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Chapter 1: The Prize
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The last box was a monument to procrastination. It sat, squat and stubborn, in the centre of the living room, a cardboard testament to all the things Elara didn’t know what to do with. ‘Miscellaneous,’ she had scrawled across its side in black marker, a label so vague it was practically a lie. It contained the ghost of her old life: a framed photo of her team from the office she’d just left, a mismatched set of coasters from a long-ago trip to Niagara-on-the-Lake, a single, lonely cufflink. The flotsam and jetsam of a forty-two-year-old existence, hastily packed and now just as hastily ignored.

Elara ran a hand through her dark, shoulder-length hair, which was still holding onto its style with the same grim determination she was. The move from Oakville to this smaller, sleepier town in the heart of the Kawarthas had been a whirlwind, a corporate decision handed down with a promotion and a tight deadline. Vice President of Regional Marketing. The title was a gleaming brass ring, but the location felt like a demotion. She’d traded her sleek, modern condo overlooking the lake for this two-storey brick semi-detached, a character home with creaky floorboards and a porch that seemed to sigh whenever you stepped on it.

It was the first truly warm evening of late spring, the kind that promised a humid summer. The air was thick with the scent of lilacs from the neighbour’s untamed bush, a cloyingly sweet perfume that seeped through the screens of the open windows. The golden hour was bleeding into twilight, painting the new street in long, languid shadows. From down the block came the distant shouts of children being called in for the night, a sound that was both foreign and faintly melancholic.

Elara stretched, her back popping in a satisfying symphony of relief. She was still in her work attire—dark-wash jeans and a simple, emerald-green blouse—a small act of defiance against the chaos of moving. She’d been unpacking for two days, and the house was in that unsettling limbo between disaster zone and habitation. Towers of boxes formed a labyrinthine cityscape, their contents a mystery even to her.

Craving a breeze that wasn’t just recycling the lilac-scented air, she walked to the large bay window that looked out onto the backyard. It was one of the house’s selling features: a deep, private lot bordered by a mix of mature maples and a tall, old cedar hedge. Her gaze, however, was drawn not to her own domain, but to the property next door.

The houses were close enough for a semblance of community, but the hedging provided a polite barrier. Through a gap where the cedar thinned, she had a direct sightline into the neighbouring kitchen and the sliding glass doors that led to their deck.

And that’s where she saw him.

He was shirtless, his back to her, wrestling with a large, flat-packed cardboard box that was clearly winning. The dying sun caught the sweat on his skin, gilding the contours of his shoulders and the taut line of his spine. He moved with the unthinking grace of youth, all lean muscle and fluid motion. As he twisted, trying to get a better angle on the stubborn packaging, she saw the clean, sharp line of his jaw, the tousled, sun-streaked brown hair that fell over his forehead.

Elara went very still. Her breath caught, a small, almost imperceptible hitch. He was... beautiful. There was no other word for it. It was an objective, artistic kind of beauty, like a statue you’d see in a museum.

He finally vanquished the box, tearing it open with a rip that was almost-audible even from her distance. He pulled out what looked like the seat of a bar stool, holding it aloft in triumph. It was then, as his arms were raised, that she got a full view of his torso—the defined abdomen, the narrow waist. A sudden, unwelcome, and entirely inappropriate heat flushed through her. She felt a prickle of self-consciousness, as if he could sense her voyeurism through the hedge and the twilight.

‘Get a grip, Elara,’ she chided herself, a wry smile touching her lips. ‘You’re old enough to be his... well, his much older sister, at least.’ The thought was a flimsy shield. She was a professional woman, a newly minted VP, standing in the dark of her new house, spying on a shirtless neighbour who was probably still in university.

He moved out of her line of sight for a moment, and she felt a ridiculous pang of disappointment. But then he reappeared, this time on the deck, a bottle of water in his hand. He leaned against the railing, looking out over his own yard, his profile sharp and thoughtful against the deepening blue of the sky. He took a long swig from the bottle, his throat working as he swallowed. Elara’s eyes tracked the motion. She found herself wondering what his voice sounded like. Was it a deep baritone, or still holding the lighter timbre of a younger man?

A memory, sharp and unbidden, surfaced. Her last date, over a month ago, with a perfectly nice, age-appropriate accountant named Mark. He’d spent twenty minutes discussing the tax implications of her move. This boy—this man—on the deck next door, he looked like he’d never had a thought about RRSPs in his life. He looked like he spent his time scaling rock faces or kayaking across glacial lakes. He was vitality incarnate, and it was a stark, dazzling contrast to the curated, comfortable life she had been living.

The rational part of her brain, the part that had earned her the promotion, kicked in. This was foolish. This was a cliché. The lonely new neighbour, the attractive local. She was projecting her own dislocation onto him, turning him into a symbol of something new and exciting for a life that felt, at this moment, adrift in a sea of cardboard and uncertainty.

Yet, as she watched him run a hand through his hair, pushing it back from his forehead in a gesture that was both weary and effortlessly cool, the rational part of her brain lost the argument. It was drowned out by a much older, more instinctual hum.

He must have felt her gaze, or perhaps it was just a coincidence, but he turned his head. Not fully towards her, but enough that she could see the clear, direct line of his nose, the curve of his mouth. He wasn’t looking at her, but he was looking in her direction, his expression unreadable from this distance. Elara’s heart gave a single, hard thump against her ribs. She didn’t move, didn’t dare to breathe. The space between their two houses, the twenty feet of lawn and hedge, seemed to crackle with a sudden, electric potential.

After a long moment, he turned back to his yard, finishing his water. He stretched again, a long, languid movement that showcased the flex of muscle across his back, and then disappeared inside, sliding the glass door shut behind him.

