was a good time, one neither he or Coach Sheehan took too seriously, and that helped make it fun for the kids. Some of the parents, Jeremy was sure, would like their precious little ones to have more wins under their belts, but fuck ‘em. Let them spend an hour every weekday with the kids teaching them basic drills if they were so worried about it.

Things with Lindsey got better every day. They kept their relationship a secret from Quinton for a few weeks, only seeing each other on the weekends. Finally, Lindsey sat Quinton down one-on-one and told him gently he’d be seeing Jeremy more and more around the house, that they were dating and she really cared a lot about him. Quinton was confused at first and had questions about that, but he wasn’t as upset as she feared he might get. Jeremy started coming around in the evenings, just for dinner now and then or a movie and some hang-out time. Lindsey wanted him to spend the night soon, something they were both happily tense about. As for Dustin, Jeremy got along well with him, the two not quite friends but definitely not enemies either. It was so much more than Lindsey could have ever hoped for.

That day was special, and the kids hung around at Jeremy’s request. Lindsey didn’t know why until after the game, when a cameraman from a local news station set up in the middle of the gym by the bleachers. Jeremy made a come-on gesture at Lindsey, who thought maybe what he had planned involved her. It was too soon for a proposal, she thought to herself, then she got it. That’s exactly what it was. A proposal. Just not for her.

“All right, guys,” Jeremy said, grinning wide. “I’ve got a huge favor to ask you. How’d you like to help my dad out with something?”

* * *

“Capping things off this morning,” Tasha said, reading from the teleprompter and beaming at the camera and her invisible audience, “we have a special local sports story, and it just so happens to involve my neighbor’s son, one of my very favorite people. It’s the end of the basketball season for our youngest teams. The Jackrabbits seemed to have a run of bad luck until this afternoon, when they managed to turn things around and eke out a thrilling victory over the Grizzlies. We have footage, and you’re going to love it. Go Quinton, and go Jackrabbits!”

The video came up and showed exactly what was expected, footage of the kids running up and down the court, sinking baskets, even a shot of Quinton helping a fallen opposing teammate up and grinning toothily at him. But before the end of the video, the correspondent talking over the top of it said, “And the Jackrabbits have one last surprise of the season for our very own Tasha Edwards.”

Tasha didn’t realize it until later, but the broadcast switched to a split-screen. One focused on her confused face, watching as the feed diverted from what was on the teleprompter. The other half of the screen focused on the kids, all of them, on one knee, Jeremy and Lindsey at the back of them all with Coach Sheehan. The kids rang out, “Hey Tasha, will you marry him?”

Out came Wallace into the studio, holding a ring box. Tasha stood up. “Oh my God, oh my God!” she shouted.

Until she watched the film again, Tasha didn’t see the last seconds of the clip, when Jeremy and Lindsey looked at each other out of the corners of their eyes, their hands moving together.

* * * * *
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