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The Woman Next Door

Includes: M/F, erotic romance, oral, older woman (thirties) and younger man (nineteen)

Allie’s hips rolled atop Finn like she was swaying to a beat only she could hear. The motion carried all the way along her back and up to her neck, and each time, she tossed her hair just a little bit. Sure, it was all for his show – well, most of it, anyways – but goddamn if it wasn’t the sexiest thing he’d ever seen.

“So good, Finn, so good!” she gasped, smiling down at him.

He could only grunt in response, trying to hold on as long as he could to make this last. It was already their most memorable fuck session – they’d started on his dormmate’s stripped bed, then rolled off to the carpeted floor, and finally wound up on Fin’s own narrow bed, where they’d spent so much time over the last few months, sleeping together, cuddling, watching movies, laughing, philosophizing, bullshitting.

He grasped her hips and slowly started meeting the roll of her hips with his own gentle thrusts. Each of them had already come once – Allie when he made love to her pussy with his tongue, Finn when she’d jerked him off excruciatingly, delightfully slow on her small breasts and her taut stomach. Sometimes he could go a third time, but Allie was on the clock now. In an hour, she’d be gone from his life, probably forever.

He still didn’t know how to process that. Finn knew it was coming, of course. Allie had always been up front that this was just a last college fling for her before she graduated, that she wanted one last freshman stud before she headed off “to her real life” as she called it. Some part of him wondered if he didn’t love Allie. Certainly Finn was infatuated with her – and they were definitely in lust with each other, as evidenced by the staggering amount of money he had to put into condoms every other week. Allie was sexy and smart and a great conversationalist.

He’d be an idiot not to regret her leaving just a little bit. But.

But.

There was no real future for her here. Asking Allie to stick around the town of Middleton would be cruel to her. Professionally and spiritually, the west coast called for her, no matter what Finn wanted. A year ago, in high school, if he’d known someone like her, Finn would have demanded they try to stick it out, long distance or not. But now he realized the futility of that. It hurt, but there was this moment, at least.

And what a moment it was.

Allie’s tight ass started coming down harder and faster, slapping against his thighs. She grabbed one of his hands and pressed it to her breast. His fingers traced her tiny dark nipples, and Allie reciprocated, leaning forward on his chest.

“Mm hm!” she murmured. “Mmmmm hm!”

Finn’s free hand went to the center of her back as their thrusts grew more and more frantic. No, not yet
, his mind shouted. Make it last. Go another hour.


Thwap went flesh against flesh as his dick hammered up into her harder.

The sociology final yesterday.

Thwap.

The long drive home the next morning.

Thwap.

“Close, Finn, so close, are you going to come, baby?”


Gotta get gas, those nipples are so close, and I should buy a souvenir for mom and dad from the gift shop, and her hair, oh fuck, her sexy fucking hair, the sweat, the vee of her tiny thighs
-

“Fuuuuck!” he groaned, jerking her down to him, his arms wrapping around her as he screwed her for all he was worth one last time.

“Yes, Finn, yeeeessss!” she wailed, too conveniently timed to his own orgasm, and she wasn’t shivering. Allie always shivered when she came for real. But he just couldn’t help himself any longer, and he thrust up, his cock releasing into its condom, his gasps wordless as he finished.

As he settled back against a pillow, his chest hitching up and down, she tossed her blonde hair back and kissed his chest, his neck, his chin, his lips. “Well, I’m definitely going to remember that one forever,” she said, grinning against him.

“Good,” he panted as she lifted herself off his slowly softening prick and rolled to his side against the wall. He gingerly rolled onto his side, wincing at a scratch she’d given him earlier. “Think I’m going to have a scar.”

She laughed softly. “Yeah, sorry. That got intense.”

“Don’t be. Mark of pride.” He reached up to stroke her face, and finally the reality of it sank in, really sank in. Quietly, he whispered, “I’ll miss this.”

“Me too.” Allie lifted her head up and propped it on her hand. There was no sheet to cover her modesty. Finn didn’t want to bother doing laundry after they’d fucked, so it was already packed away with the rest of his things in totes next to the door. “Are you okay?”

“Truth?”

“Truth.”

He sighed. “No. But hear me out. I’m not going to tell you I love you or beg you to stay or anything like that. But Allie, you’ve been the best. I’d be an idiot not to be a little broken up about this.”

“Aw.” She sniffed – there were no tears, but for Allie, a sniff was damn near a flood of them. “You’re the best too, Finn. And I know you’re going to make some woman really happy someday.” Her fingers trailed down his chest and grasped his cock. She freed the condom from him and slung it into the wastebasket near the head of the bed. “Hopefully a lot of women happy.”

He chuffed out a laugh. “And you’ll make some guy very, very happy too, Allie. A lot of guys, if that’s what you want.”

She turned and lay on her back, hands behind her head, staring up at the ceiling. “I don’t really know what I want. That’s the fun of it, Finn. I mean, career-wise, I’m never going to have another shot like I will with this news station. I have to go for it. But personally? I’m looking forward to figuring that out.”

“I’m sorry I can’t be a part of that.” He winced when the words came out. “That’s more needy than I meant.”

“I get it, though. You’re a good guy, Finn. Thanks for making this… well, not easy, but less horrible than it could be. Do you… would it hurt too much if I said I wanted to keep in touch? I’d like to think we could be friends.”

Finn thought about that. That would hurt – a lot – but he’d stayed friends with a couple of high school girlfriends and that hadn’t been too bad after a while. “Yeah, I think that’d be okay.”

“Good. Because I want to hear about all your conquests, stud.”