The spell was broken. The evening sounds rushed back in—the chirping of crickets, the far-off hum of a car. Elara realized she was clutching the windowsill, her knuckles white. She forced herself to let go, to take a deep, steadying breath. The scent of lilacs was suddenly overwhelming.

She turned away from the window, her mind buzzing. The ‘Miscellaneous’ box sat where she’d left it, a monument to a past that now felt even more distant. Her promotion, the reluctant move, the quiet dread of starting over in a new town—it all coalesced around the image of the shirtless young man on the deck.

A slow, secret smile curved her lips. She brought her bottom lip between her teeth, biting down gently as she looked around the half-unpacked room, seeing it not as a prison of her own making, but as a blank slate.

‘Maybe,’ she thought, the idea taking root with a thrilling, dangerous warmth, ‘maybe this move isn’t so bad, after all.’
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Chapter 2: Introductions
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The guilt, when it came, was a polite and fleeting thing. It arrived with the scent of freshly baked lemon loaf, carried on a floral-patterned plate by the woman now standing on Elara’s front porch.

“I saw the moving trucks a few days ago and meant to pop over sooner,” the woman said, her smile as warm and genuine as the afternoon sun. “Welcome to the neighbourhood. I’m Carol. I live right next door.” She gestured with the hand not holding the plate towards the very house that had occupied Elara’s thoughts for the better part of the last evening.

Elara’s own smile felt momentarily stiff. Carol. She had a name now. She was a real person, a kindly-faced woman with soft grey eyes and silver-streaked brown hair cut in a practical, chin-length bob. She was probably in her late fifties, dressed in comfortable capris and a knitted top, the very picture of maternal welcome.

“Elara,” she replied, finding her voice and accepting the proffered loaf. The gesture was so fundamentally decent that it sent a small, sharp pang through her. “That’s incredibly thoughtful of you. Thank you, Carol. Please, come in. Mind the boxes—it’s still a bit of a warzone in here!”

She led Carol into the living room, which was marginally less chaotic than the day before. She’d managed to unpack her books onto the built-in shelves, and the ‘Miscellaneous’ box had been banished to the basement in a fit of morning productivity.

“Oh, it’s a beautiful home,” Carol said, her eyes taking in the high ceilings and the bay window with an appreciative gleam. “It’s had a few owners these past years, but it’s always had such good bones. It just needed the right person to bring it back to life.” Elara really appreciated the compliment. Carol seemed like a very genuine person.

They settled in the kitchen, the one room Elara had prioritized unpacking. She brewed a pot of coffee, the rich aroma mingling with the sweet citrus of the loaf. The conversation flowed with an easy, predictable rhythm. Carol confirmed she’d lived on the street for over thirty years. She asked about Elara’s work, nodding understandingly at the mention of the promotion and the reluctant move.

“It’s a big adjustment, a smaller town,” Carol said, sipping her coffee. “But it’s a good place. Quiet. Safe. Great if you have a family.”

The opening was there, and Elara, feeling a mix of genuine curiosity and a more clandestine motive, took it. “And do you? Have a family, I mean?”

Carol’s face softened further, a familiar parental pride lighting her features. “Oh, yes. It’s just my husband, David, and me now. Our son, Garrett, is still at home for the summer, but he’ll be heading back to university in Ottawa in the fall. He’s studying Environmental Science.” She said it with a quiet reverence, as if he were decoding the mysteries of the universe itself.

Garrett.

The name landed in the quiet kitchen with the weight of a stone dropped in a still pond. Garrett. It was a solid, all-Canadian name. It conjured images of flannel shirts and hiking boots, of a polite young man who helped his mother with the groceries. It did not, in any way, align with the shirtless Adonis wrestling with flat-pack furniture in her mind’s eye. The dissonance was jarring.

“Environmental Science,” Elara repeated, hoping her voice sounded normally impressed and not strangled. “That’s wonderful.”

“He’s a good kid,” Carol continued, blissfully unaware of the minor earthquake she’d triggered in her new neighbour’s psyche. “Works like a dog landscaping all summer to pay his tuition. He was out the door at six this morning, poor thing. Probably just got home, actually. Covered in dirt and exhausted, no doubt.”

The image was so mundane, so domestic, that Elara’s guilt began to solidify. This wasn’t some abstract fantasy figure; this was Carol’s son. A university student who came home dirty from a hard day’s work. A kid, as his mother had so unthinkingly called him. Elara felt a flush of heat creep up her neck. She was a forty-two-year-old woman having palpitations over a boy who still technically lived with his parents.

They chatted for a while longer, the conversation shifting to the best local grocery stores and the unreliable schedule of the town’s recycling pickup. When Carol finally left with a promise to have Elara and her husband over for a barbecue soon, the feeling of warmth was genuine. Elara liked her. She seemed like the kind of neighbour who would water your plants and take in your mail without being asked.

For the rest of the evening, Elara unpacked kitchenware with a renewed, almost aggressive purpose. She stacked plates and organized cutlery, trying to bury the image of Garrett under a mountain of practicalities. She told herself she was being ridiculous, that the brief glimpse had been a fluke, a symptom of her own dislocation. She was projecting, just as she’d suspected. Carol’s son was a hardworking student, and she would think of him as nothing more.

Night had fallen, a deep, velvety black scattered with stars that would be unseen in the light-polluted skies of Oakville. Instead, she could see more stars than she was ever used to. Elara, after a long shower, was turning off the lights downstairs before heading to bed. As she passed the bay window, a flicker of movement next door caught her eye.

She paused, her hand on the light switch.

There he was. Garrett.