He laughed. “Right.”

Allie slapped his thigh. “Seriously! It’d be kind of fun. And a little hot.”

“You’re serious?”

“Yup.” Her phone buzzed. Thirty minute warning. She covered her eyes with her hands. “Shit.”

Allie was shaking. He thought it was laughter at first until he realized for the first time since they’d started dating Allie was actually crying. Not once had he thought this was hurting her as much as it was him, and maybe it wasn’t. But the show of emotion touched him, and hard, and he draped an arm around her. She flopped on her side again and cradled her head against his chest.

“Can I admit something to you?” she asked after a while.

“Sure.”

“I’m a little bit scared.”

“Yeah?”

She nodded against him. “It’s a small news station. Who knows how much longer they’ll be on the air? And how many other people are out there looking for video editor jobs? I don’t know my new roommates, I don’t hardly know anyone out there, and I’m leaving my family. I… I think about it, and this is crazy.”

“Well, that’s just crap,” Finn said.

She laughed helplessly. “What?”

“The whole time we’ve been together, you’ve been super focused on all this. I don’t know anyone who’s been so sure about what they want to do and where they want to go. It’s just your heart telling you it’s crazy. Give it a few weeks out there and I promise, you’re gonna realize you were right all along. And your parents are as excited about this as you are. Remember when we went to breakfast with them last week? Your dad was looking up amusement parks the whole time. Hell, I’d bet they even wind up moving out there someday.”

She sniffed again and kissed his chest. “Thanks.”

“You got this, Allie. I mean, it sucks for me, but you got this.” He reached down and squeezed her ass before he sat up and rolled out of bed. If Finn stayed like that any longer, he’d say something that would hurt her more. “I’m gonna go shower. Come on. I think I need to make sure your boobs are super clean for your trip home.”

She mock-gasped. “My God, how’d I leave that off my to-do list? Finn, you’re my hero.”

They darted together naked down the hallway to the dorm’s communal shower. Strictly speaking, the place was a men’s dorm, but his RA was a sleepy pothead who rarely poked his head out of his door, and the rest of the students had already left.

Finn made a superhuman effort to make sure every inch of Allie’s tantalizing flesh was as squeaky clean as possible, and she in turn soaped a certain part of him to one last hard-on, surprising them both. Though she was pressed for time, Allie fell to her knees in front of him, staring up at Finn as she gave him one last sloppy, wet blowjob, her delicate lips mushrooming out around his prick. There was no room for teasing. She worked his first few inches with her tongue, hitting all his most sensitive spots, not so much worshipping his cock as punishing it, driving him straight towards the brink and never letting up. In the last few minutes, she began to try to deep throat him. Her mouth was too small, too delicate to plunge down on much more than what she was already taking, but her effort and the spill of her wet hair down her glistening back was so hot that Finn arrived at that edge again, warning her softly he was about to come.

She pulled off, and he expected her to jerk him to a finish, much as she had with every other blowjob, but Allie had other plans. “In my mouth,” she said.

“Are you sure?” She hated the taste of his come.

“Mm hm. Hurry.”

Finn jerked himself rapidly, and she licked her lips, staring up at him, trying to pretend like this was what she really wanted for his pleasure. God bless Allie, but she always tried to look out for his ego. “Almost…”

She nodded and opened her mouth wide as he gave himself a few last tugs before he stiffened. Quickly, he pressed forward, his cockhead brushing past the entrance of her mouth, and he came, just a few shots. His knees quavered when she pulled away, showing him the come in her mouth before she swallowed. Allie couldn’t hide a little grimace, but her smile afterwards seemed genuine.

“There. Something to remember me by.”

“Like I’d ever forget you.”

* * *

Allie’s mom loved him. She cried. Her dad hugged him – actually hugged him. Finn got a little emotional saying his last goodbye to Allie, crying into her shoulder a little. Her eyes were dry, though her hand did shake when she squeezed his one last time before he closed the door on her.

When their taillights vanished around the corner, Finn jammed his hands into his pockets, turned, and headed for the dorm, his back hunched like that of an old man’s.

There was little sleep for him, not that night, and not for a few nights to come. But when the morning came, he felt oddly elated and ready. The band-aid had been ripped off. It was time to start moving on.

His RA made a surprise appearance and helped him haul his plastic totes down to his Camry. The two guys stood together and shot the shit for a few minutes after Finn was loaded up. They walked together over to the campus’s combination gift shop and bookstore, where Finn bought a couple of Middleton Spurs beanies for his parents. The RA surprised him with a hug and a joint before he wandered off in the general direction of the Arby’s, leaving Finn laughing softly in his wake. After he’d dropped his key off to the lone, bored student manning the desk at Student Life, Finn looked around the campus he’d called home for the last two semesters and felt a little maudlin stab of sadness. He’d actually miss this place over the summer. Damn.

Time to go home.

* * *

Norrell was an eight-hour drive straight through, but Finn stopped for a big breakfast outside Lincoln, Nebraska and later for a quick stretch around a souvenir shop a few hours later. Two hours away from home, he was fighting back a massive yawn when Allie called.

Her flight had been good, she told him, laughing off someone in the background. Her new roommates were goofy and a little weird, and the house was tiny compared to her apartment in Middleton. But from the sounds of it, Allie was already settling in just hours after landing. Good for her, Finn told her, and tried to mean it. He was surprised to find he actually did.

He pulled off at the next rest area and killed the engine. The sun was settling over the horizon by that point, and he leaned against the Camry to watch it for a while. The thought of a walk around the facilities appealed to him, but when a crossover parked a few spaces from him and a gaggle of kids popped out, followed by their harried parents, he grinned despite his foul mood. His own parents were waiting, and he’d dilly-dallied too much.