He was in his kitchen again, this time fully clothed in a grey t-shirt that clung to his torso in a way that suggested it had just come out of the dryer. He was pouring a glass of water at the sink, his profile illuminated by the overhead light. He did look tired, just as his mother had said. She could see the faint smudge of dirt on his forearm even from this distance. He ran a hand over his face, a gesture of profound weariness that made him look both younger and more vulnerable.

And just like that, all her rationalizations, all her freshly mustered guilt, evaporated like mist under a morning sun.

The sight of him, real and solid and just twenty yards away, sent the same illicit thrill through her bloodstream it had the night before. The tiredness, the dirt, the simple act of getting a drink of water—it didn’t make him less compelling. It made him more real. He wasn’t just a symbol of youth; he was a person, a complex one, and her interest, she realized with a jolt of self-awareness, wasn't dimmed by the knowledge. It was sharpened.

She watched him for only a few more seconds before he moved away, disappearing into the depths of the house. Elara stood in the dark for a long moment, the only sound the quiet hum of her new refrigerator.

She climbed the stairs to her unfamiliar bedroom, the floorboards creaking a welcome. Slipping into the cool sheets of her bed, she replayed the day: Carol’s kindness, the lemon loaf, the name Garrett, and finally, the tired, dirt-smudged young man in the kitchen window.

A small, unrepentant smile touched her lips as she closed her eyes. The guilt was gone, banished by a far more potent and intriguing emotion. She fell asleep more easily than she had in weeks, her dreams untroubled and, for the first time, full of promise.



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3: Garrett
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The cardboard had lost. Finally. After three days, Elara had declared victory over the moving boxes, and the house now bore the distinct, if sparse, imprint of her own style. To celebrate, she decided to explore her new neighbourhood on foot. It was a perfect Saturday morning, the sun warm but not yet oppressive, the air smelling of cut grass and damp earth.

She was halfway down her driveway, admiring a particularly vibrant bed of peonies, when she heard her name.

“Elara! Good morning!”

Carol was waving from her driveway, a reusable grocery bag in each hand. Beside her, loading more bags from a shopping cart into the trunk of a sensible sedan, was him.

Garrett.

Up close, the artistic beauty she’d observed from a distance sharpened into something more potent. The sun-streaked hair was tucked haphazardly under a faded baseball cap for the local junior hockey team. He wore a simple dark green t-shirt and jeans, and she could see the definition of his shoulders, the lean strength in his arms as he lifted the bags. He turned at his mother’s call, and his eyes—a startling, clear shade of hazel, more green than brown—found hers.

“Oh, hello Carol,” Elara said, her voice thankfully steady. She walked towards them, feeling the weight of Garrett’s gaze. It was a quick, assessing look, but it didn’t feel dismissive. It felt... attentive.

“I’m so glad we ran into you,” Carol said, beaming. “This is my son, Garrett. Garrett, this is our new neighbour, Elara.”

He straightened up, closing the trunk with a soft thud. He was taller than she’d realized, and she had to tilt her chin up just slightly to meet his eyes. A faint, clean scent of soap and fresh air wafted from him.

“Hey,” he said, his voice was a warm, quiet baritone, just as she’d imagined, but softer. He offered a small, easy smile that created a faint crease beside his mouth. “Nice to meet you.”

“You too, Garrett,” she replied, returning the smile. “Your mother’s been very kind in welcoming me to the street.”

“She’s good at that,” he said, his eyes crinkling at the corners as he glanced at Carol with obvious affection.

“Well, someone has to be,” Carol chirped. “Elara just moved here for a big promotion, Garrett. She’s a vice president!”

Elara almost winced at the title, feeling it suddenly sounded stuffy and ancient. But Garrett’s expression didn’t change to one of intimidation or disinterest. His gaze flickered back to her, and she saw a flicker of something new in them—not just politeness, but a spark of genuine curiosity.

“Yeah? That’s cool,” he said, his tone respectful. “What type of work is it?”

“Marketing,” she said, finding a more confident footing. “It’s a lot of spreadsheets and meetings, not nearly as noble as saving the planet.” She nodded towards him, referencing his field of study.

He gave a low, soft chuckle, a surprisingly pleasant sound. “I don’t know about saving it. Just trying to understand it a little.” He held her gaze for a beat longer than was strictly necessary, and in that moment, Elara was certain of it. The attraction wasn’t one-sided. It was a quiet, unspoken current passing between them on the sun-drenched driveway. He saw her. Not just as his mother’s new neighbour, but as a woman.

“Well, we should get these frozen things inside,” Carol said, mercifully breaking the spell. “You’ll have to come for that barbecue soon, Elara.”

“I’d like that,” Elara said, her eyes still on Garrett for a second before turning back to Carol. “Thank you again. It was nice to officially meet you, Garrett.”

“You too,” he said, nodding. That small, easy smile reappeared. “See you around.”

She continued her walk, the peonies now a blur of colour. Her heart was beating a steady, confident rhythm against her ribs. The brief exchange played on a loop in her mind—the depth of his voice, the directness of his gaze, the way his smile had reached his eyes when he looked at her. He hadn’t seen a middle-aged vice president. He had seen her.

That evening, as the sky turned a deep indigo, Elara stood by her bay window, looking out at the quiet, dark shape of the house next door. She felt a sense of calm assurance she hadn’t experienced in years. The move, the promotion, the new life—it was all falling into place, not as a series of obligations, but as an unfolding story.

She headed to bed, a slow, confident smile gracing her lips. Garrett was no longer just a fantasy observed from a distance. He had a voice, a face, and a promising warmth about him.
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Chapter 4: Chatting
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The Friday evening air was cool and sweet, a welcome relief after the week’s unseasonable warmth. Elara had taken a long, meandering walk, exploring the trails that wove behind the neighbourhood and led down to the slow, muddy curve of the nearby river. It had been a good second week at her new job; her team seemed competent, the challenges were engaging, and the view from her corner office was of a leafy park, not a concrete canyon. A sense of settlement was finally beginning to seep into her bones.

She turned onto her street, her muscles pleasantly tired, her mind quiet. The sun was a fading orange ember on the horizon, painting the quiet houses in shades of violet and gold. As she approached her own driveway, her steps slowed. There was a car in the driveway next door—not the family sedan, but a slightly battered, older-model navy blue pickup truck. And leaning into its open passenger-side door, pulling out a single, heavy-looking grocery bag, was Garrett.

He was alone.

He straightened up as she drew nearer, the truck door swinging shut with a solid thunk. He was dressed in clean, dark jeans and a grey hoodie, the sleeves pushed up to his elbows. He looked... different. More substantial, more defined, without his mother’s cheerful presence as a buffer.

“Hey,” he said, his voice cutting easily through the quiet evening. A simple, one-word greeting that sent a familiar, unwarranted thrill through her.

“Hi, Garrett,” she replied, pausing at the edge of her lawn. “Big grocery run?”

He hefted the bag with a wry smile. “The essentials. Mom and Dad left this afternoon for a weekend up at a cottage. Apparently, it’s their anniversary. So, it’s just me and a family-sized bag of ketchup chips holding down the fort.”

The information landed with a quiet significance. He’s alone for the weekend. The thought was immediate and unbidden.

“Ketchup chips? A man of classic taste, I see,” she teased, feeling a boldness she hadn’t expected.

He laughed, a genuine, open sound that was even better up close. “They’re a vice. Can you really blame me?” He shifted his weight, the grocery bag rustling. “How’s the new place treating you, anyway? All the boxes finally defeated?”

“They are. I celebrated with a long walk. It’s beautiful around here.”

“Yeah, it is,” he agreed, but his eyes were on her, not the scenery. “The river trail?”

“You know it?”

“I’ve probably run every inch of it since I was about twelve,” he said. “There’s a great spot where a creek feeds into the river, just past the big willow tree. Good place to stop and just... listen.”

Elara felt another spark of interest, separate from the physical attraction. This wasn’t just a polite neighbourly exchange. He was offering a piece of his world. “I think I saw the willow. I’ll have to look for the spot you’re talking about next time.”

They stood there for a moment in the gathering dusk, the conversation having reached a natural pause, yet neither moving to leave. The air between them seemed to hum with the unspoken. She saw his gaze flicker over her, taking in her walking clothes, the slight flush in her cheeks from the exercise, and she felt seen in a way that was both unnerving and exhilarating.

“Well,” he said finally, a slow, easy smile spreading across his face. “I should probably rescue these groceries. And my chips.”

“Of course. Wouldn’t want them to feel neglected,” she said, matching his tone.

“See you around, Elara.”

“See you, Garrett.”

She turned and walked up her driveway, feeling the weight of his gaze on her back until she reached her front door. She didn’t look back. She didn’t need to. The connection had been palpable, a live wire strung between their two houses in the twilight.

Inside, she leaned against the closed door, a slow smile spreading across her own face. The quiet confidence she’d felt the other day bloomed into something warmer, more certain. The house was silent, but the silence no longer felt empty. It felt like the calm before something new, something exciting.

Garrett was alone for the weekend. And for the first time since she’d arrived, the neighbourhood didn’t just feel promising. It felt alive with possibility.
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Chapter 5: Tossing & Turning
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The cool, smooth cotton of the sheets felt like a cage. Elara flipped onto her back for what felt like the hundredth time, staring at the unfamiliar shadows the moonlight cast on her bedroom ceiling. The house was a tomb, silent except for the frantic, circling thoughts in her head.

It was all Garrett.

The image of him leaning against the truck, the way his hoodie stretched across his shoulders, the low timbre of his laugh—it played on a relentless loop behind her eyelids every time she closed them. She could still feel the weight of his gaze, that quiet, assessing look that had felt so different from the polite curiosity of their first meeting. It had been a look of recognition. A spark seeking its equal.

She groaned and shoved her face into the pillow. This was absurd. She was a grown woman, a professional, lying awake in the dark, fantasizing about a teenager. A nineteen-year-old, her mind corrected, unhelpfully supplying the detail Carol had mentioned. The number hung in the darkness, a stark, judgmental neon sign. Nineteen. He was a university student who lived with his parents and bought ketchup chips in bulk.

But the rationalization, which usually worked so well in the light of day, crumbled to dust in the intimate dark of her bedroom. All that was left was the raw, inconvenient truth of the attraction. It was a physical ache, a restless energy under her skin that the long walk had done nothing to dispel. If anything, their conversation had amplified it, giving the fantasy a voice, a sense of humour, a soul.

Sometime after 2 a.m., she woke from a fitful doze, her heart pounding. The dream had been fleeting but potent—just the sensation of his hand brushing against hers, a simple, accidental touch that had sent a jolt of lightning up her arm. She sat up, pushing her tangled hair back from her face. The digital clock on the nightstand glowed a relentless red. The silence of the house was no longer promising; it was accusatory.

This was becoming a problem.

It was one thing to appreciate a beautiful young man from a safe, voyeuristic distance. It was another to lie awake, consumed by a wanting so specific and intense it felt like a physical presence in the room. She was too old for this kind of juvenile obsession. And yet, the feeling was more potent, more visceral, than anything she’d felt in years.

She swung her legs out of bed and paced to the window. His house was dark, a silent monolith. He was in there, asleep. The knowledge was a torment. The entire street, the entire town, was asleep. And she was wide awake, burning up with a secret that felt too big for her skin.