So Finn hit the road, and sometime later, he eased off the Interstate, hung a right, and weaved his way through traffic to get home for the first time since Christmas.

It was funny how familiar it all was, as though pulling up into his parents’ driveway was something he’d done just a day or two ago. The rectangular, sharply edged two-story house stuck out a bit in the midst of a sea of Craftsmen and ranch-style houses, but Finn’s dad Scott loved the look, especially coupled with the picture windows on three walls of the living room. Heating the place in the winter was a pain in the ass, but during the summer with the army of smaller windows flung open, the place felt like a vacation house, something you might find on a beach.

Finn killed the engine and dug around in the back for the beanies he’d bought his parents. When he looked up, his parents were rushing towards the car, his mom’s hand clapped to her mouth and his dad grinning from ear-to-ear. Finn forgot about the hats and kicked open the door to a squeal of happiness from his mom and a bone-rattling hug from his dad.

They asked him roughly a thousand questions in the space of two minutes – how was the trip, how were finals, how was his girlfriend (accompanied by a little suggestive waggle of his dad’s eyebrows), had he eaten. Finn tried to fit in answers as fast as a hummingbird, but gave up entirely and just started laughing. He quieted again when his mom clutched him to her.


Good luck, baby
, he whispered mentally to a woman already gone. Kick ass.


With his dad and mom’s help, the Camry was unloaded in a hurry, and Finn finally remembered he stuck the beanies under his seat. He rushed out one last time, cracking a yawn when he came back up with the gift bag, and saw the lights on at the neighboring ranch house.

Carmilla.

His dick gave a faint rousing cheer at the thought of his greatest teenage crush. Coppery red hair that she usually kept long and full. Full breasts she tastefully hid behind modest shirts and blouses. Long athletic legs. Her hips and her butt were a little small, but Finn liked that about her. It had attracted him to Allie, too. He liked a small little butt on a woman.

But most of all, he liked Carmilla’s smile. It was the sort that men fought wars over. Full lips would spread over her glistening white teeth, drawing her eyes into a soft crinkle, her hands just so on her hips. When she laughed, it was almost always a soft roll, starting with an “Mmmmm hmmm hmmm mmm” that made Finn think of a woman’s moans of pleasure. It would escalate to a gentle, warm breezy thing that used to give him shivers.

He was a teenager when the beauty moved in next door and she’d been in her late twenties. Their paths crossed often – not only was Carmilla their neighbor, but Finn’s mom Irene took to her like they were best friends, despite the nearly twenty years difference in their ages. Irene often invited Carmilla over for dinner, and in return, Carmilla opened her home to them to use her pool, along with regular invites to sample her amazing cooking.

As though she could sense him thinking about her, the front door to Carmilla’s house eased open, the screen door squeaking softly. “That you, Huck?”

He grinned at the nickname. At first, she’d called him Huckleberry for obvious reasons, but over the last couple of years had shortened it. “Still need to come up with a nickname for you.”

It was hard to see her through the shrubs between his parents’ house and her place, so he shut the Camry’s door, the beanies forgotten about once again, and starting walking down the pavement to meet her.

What a sight she was. An off-the-shoulder red sweater bared her shoulders, leaving a little expanse of the tops of her breasts visible. Finn tried to think about anything but that delicious flesh, but focusing on her wet-looking lips didn’t help matters much either. And he sure couldn’t stare at the skinny jeans glued to her shapely legs. Instead, he picked a target over her right shoulder.

“Hey, you’re looking good, Finn,” she said, a genuine note of surprise in her voice.

“You seem shocked,” he said dryly.

“Not how I meant it.” She grinned and shook her head as he walked up the path to her house. “Open mouth, insert foot, right?”

He laughed a little. Images of Allie from their last romp flashed through his mind. Was she out there already? Maybe meeting someone new? Carmilla held out her arms for a hug, and he took her up on it, surprised. They’d hugged only two or three times before, but now she was offering one up like it was the most natural thing in the world.

Whatever. The soft sweater and the quick press of her breasts along with her lotion – blueberries, maybe – drove any rational thought out of his head for a full couple of seconds until Carmilla pulled away. “I mean it, though. You do look good, college boy.”

“Thanks. You look great too, Carmilla.”

Though the hug had ended, she didn’t step back too far. “I saw you pull up and thought I’d say hi. You ready to watch your parents’ house? I swear, if I have to call the cops on you…”

He laughed. “Right. Like I’m the real party animal between the two of us. I see the male strippers coming in and out of here all the time, Carmilla.”

She held a hand to her breast and cocked her head, smiling. “Someone has to keep lonely old me entertained.”

From Finn’s house, his mom called, “Finn? Are you out here?”

“Hey mom!” he called. “Just having wild sex with Carmilla. Be home when she’s done with me.”

Across the street, someone they hadn’t noticed choked out a laugh from their own front porch. Carmilla glanced around Finn and raised a hand. “Hi, Mr. Margalewski.”

“Ms. Solomon,” the elderly man called back. “Finn.”

“Mr. Margalewski,” Finn said, not bothering to hold back a chuckle. “Good to see you too, sir.”

“Welcome home,” the old man said. There was a brief spark of embers as their neighbor flicked out a cigarette, and then he was heading back inside as Carmilla started laughing.

Irene hurried over, smiling widely at Carmilla. “You two, I swear. Finn, when you’re ready, food’s on the table.”

“Thanks mom.”