This was it. She couldn't just let this simmer. She couldn't spend another night like this, torn between guilt and a desire so sharp it felt like a blade. The weekend was a finite window. His parents were away. The unspoken current between them was real. She had to do something. She had to either act or find a way to extinguish this spark for good, and the thought of extinguishing it felt like a profound and unacceptable surrender.

A resolve, hard and clear, finally cut through the restless fog of her thoughts. She climbed back into bed, pulling the sheets up to her chin. The decision was made.

Tomorrow, she promised herself in the quiet dark, the words a definitive anchor in the storm of her want. I'll do something about it tomorrow.
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Chapter 6: Wine
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Elara put on a pretty red dress and began working on her lipstick. She wasn’t proud of herself, but something had to be done. She was even open to being shot down. At least that’d probably be the end of it.

The dress was a simple, sleeveless spaghetti strap, but the colour was a bold, undeniable crimson that made her brunette hair seem darker and her skin seem paler. It was a statement, and she felt both powerful and ridiculous standing in her hallway, rehearsing her flimsy excuse. She took a deep breath, the scent of her own perfume—something spicy and sandalwood—filling her lungs. ‘It’s just being neighbourly,’ she told herself, the lie ringing hollow even in her own mind.

She crossed the lawn, the evening air cool on her bare legs. Each step on the paved walkway to his front door felt amplified. She could hear the faint, excited murmur of a sports commentary from inside. She rang the bell, her heart hammering against her ribs.

The door opened after a moment, and there he was. Garrett looked surprised, his eyes widening slightly before doing a quick, unmistakable sweep from her head to her toes and back again. He was in loose-fitting athletic shorts and a faded t-shirt, a baseball cap on backwards. He looked comfortable, boyish, and utterly disarming.

“Elara. Hey,” he said, his voice sounding a little rough.

“Hi, Garrett. Sorry to bother you,” she began, her rehearsed lines tumbling out. “I’m just on my way to the LCBO and thought I’d check if you needed anything. You know, since your parents are away. Need anything? Wine? Or are you a beer kind of guy?” She felt a pang of guilt, as if she were some predatory cougar trying to get him liquored up, even though the legal age made it perfectly mundane.

He leaned against the doorjamb, a small, curious smile playing on his lips. “Oh. Uh, that’s really nice of you, but I’m good, thanks. Not really a wine guy, and I’ve got beer in the fridge.”

Her heart sank. There it was. The polite, neighbourly shutdown. The end of it. She managed a nod, already feeling the heat of humiliation start to creep up her neck. “Right. Of course. No problem, I’ll just—”

“But,” he interjected, stopping her retreat. “I’ve got plenty. If you’re not in a rush, you could... have one here? Save yourself a trip. I’ve got a baseball game on.” He gestured with his thumb back into the house. His expression was open, a little hopeful. “If you wanna hang out for a bit.”

The shift was so sudden it left her dizzy. This was it. This was exactly what she wanted, and now that it was happening, a fresh wave of nerves crashed over her. “Oh. Sure,” she said, her voice thankfully steady. “A beer sounds great. Thanks.”

She stepped inside, the familiar layout of the house feeling entirely new and charged with possibility. It wasn’t so dissimilar to her own place. She followed him to the kitchen, acutely aware of the swish of her dress, the click of her heels on the tile. He pulled two bottles of a local lager from the fridge, opened them, and handed her one.

“Thanks,” she said again, feeling foolish for taking a beer from a nineteen-year-old on her flimsy pretense. “I really did intend to go to the store.”

“I believe you,” he said, his smile implying he believed no such thing, but he didn’t seem to mind. He led her into the living room. The baseball game was on the large TV, the volume somewhat high, providing a backdrop of comfortable noise. He sat on one end of the large, worn sectional sofa, and she settled a polite distance away on the other, placing her purse on the floor beside her.

They made small talk. He asked about her walk that morning; she asked if he was a big Blue Jays fan. He talked about playing baseball in high school, his passion for the sport evident. She sipped her beer, the cold liquid doing little to cool the warmth spreading through her. Her eyes kept drifting from the screen to him. She watched the way he focused on the game, the way his hand curled around his beer bottle, the casual strength in his sprawled posture.

And she watched him watching her. It was subtle, but she caught it. The quick, sidelong glances when he thought she was looking at the TV. The way his eyes would drop to the neckline of her red dress for a fraction of a second too long before snapping back to the game, a faint flush colouring his neck. He was trying so hard not to check her out, and the effort was more telling than if he’d been blatant about it.

The tension built with every quiet moment, every shared, glancing smile. The pretense of the game faded into background static. The air between them on the couch was thick, humming with everything that was going unsaid. She was hyper-aware of every inch of space separating them.

Elara couldn't stand it anymore. The planning, the guilt, the wanting—it all coalesced into a single, reckless impulse.

Setting her beer bottle on the coffee table with a soft clink, she turned to him. His eyes met hers, questioning.

Without a word, she closed the distance between them. She moved quickly, before her courage could fail her, and pressed her lips to his.

It wasn't a gentle, questioning kiss. It was hard. Decisive. A release of all the pent-up tension of the past week. For a terrifying second, he was completely still, frozen in shock against her.

‘Oh god, I’ve made a terrible mistake,’ Elara thought, panic flaring. She began to pull away.

That was all the prompting Garrett needed.

A low sound, almost a groan, rumbled in his chest. His hands came up, one cupping the back of her head, the other splaying across her lower back, pulling her firmly against him. He wasn't just kissing her back; he was consuming her. The kiss deepened, turning from her desperate act into a shared, frantic language. His cap fell to the floor, forgotten. The taste of him—of beer and something uniquely, essentially Garrett—was intoxicating.