Irene accepted a one-armed hug from Carmilla and said, “Oh! Before we go, Carmilla, I’d love to have you over for dinner. Have you already eaten?”

“I have, but you leave Friday, right?”

“Mm hm.”

Carmilla thought about it. “How about I bring something over Thursday night? That way you don’t have to worry about cooking and we can go over what my babysitting duties will be for Huck.”

“Wait, what?” Finn asked, horrified. He turned to his mom. “You didn’t tell her I’d need a baby-”

But Carmilla’s soft “mm mm” laugh gave the game away, and Irene’s eyes sparkled as she grinned. “Maybe I should have!” she exclaimed. She glanced between the two of them and patted her son’s arm. “Well… you two talk. Carmilla, we’ll catch up about Thursday later.”

“Night, Irene,” Carmilla said.

“Be right there, mom,” Finn said as his mom started back towards their house. He turned to Carmilla and found he had absolutely nothing to say. Not a thing. She smiled slowly, realizing he was dumbstruck, and finally he mumbled, “Well. Uh. Good to see you.”

“You too, Huck.” Surprising him, she came in one more time for a hug, holding it longer this time. His hand tentatively brushed at the skin of her upper shoulders. It was an awkward, terrible hug, but her closeness banished any thoughts of weirdness. All he was aware of was Carmilla’s body, her scent, her warmth. When she pulled away, he felt a little lost again, Allie on his brain. “Good night,” she said, and headed back inside.

* * *

Up until that night, Carmilla had always thought of Finn as a boy. It wasn’t out of cruelty – she’d been vaguely aware he was a handsome teenager, and he certainly seemed to do all right when it came to girlfriends, but she’d never paid much attention to him physically beyond that. He was simply Irene and Scott’s son. A friend, to be sure, but a boy at the periphery of Carmilla’s life.

Now, though, the changes were obvious. The first was the muscle. Finn had gone to college handsome but thin, almost scrawny. He never seemed to fit into his clothes quite right, and his head of black hair looked about like a mop. But sometime during the two semesters away from home, he’d been bulking up, and not in the traditional freshman fifteen sort of way. Whatever weight he’d gained had been couched by workouts, or whatever Finn was doing right, and now his arms weren’t so much thin rails as machine-like. He wasn’t bristling with muscles, but there was a coil to him that Carmilla liked.

Then there was the body odor and the hair. It wasn’t that Finn had ever actively reeked, but he fell into that teenage trap of too much body spray and not enough actual taking care of himself. He’d stink a little of sweat, or grass clippings, or whatever. Now, though, he smelled nice and sporty, almost more professional than the guys she worked with at the office. That tied too to his hair – he’d loved the tousled look in high school, but like most boys, the cut gave him a shaggy-dog sort of vibe. Cute, but unattractive. Now, Finn kept it simple and short in a side part. It added ten years to his face in all the best possible ways, and she instinctively wanted to run her hands through it.

Okay, Carmilla admitted to herself as she settled into bed. She really wanted to grab hold of it. Preferably while kissing him. Or maybe while Finn was doing something else to her. Something she shouldn’t be thinking about.

She shouldn’t fantasize about him that way. After doing some quick math, Carmilla figured he was nineteen, which made him more than legal, but he was still her friends’ son. The boy she’d taught to dive, the boy who she’d baked cakes for, who she’d consoled after his dog died, who she’d once yelled at for skinny dipping in her pool.

That boy had become a man. And the man had her whole body curious. Wanting.

“Crap,” she murmured into the darkness of the room.

The tee shirt she wore hung loose down to her knees. It was a man’s, forgotten by one of only three boyfriends she’d had in the last few years. Relationships and Carmilla didn’t seem to work. She wanted something real, and they invariably wanted to fuck her like a porn star. Not that Carmilla hated the sex – that was fun. But she longed for something more, with someone who cared. A long, slow burn of a relationship, something that weaved the ups and downs into a beautiful, grand tapestry of love.

Her mom, bless her, tried to convince her to settle, that there was no such thing as a perfect man. Carmilla knew that. She wasn’t searching for perfection. She was searching for rightness. For goodness. For strength and character and something indefinable. Spirit, she sometimes thought. The type of guy who would see a woman getting harassed at a bar and stop it, not because he thought he might get bonus points with Carmilla, but because it was the right thing to do. The sort of guy who stood up for people. The sort of guy who saw a lost dog and tried to get it home. The sort of guy who loved her as much as she loved him, and worked for it, really worked for it – not by putting her up on a pedestal and worshipping her, as some of the men she’d dated thought they needed to do. But by being her equal. Her friend. Her companion.

But in the meantime, Carmilla had her flings – and her fantasies. Her thighs pressed tight as she squirmed up the bed. The hem of her shirt rubbed along her hips, rose around her thighs. Her hand dipped low, whether to tug the shirt back into place or do something naughtier, she wasn’t sure.

He’s only nineteen.

That’s legal. That’s safe.

I shouldn’t. Irene and Scott are my friends.

And they’ll be gone until nearly Thanksgiving, and he’ll be there all alone.

He should be with someone his own age.

You’re not all that older than him. Just a little more than a decade.

What future do we have?

What can he do to me right now? With his fingers?

He’s a good kid.

His tongue?

A good man.

His cock…

“Ohhh,” Carmilla whispered, drawing a fingertip down along the soft peach-colored tufts, all the way to her swelling lips. She wouldn’t need a toy tonight. Almost there already, and she’d barely begun her fantasy.

A soft breeze rustled the curtains to her bedroom window, and she caught the faintest hint of laughter from next door. Finn and his family, telling stories late into the night. Like she’d been burned, her finger jerked away from her center, and she willed it to fall beside her on the bed. This was Finn she was thinking of.

Finn.

Finn.

Fuck.

* * *

Thanks to getting used to a regular schedule at college, he didn’t need an alarm to wake up at seven, but had set his phone anyways. As he lay in bed with an arm tucked behind his head, Finn grinned. Home again. Felt good. Weird, but cozy.

His mom had tidied his room sometime over the last year, and again sometime over the last week. A pair of baskets sat on either end table next to his queen-sized bed, one full of personal toiletries and the other filled with some of his favorite snacks. Gone were his old pillows and the raggedy comforter he’d left behind, replaced with new bedding that left him feeling like he’d slept swaddled in a cloud. His mom was the absolute best.

His dad had left him a present too, but Finn didn’t notice it until his alarm went off and he sat up to kill it. Taped to the back of his door was an envelope. He stood up, clad only in his boxers, and yawned. Inside the envelope was a sheaf of hundred-dollar bills – ten of them – and a note.

Want you to have a little fun while you’re watching the house for us, bud. Or hey, maybe it’ll pay for a stripper or two! Your mom’s threatening to punch me for that one. Love you. Couldn’t be prouder.

P.S. Don’t spend it all on crack.

Finn meant to shower, but instead grabbed his robe – this one was old, frayed, and as familiar as his favorite shirt – and darted downstairs to the sound of bacon crackling on the stove and an Aerosmith song playing from a tiny little Bluetooth speaker on the kitchen counter. His mom turned, smiling, a spatula in hand.

“Well, holy crap, college did change you,” his dad boomed from the dining room table where he was poking at a crossword. “Up before eleven on a day you’re not even working?”

For an answer, Finn grabbed his mom in a hug and lifted her off her feet, smacking her cheek with a kiss as she laughed and whapped his shoulder with the spatula. When he’d set her down, he went to his father and wrapped an arm around him.

“Five across is Goldsmith. And thanks. You’re both awesome, and not just because of all the gifts and stuff.”

His dad returned the hug but removed his arm hastily to count the letters on the puzzle. “Huh,” he grunted, and filled it in. When he did, he glanced up and pushed his thin glasses up on his nose. “You’re all right too, Finn. And hey, if you need to know the names of some of those strippers-”

“Scott Titus Kelly!” Irene said, but her grin betrayed any attempt at wrath her voice held. “I didn’t know you’d be up this early. I’ll put some more bacon on, if you want to join us for breakfast.”

Scott checked his watch. “Give him mine, hon. I’ll use the extra ten minutes and get coffee for the crew.”

Finn pulled out a chair next to his dad and sat down. “Thought you were done last week?”

“Eh,” Scott grunted. “I was. My replacement’s about as sharp as a spoon. A rusty spoon. A rusty spoon that’s been melted down and rolled into a ball.”

“So bright then.”

“Exactly. So they asked me to come in a few days this week and help train him. I’m gonna be useless around here until we take off and they’re paying me triple, so hey, why not?”

“Cool,” Finn said. He turned towards his mother. “How about you, mom? Ready to rule Hong Kong?”

Irene flipped the bacon onto a paper-towel laden plate and brought it over to the table. “I’m a little nervous, but I’m so excited. I never thought I’d get an opportunity like this.”

Way back in her college days, Irene couldn’t decide on a minor to accompany her business communications degree, but her freshman roommate was Cantonese. On a lark, Irene started studying her friend’s language and found she really enjoyed it, so it wound up becoming not just a minor, but her second major – and eventually she added Mandarin and Hakka to her repertoire once she’d started work as a translator for a number of call centers. In the last few years, she’d been courted by a major hospital group looking for translators to help facilitate new ownership of a chain of clinics in Hong Kong. She’d begged off initially because of Finn’s last high school years, but now that he was secure and comfortable in college, Irene and Scott decided to take the plunge. What she would be paid for just the summer and fall work alone would be enough to keep them comfortable for years, and there was promises of them potentially utilizing her services again in the future if this worked out.

It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Irene and Scott tried to talk Finn into coming with them overseas, but they needed someone to watch the house and he was looking forward to pursuing his own summer of fun. Having a whole house to himself, catching up with friends, building a nice little bankroll for his sophomore year – it was going to be a good few months.

“What’ve you got planned for the day?” Scott asked Finn, settling the crossword on the table.

“Well, Barclay doesn’t have a house lined up for a couple of days, so I’m thinking just unpacking, unwinding. Might take a dip over at Carmilla’s and work out some of the kinks from yesterday.”

“Maybe let her work out your kinks,” Scott said, and Irene snickered.

Finn tried to smile, thinking about Allie. “Funny.”

Scott finished his coffee and stood up. “I should probably get going if I’m going to grab something for work. Glad to have you home, bud.” He squeezed his boy’s shoulder, smacked Irene’s butt, and headed out.

Finn’s mom finished up with a platter of eggs and toast, and sat down to eat with Finn. They talked about little things until Finn finally put down his fork. Irene reached out to take his hand.

“He just doesn’t know how much she hurt you, baby.”

“I know. He means well. And I know I gotta move on eventually. I just… it’s all so… so…”

“Raw,” his mom said.

“Yeah. That’s a good word for it. Raw.”

She gently pulled her hand back and stirred an end piece of toast around in the leftover egg on her plate. “You sure you don’t want to come with us?”

That wasn’t the question Irene was really asking her son, and he knew it. It was his turn to reach out for her. “Mom, it hurts, but it’s definitely not that bad. I’ll be fine. I just need time.”