The baseball game droned on, an irrelevant spectator to the passion igniting on the couch. All her doubts, all her guilt, were burned away in the sheer, stunning heat of his response.
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Chapter 7: Dreams Come True
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“Come with me,” Garrett said, confidently leading Elara by the hand. Elara didn’t argue.

“Okay,” she said, putting her hand in his and following behind him.

They cut through the kitchen, and then down a hallway. Off to the right-hand side was a door, which Garrett opened. They entered a room which Elara assumed, correctly, must have been his.

He closed the door behind them with a smirk. Elara could tell, Garrett was getting ideas. She felt a bit embarrassed to be in a room like this, with a small double bed. Probably his childhood bedroom. Definitely one belonging to a teen. It made her feel like she was back in high school.

But that feeling evaporated the second he turned to her. All the boyish charm was still there, but it was now layered with a raw, masculine hunger that was entirely adult. His eyes, dark with desire, scanned her face as he backed her gently against the closed door.

“This okay?” he murmured, his voice a rough caress as his hands came to rest on her hips, his thumbs stroking the fabric of her dress.

“Yes,” Elara gasped, the word lost as his mouth found hers again.

This kiss was different from the frantic collision on the couch. It was deeper, more deliberate, a slow, thorough exploration that left her dizzy. She could feel the hard plane of his chest against her, the heat of his body seeping through their clothes. Her hands came up, one tangling in the soft hair at the nape of his neck, the other sliding over the solid muscle of his shoulder.

He broke the kiss, his breath hot against her skin as his lips trailed down the column of her throat. A soft, involuntary moan escaped her. His hands slid from her hips, around to the small of her back, pressing her more firmly against him, letting her feel the hard evidence of his arousal. The sensation, so blunt and real, shattered any last remnants of her hesitation.

“Garrett,” she whispered, her fingers fumbling for the hem of his t-shirt. He understood, pulling back just enough to yank it over his head in one fluid motion and tossing it aside.

Her breath caught. Seeing him shirtless up close, without the barrier of distance or a window pane, was a different kind of revelation. The smooth skin, the defined lines of his abdomen, the faint dusting of hair across his chest—it was perfection. She reached out, her touch tentative at first, then more sure as her palms flattened against his warm skin, feeling the powerful beat of his heart beneath her hand.

He watched her, his gaze heavy-lidded, as her hands explored his chest and shoulders. Then, with a low growl of approval, his own hands went to the straps of her red dress. He slowly pushed them down her arms, the fabric pooling at her waist, then falling to the floor in a crimson circle around her feet. He stilled, his eyes drinking in the sight of her in her black lace bra and panties.

“Jesus, Elara,” he breathed, the reverence in his voice undoing her completely.

He lifted her effortlessly, carrying her the few steps to the bed and laying her down on the rumpled comforter. He followed her down, his weight a welcome anchor, his body slotting against hers as if they were made to fit. His mouth was on her again, kissing her with a consuming passion that she matched with every fibre of her being. Her hands roamed his back, learning the landscape of him, feeling the muscles shift and flex under her touch.

He made quick work of her bra, his fingers surprisingly nimble. When his mouth closed over one taut peak, she cried out, her back arching off the bed. Sensation, white-hot and relentless, shot through her. His hand slid down her stomach, over the lace of her panties, pressing against the aching heat at her core. She bucked against his palm, a wordless plea.

He shifted, hooking his fingers in the waistband of her panties and sliding them down her legs. His eyes never left hers as he shed his own shorts and boxers, and then he was there, above her, poised at her entrance. The world had narrowed to this room, this bed, this moment.

“Look at me,” he commanded softly, and her eyes, which had fluttered shut, snapped open to meet his intense, hazel gaze.

He entered her in one slow, deliberate, breathtaking stroke, filling her completely. A gasp tore from her throat, her nails digging into his biceps. For a moment, they were both perfectly still, suspended in the shocking, perfect intimacy of it. Then he began to move, setting a rhythm that was both confident and searching, a rhythm that quickly built into something urgent and primal.

Elara lost all sense of time and place. There was only the feel of him moving inside her, the sound of their ragged breaths and the soft creak of the bed, the sight of his face, etched with concentration and pleasure, above her. She met his every thrust, her hips rising to meet his, her legs wrapping around his waist to pull him deeper. The coil of pleasure tightened low in her belly, winding tighter and tighter with every movement.

His name became a mantra on her lips, a broken litany of gasps and moans. He drove into her, again and again, his own control fraying. She could feel the tension coiling in his body, matching her own.

“Elara...” he groaned, his voice strained.

It was the sound of her name on his lips, raw and desperate, that sent her over the edge. A wave of pleasure, so intense it was almost painful, crashed over her, shattering her into a million brilliant pieces. Her cry was muffled against his shoulder as her body convulsed around his. The sensation was too much, pulling him with her. With a final, deep thrust and a guttural moan, he found his own release, shooting it all over Elara’s belly, before collapsing against her, his body shuddering.

For a long time, the only sound was their ragged breathing slowly returning to normal. He was heavy on top of her, but she didn’t mind. She ran her hands lazily over his damp back, feeling the frantic beat of his heart gradually slow against her own.

He finally shifted his weight, rolling onto his side but keeping her tucked tightly against him, one arm draped possessively over her waist. In the dim light from the hallway creeping under the door, she could see the satisfied, dazed smile on his face.

Elara let out a slow, shaky breath, her mind blissfully, utterly empty. The teenage bedroom, the small bed, the faint smell of his laundry detergent—it all faded into insignificance. All that mattered was the warm, solid reality of him beside her. The fantasy wasn't just a fantasy anymore. It was real, and it was more potent than any dream.
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Chapter 8: Reprieve
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A comfortable, sated silence settled over them, broken only by the soft sound of their breathing. Garrett was the first to move, shifting to grab a t-shirt from the floor. He used it to gently clean her up, his touch surprisingly tender. When his eyes met hers, a slow, slightly dazed grin spread across his face, and a bubble of laughter escaped Elara’s lips. It was a giddy, incredulous sound that he quickly matched.