“Promise?”

He smiled. “Of course.”

She nodded and finished off her own plate. “Okay. But if you get depressed, I want you to Skype me. Any time. Or if you don’t feel comfortable talking to me, Carmilla’s a great listener.” She saw him open his mouth and hurriedly added, “I don’t mean anything by that. But she is a friend, Finn. And she’s a whole lot closer to your age than I am. I know that’s got to make you more comfortable.”

“I promise, if I need to, I’ll talk to you or her.” Or more likely his pal T.K, Finn thought to himself. No way was he going to sob his guts out to Carmilla and risk her looking at him like a teenager again.

* * *

Every annoyance at work grated on Carmilla. She had no idea why she was so grumpy that day, but more than once she caught herself biting her words off when coworkers screwed up in even the most minute ways. And unfortunately, given her job troubleshooting IT problems for a major ISP, she was subjected to a ton of little issues.

This hadn’t been her first career choice. She’d wanted to get into network coding for game development, but the frightening male-dominant industry was a nightmare, especially for someone with her looks. Half the guys thought she was somehow less intelligent than them – despite her Master’s degree – and tried to mansplain to her everything about net code. The other half tried to hit on her. Only a fine wedge of guys ever treated her there like she was part of the team, and her heels practically lit on fire from the speed at which she ran from the gaming world.

Thankfully, her next occupation wasn’t quite that bad. The head of Carmilla’s tech support division saw her talent, and within a year, she was blazing a trail towards middle management. In three years, she’d taken over that boss’s job. Corporate was eyeballing her for a move further up the ladder, but she wasn’t quite sure if that’s what she wanted yet. She loved her home. Norrell had all the charms of a small city that hadn’t been discovered yet, bolstered by friendly Midwesterners and an amazingly cheap cost of living. The thought of moving to Chicago or Lincoln just didn’t appeal to her that much. But she’d seen some figures on the executives’ salaries, and it would be damned hard to pass up that kind of money.

Another nitwit came to her looking for answers. His eyes kept trailing down to the vee of her cleavage, even when Carmilla snapped at him to keep his eyes on hers. When he’d gone away from her office, she stormed down to Debra in HR and filed a complaint. Once the paperwork was filled out, Debra pushed a little bowl of caramel hard candies towards Carmilla.

“You okay, Carmilla?”

Deb was a work friend. Maybe not a friend-friend, but definitely a boon to Carmilla’s daily life. She sighed, took one of the candies, and skinned it. “Yes. Bad night’s sleep.”

“Want to talk about it?”

“Does it go in my file or anything?”

Deb rolled her eyes. “No, goof. Just asking. If you don’t want to, that’s fine. But you look like you really need to bounce something off someone today. I can do that.”

Despite knowing how bad it was for her teeth, Carmilla crushed the candy between them and gripped the arms of her chairs. “I… my mind kept trying to fantasize about someone I shouldn’t.”

Deb swiftly got to her feet, crossed the room, and shut the door. When she returned to her chair, she asked quietly, “Someone from here?”

“No, no, nothing like that. It’s this friend. A neighbor.”

“Ooh. Cute?”

Carmilla smiled weakly. “Up until last night, I’d never noticed it. But yeah. Cute. Handsome, really.”

“Is he a good guy?”

“Well… yeah. I guess. I haven’t talked to him in a long time, but I think if he’s the same person I knew, he’s definitely one of the good ones.”

Debra frowned. “So what’s the problem?”

How far could she trust Debra? It wasn’t like this was illegal or anything. But… would she gossip? Could this come back to bite Carmilla in the ass somehow?

“He’s… um… nineteen.”

For a long minute, Debra said nothing, and Carmilla was sure she was passing judgment on her silently. Maybe she’d start laughing any second. Maybe she’d tell the bosses just what a pervert she was. But instead, all Debra did was eventually shake her head and ask, “And?”

“Huh?”

“Is that it?”

“What do you mean?”

“How old are you?” Debra asked.

“Thirty.”

“So?”

“It’s… wrong! I knew him when he was a teenager, Debra. I’m friends with his mom and dad. I can’t just… I shouldn’t…”

“Shouldn’t what? You’re not going to jump the poor guy without him wanting to, are you? Make him do something against his will?”

Carmilla recoiled. “No, of course not!”

“Then I don’t see anything particularly wrong about this. He’s cute, he’s young but he’s not jailbait, and you’re not all that much older than him. Whatever hang-up you’ve got here, I don’t think anyone’s going to judge you too harshly, hon. Can I ask you a question?”

“Well… sure, I guess,” Carmilla said uncertainly. This wasn’t how this conversation had played out in her head. Maybe she’d been wrong. The thought made her heart speed up, and a little warm flush stretched its tendrils from the center of her chest down her spine to a much more pleasurable spot.

“Are you embarrassed about the fantasy, or are you looking to justify trying to actually do something with this man?”

“Would that be… wrong?” Carmilla asked.

“I don’t know what your situation is with him, so I can’t say for certain. But Carmilla, from what I’ve seen from you, you don’t take shortcuts. You’re not manipulative. I’ve never once seen you push someone around here to get your own way. You earned your management stripes, and a lot of people here respect the hell out of you for it, me included. I think… you be careful. If the guy seems infatuated, like… creepy infatuated, you make sure you do what’s right and you protect both of you from getting hurt. But nineteen is pretty experienced these days, hon. I’d say let your heart and your brain be your guides. Does either one of them really tell you something about this is wrong?”