“Wow,” he breathed, shaking his head as he tossed the shirt aside and collapsed back onto the pillow beside her.

“Yeah,” Elara agreed, turning on her side to face him. She traced the line of his jaw with her fingertip. “You’re... ridiculously hot, you know that?”

He let out a low chuckle, catching her hand and bringing her knuckles to his lips. “Me? You’re insane. That dress... I almost lost it when I opened the door! You’re fucking stunning, Elara.”

The raw admiration in his voice sent a fresh wave of warmth through her. She let her gaze wander over him in the dim light—the tousled hair, the relaxed strength of his body sprawled next to hers. The thrill of what they’d just done was still electric in her veins, a live wire of sensation and memory. But with it came a sharp, pragmatic thought. His parents would be back tomorrow. This... this stolen, perfect bubble would pop. They might never get another chance like this, so reckless and private and free.

The thought solidified into a bold, physical craving. The pleasant ache between her legs was already transforming into a new, insistent thrum. She didn’t want this feeling to end.

She propped herself up on one elbow, looking down at him. Her voice was low, confident, leaving no room for doubt. “I want you to fuck me again.”

His eyes, which had been soft and hazy, widened with surprise. “Right now?” he asked, a hint of a laugh in his voice, as if he thought she might be joking. “Are you sure?”

“Absolutely,” she purred, leaning in closer, her lips brushing his ear. She let a teasing, wicked note slip into her voice. “How about doggy this time?”

A sharp, eager intake of breath was his answer. All traces of uncertainty vanished from his face, replaced by pure, unadulterated hunger. He looked at her with a newfound intensity that made her stomach flip.

“I’m down,” he said, his voice dropping to a gravelly register that was pure sex.

In one fluid motion, he moved. His hand settled on her hip, his touch firm and guiding.

“Turn over,” he commanded softly.

A shiver of pure anticipation raced down her spine. Elara didn’t hesitate. She moved onto her knees, turning to face the headboard of the small double bed, the worn wood just inches from her face. She felt the shift in the air behind her, the dip of the mattress as he moved into position. The world narrowed to the feeling of his hands on her hips, his warm presence at her back, and the thrilling, aching anticipation of what was to come.
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Chapter 9: Once More
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The world narrowed to the feeling of Garrett’s hands on her hips, his warm presence at her back, and the thrilling, aching anticipation of what was to come.

There was no gentle guidance, no slow preamble. His grip on her hips was firm, almost possessive, as he positioned himself. The blunt, hot pressure of him nudging against her from behind made her gasp. He didn't ask if she was ready. He knew she was. He slowly rubbed himself against her, back and forth. Then, with a single, powerful thrust, he filled her completely, burying himself to the hilt.

A sharp, guttural cry was torn from Elara’s throat, her back arching instinctively. It was more intense, more overwhelming than the first time. The angle was deeper, hitting a place inside her that made her see stars.

"God, Garrett," she moaned, her voice strangled, her fingers clawing at the comforter.

He didn't answer with words. A low, approving growl rumbled in his chest, and he began to move. This was not the rhythm from before. It was much more brutal and punishing than before—exactly what she’d asked for—and Garrett began to speed up.

He set a relentless, driving pace, each thrust a jolt of pure, white-hot sensation that robbed her of breath and thought. The bed slammed against the wall with a loud, rhythmic thump!-thump!-thump! that was surely echoing through the quiet house, though neither of them cared.

The sounds that filled the small room were raw and animalistic. The slap of skin on skin, their ragged, panting breaths, her high, desperate whimpers that morphed into sharp, pleading cries with every deep, penetrating stroke. He held her hips tight, controlling her, using her, his own groans of effort and pleasure fueling her own rising frenzy.

"Harder," she begged, the word a broken whisper.

He obeyed without hesitation, his thrusts becoming faster, deeper, more frantic. One of his hands left her hip and balled into a fist in her dark hair, not pulling, just holding, anchoring her as he drove into her with a force that felt like it might break her apart. With his other hand, he smacked Elara’s ass.

“Mmmm! Good girl!” Garrett groaned as he continued his quickened pace.

“Oh!” Elara moaned as Garrett spanked her again; Though this time, he’d hit her other cheek. She knew there was little she could do about it. He was holding her in place, just as she’d dreamt he might.

Garrett’s hard manhood entered Elara again and again. Despite his younger age, he was fully grown. His hardened wood stretched her insides, sating her craving in a way she hadn’t quite expected.

“Oh fuck, Garrett! Keep going!” Elara moaned. He loved her vocalizations. A naughty smirk crossed his face, but Elara couldn’t see it.

Finally, he teased her, slowing just the slightest bit to ensure he’d last longer. “Yeah? You like when I stuff you? Want me to keep fucking your little pussy?”

“Yes! Please fuck me, Garrett! I want you to keep stretching me!” Elara cried out in response.

“Good girl!” Garrett cooed, smacking her ass as he continued driving into her. He knew he wouldn’t last much longer, despite his best efforts.

Garrett decided to give it his all. Now, he pulled her onto himself with each thrust. He wasn’t trying to simply fuck her fast. He was trying to drive himself as deep as he possibly could.

And it was working. Making Elara gasp. Taking her breath away. It was perfect. Garrett was perfect. She couldn’t believe how skilled he was. Despite his age, he was a magnificent lover.

Garrett began to involuntarily moan. His breathing became deepened. He knew the end was nearing. Elara could feel him surging inside her. Call it intuition or whatever you’d like, but she seemed to read his mind.

“Cum inside me. I want you to cum inside me.” Elara gasped, enjoying both the pleasure and the pain.

Garrett was stunned. He had to slow himself again, for he’d have finished just from hearing those words if he’d kept the same pace as earlier.

“Are... are you sure?” he asked, a little nervous about the suggestion.

“Yes. It’s okay, I’m on birth control,” she reassured him.

“Okay,” he nodded, deciding he would as he began to speed up yet again. Garrett gripped Elara’s right hip as he still held her hair in the other.

“Make me yours. Cum inside me, Garrett. Show me how much you love it.”

With those words, and the quickened pace, Garrett’s eyes practically rolled into the back of his head. He continued the pounding, as best he could. “Oh, fuck!” he groaned as he railed her.

It was too much. It was everything. The coil of pleasure snapped with a violence that was almost terrifying. Elara’s climax ripped through her, a convulsing, screaming wave of release that left her trembling and boneless. She was too loud. Elara had to muffle her cries by stuffing her face into the pillow. Now, she could scream at the top of her lungs.

Feeling her come undone around him shattered the last of his control. With a final, guttural roar, he poured himself into her, his body shuddering violently against hers, his grip on her hip and hair tightening to the point of pain before finally, gradually, releasing.

He continued, thrust after thrust, until every drop was out of him. Out of him, and inside Elara. It was the first time he’d ever done anything like that. He’d mainly used condoms before.

They collapsed together onto the damp sheets, a tangled, breathless heap of spent limbs. For a long time, the only sound was their harsh, gulping breaths fighting to return to normal. The room smelled fiercely of sex and sweat. The silence of the house, once a comfort, now felt like a witness to their ferocity.

Garrett shifted first, his body slick against hers. He didn't speak. He just wrapped his arms around her from behind, pulling her back tightly against his chest, his face buried in her hair. His heart was still hammering against her back, a wild, frantic echo of her own.

In the profound, brutal quiet, Elara knew. She didn’t want this to just be a fling. This was a turning point. And as she drifted into an exhausted, yet fulfilled sleep in his arms, she knew with terrifying certainty that there was no going back.
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Chapter 10: Our Little Secret
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When Elara woke up in his bed, she’d almost forgotten where she was.

The next morning was a bit of a blur. Last night was so wrong. But it had also been so incredibly right.

Sunlight streamed through the slats of the blinds, painting stripes across Garrett’s sleeping form. In the quiet calm, the memory of the night before returned with the force of a tidal wave—the frantic passion, the raw sounds, the feeling of him claiming her. A slow, deep warmth spread through her at the memory, followed immediately by a cold, sharp slice of reality.

She was a forty-two-year-old vice president, lying naked in the childhood bedroom of her nineteen-year-old neighbour. The math was brutal and unforgiving. This wasn't just a fling; it was a potential scandal that could unravel her new life before it even began. She didn't want to be in trouble, not with the neighbours, and she certainly didn't want everyone in this quiet town thinking the worst of her—the predatory older woman who seduced the boy next door.

Carefully, she slipped out from under his heavy arm. He stirred but didn't wake. Her eyes scanned the room, finding her red dress in a pool on the floor. She picked it up, then spotted her black lace panties nearby. She pulled them on, the delicate fabric feeling both illicit and empowering against her skin. They really did show her off, a secret she’d carry under her clothes all day.

She was just about to reach for her bra when a sleepy, deep voice came from the bed.

“Leaving so soon?”

She turned. Garrett was propped up on an elbow, his hair adorably mussed, his hazel eyes clear and fixed on her. He didn't look like a boy in that moment. He looked like a man who knew exactly what had happened between them.

“I should,” Elara said, her voice softer than she intended. She forced a playful, teasing tone, holding his gaze. Then, she put on the most sultry voice she could manage. “Now, don’t tell anybody about this...” She paused for effect, a slow smile playing on her lips. “Or it’ll never happen again.”

A wide, knowing grin spread across his face. He swung his legs out of bed, completely comfortable in his nakedness, and crossed the room to her in two easy strides.

“Oh, don’t worry,” he murmured, his voice a low rumble as he pulled her against him. He winked, one hand cupping her ass and squeezing her cheek. “I can keep a secret.”

She laughed, a genuine, surprised sound, and melted into his kiss. It was slow and deep, a promise of more to come. When they finally broke apart, he kept his arms around her.

“Stay,” he said, his tone leaving no room for argument. “Let me make you breakfast.”

The practical part of her brain screamed in protest. “What about your parents? What if they come home?”

“They never come home from a cottage early. They’re stopping for a late lunch on the way back. They’re not even on the road yet. We have hours.” He brushed a strand of hair from her face. “Please?”

She looked at him—at the earnest hope in his eyes, at the confident set of his shoulders—and all her resolve to flee evaporated. The fear was still there, a quiet hum in the background, but it was being steadily drowned out by a brighter, warmer feeling.

“Okay,” she relented, a real smile finally breaking through. “Breakfast sounds perfect.”

He kissed her again, quickly this time. “Good.”

An hour later, Elara sat at the small kitchen table, wrapped in one of Garrett’s oversized hoodies, her bare legs tucked underneath her. The scent of frying bacon and brewing coffee filled the air. She watched him move around the kitchen, effortlessly finding pans and plates, a picture of domestic ease. He slid a plate of perfectly cooked eggs and bacon in front of her, then sat down beside her with his own.

As they ate, talking and laughing about nothing in particular, the last of her anxiety faded. The world outside, with all its rules and judgments, felt a million miles away. Here, in the sunny kitchen, it was just the two of them and their little secret. And for now, that was more than enough. Things, she thought with a contented sigh, were definitely on the up.
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