Carmilla thought long and hard about that. She didn’t think so, but this was too new. She was too close to the desperate, aching need deep in her core. A day or two. She’d think about it. And about him. Fantasies could just be that for the short term. A smile crept across her face, tentative, and she stood up.

“Thank you, Debra.” She reached forward and nabbed two more candy. “Brain food.”

Debra nodded sagely. “The best kind.”

* * *

The year she’d bought the house and car was one of Carmilla’s favorites. She’d never owned anything new before, but that January, she bought the L-shaped ranch house, and that December, fresh off a big pay raise at work, she’d bought the ILX. Maybe it wasn’t the flashiest car, but it was luxurious, and to her, it was perfect.

And once she’d put about twenty grand into the house, it was too. Three bedrooms was way more than she needed, but Carmilla converted one to a home office and library, and another into a combination guest bedroom and a fitness room, complete with a treadmill and a stationary bike.

But the coolest part of the house by far was the pool, and she was glad she’d invested into restoring it. The base was a soft blue, the sidewalls white, and along the rectangular walls were a series of lights that gave it an almost spa-like glow in the months when she uncovered it. A diving board on one end reminded her of her college days and the old team, though she didn’t do much diving nowadays. Still, it had helped put her through college and even as a symbol of that accomplishment, it made Carmilla proud.

The hot tub was a recent addition, the last of her major house upgrade decisions. Shaped like a bean, it could hold six comfortably, and more than that if people were willing to get awfully cozy. A broken leg – and more specifically, the aching muscles that came after the cast was off – convinced Carmilla to take the plunge, and now it was an almost nightly ritual during the cool months to take a dip.

After easing into her single-car garage and slamming the door shut, Carmilla heard the motor of the hot tub running and grinned. Only one family on the block had permission and the key to come in through her gate to swim, and though Scott and Irene loved to partake of her pool, they were too polite to just pop on over. That meant it was Finn.

Hm.

Instead of heading straight for the house, she popped into the backyard, the clicking of her flats across the stone sidewalk leading to the stamped concrete surrounding the pool. Rhythmic splashing greeted her as she came around the corner. Finn wasn’t going for speed, but sliced through the water methodically, almost lazily. She couldn’t blame him – Irene told her the drive from his college was something like ten hours. The slow strokes of his arms through the water gave her time to admire his form.

He wasn’t a great swimmer – he lifted his head to breathe rather than turn it with his strokes, and Finn’s hips were all wrong, both too straight and up too high. But it was hard not to admire the man himself as he paddled, his tight muscles flexing and gleaming from the water. His lap took him towards the other end of the pool, and he still hadn’t seen her yet. Given how slow he was going, this was the perfect time to welcome him back properly.

Carmilla darted for the garden hose, trying to suppress a little giggle. It was coiled around a decorative piece of metal and hung on one of the posts of her patio. She grabbed all the loops and ducked down behind the big barbeque, working out the kinks quickly as Finn kicked off the other end of the pool. As he lackadaisically started towards the shallow end again, Carmilla sprinted out, turned on the spigot, and edged closer and closer to the pool.

“Ohhhhh Fiiii-iinnnn,” she called.

Finn flailed to his feet, glancing around for her and grinning. “Hey, I was just-”

She blasted him in the face with the hose’s spray, and he sputtered for a full three seconds before realization that he was already in water kicked in. He dove down, coming for her like a shark, and she stepped away from the pool, careful to stay out of reach. No way was she going to let him grab her leg and dunk her.

When he came back up, reaching for the edge of the pool, Carmilla hit him again, her giggle now a full-on laugh as he shielded his face with one hand. “I will throw you in the pool!” he shouted behind the spray of water.

“Come and get me!” Carmilla bellowed, feeling as young and foolish as a ten-year-old and loving it.

Surprising her, he hefted himself out of the pool with two hands, his muscles coiling and flexing without any effort as he practically leaped up over the edge. That… that was kind of hot. But not so distracting that she didn’t abandon the hose and dart for the house.

“Can’t come in if you’re wet!” she called behind her, slinging her purse safely away in case he turned the hose back on her. That left her in her navy sleeved dress and her flats, which, while comfortable, weren’t exactly made for running.

Finn caught her just at Carmilla fumbled with the door, his arms wrapping around her as she squealed. He picked her up from behind, his abs pressed to her back, and in that moment, Finn could have done anything to her and she would have accepted it, wanted it, taken it. But he didn’t have sexy thoughts on his brain – he wanted revenge, and he turned with her back towards the pool.

“I can’t get this dress wet!” she gasped in between fits of laughter.

“Should’ve thought about that earlier, huh?” Finn snarled mockingly in her ear.

She kicked and flailed as he hefted her closer and closer to the pool, doubling back across his wet footprints. “Okay okay okay! What do you want?”

“I want to dunk you.”

“Anything! I’ll give you anything!”

That stopped him, and for the first time, she realized her ass was pressed tight to his groin. Was it just her, or did she feel his cock lurch? Suddenly her words didn’t seem like such a great idea. Or maybe they were the best idea. She didn’t know, but the giddiness gave way to hesitation, desire, a little bit of fear, and most of all, a whole lot of excitement.

“Anything, huh?” Finn murmured, his nose nearly pressed to her ear. The feel of his warm breath on her lobe lit up little fireflies in her stomach, spreading slowly up and down her spine.

“Well…” she whispered. “Um.”

“Anything,” he said again, and settled her down on the concrete gently. “All right.”

She turned to face him, still just inches away. It was hard to take her eyes off the gleaming drops of water on his chest and stomach. He really had bulked up. Trying to fight off a blush, she asked, “Well?”

“Oh no. You don’t just cash in something like that right away. Especially not when we have a whole summer to look forward to. I’m holding that one over your head. Think… steak dinners. A trip to the strip club.”

Carmilla laughed. “If I did a lap dance for you here, it’d be a whole lot cheaper.”

Oh my God, did I just say that?

“Uh,” Finn said, his cheeks burning bright red. “Uh. I. Uh. Right.”

A musical tinkle of a cell phone nearby broke the awkwardness. He started for it but turned again to face her. “Might hold you to that, you know?”

It was her turn to blush. “Well, in the meantime, I’m going to go change into a swimsuit. I need a dip in the hot tub.”

In the house, as she stripped out of her dress and stared at her cotton-clad breasts in the mirror, Carmilla murmured to herself, “What are you doing? What are you doing? What are you doing?”

The questions didn’t stop the building fireflies in her belly from lighting up her most sensitive area. Her fingers dipped into the edge of her panties and slowly dropped them to the floor. Her pussy lips were so sensitive that even just the cool air made them tingle. Could she rub herself to an orgasm fast enough that Finn wouldn’t think anything suspicious was going on? No, probably not, she admonished herself, but that didn’t stop her fingers from tracing her breasts when she freed them from the bra.

There was no more question in her mind. She wanted Finn. Fucking up her friendship with Irene and Scott was now a distant concern. That young man’s dick needed to be in her, and now.

Her drawer contained four swimsuits. One was a dowdy, generic black one-piece. It looked good with her red hair, but it was her generic “safe” swimsuit. The floral two-piece bikini was only a little more risqué – it was the sort of thing she wore when she had friends over to swim. Normally that would have been the one she’d choose with Finn here. But she felt a little more daring. She wanted Finn lusting after her. Maybe she’d make a move tonight, maybe not, but she sure as hell wanted the image of her imprinted in his brain.

That left two options – a skimpy yellow bikini with extra straps around the waist and up around the neck. That one did amazing things for her breasts, but the bottom left almost nothing to the imagination, and Carmilla realized she really ought to trim down there before she wore it again. The other was a soft blue bikini with bunny-looking ties in the front, drawing the eye naturally to her full breasts. The bottom covered quite a bit more, and felt like the better pick.

“Yes,” she whispered, grabbing the suit and sliding it on. Quickly she slid a comb through her hair, added a touch of lipstick, and checked herself out in the mirror one last time. She looked good. Damned good. After tossing on a robe, she tried not to run out back, hoping Finn would make his move, visions of him taking her over the side of the hot tub dancing in her mind.

But Finn wasn’t in the pool, or the hot tub. He sat on the edge of a deck chair, talking on his phone. And it didn’t look good. His lips pressed tight whenever he wasn’t speaking, and more than once he rubbed his forehead, grimacing.

Desire seeped out of Carmilla slowly, and she tightened her robe around her as Finn finished talking to whoever was on the other end. When he hung up, he twirled the phone in his hands absently, looking at nothing at all.

“Everything all right?” Carmilla asked as she stepped closer.

Finn glanced up, trying to smile. “Yeah. All good. Just my, um…” He trailed off and set the phone on the table beside him. “My ex, actually,” he said. “Haven’t had to say that yet. We just broke up before I left for the summer.”

“Oh Finn,” Carmilla breathed. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right. She was a senior and had a job opportunity out in California she couldn’t pass up. And it wasn’t like we were serious, but… you know.”

“Still hurts,” she said.

“Still hurts,” he agreed.

“What was her name?”

“Allie.”

Carmilla sat on the chair next to him and reached out to grasp his knee. It wasn’t a sexual touch, just a compassionate one. “And do we hate Allie or are we cool with Allie?”

He chuckled. “We’re cool with Allie. It was a good split and I’m not angry. But she wants to jump right into being friends and I’m still sort of reeling from it. I knew it was coming but it still just…”

“It’s okay. You can talk to me if you want.”

“My mom put you up to that?” Finn asked.

“Huh?”

“This morning, my mom said I should talk to her or you if I was feeling crappy about all this. I thought maybe she told you about Allie.”

“No, not a word.”

They sat together for a while, just listening to the birds singing. The motor for the hot tub quieted eventually, and as if this was a sign, they both moved at once to stand up. Finn slid his thumbs into the waistband of his shorts. “Sorry to have thrown all that on you. We were having fun and I…”

Carmilla surprised both of them by stepping forward and kissing his cheek. It was longer than just a brush, but still relatively chaste. He sucked in a soft breath and she said quietly, “It’s okay, Finn. Any time you need something this summer, I’m here. You’re a good man. We might be okay with Allie, but personally, I think she’s a little bit of an idiot.”

He laughed. “Thanks, Carmilla.”

“It’s good to have you home.”

The words had weight to them she hadn’t intended to inflect, but the sentiment was no less true. She really was glad to have him there. Even more, she was glad she hadn’t decided to push things physically right then and there. If they were going to do something – and now she was hoping they would – it needed to be when he was less vulnerable. Carmilla couldn’t be a replacement for his girlfriend.

* * *

A big plastic bowl full of freshly cut fruit in hand, Irene heard some of this from the side of the house. She wisely chose not to interrupt the two. A smile lingered on her face long after she sneaked back home. It finally felt okay to leave Finn here. Carmilla was a good woman. A friend. Irene wasn’t blind to the mild bit of flirting they’d done the night before, and now it sounded like her son and neighbor were getting even closer.

If Finn was going to recover, it should be in the arms of a sweet, caring woman. And he could do a lot worse than their friend next door.

* * *

“Dude,” T.K. said. “I’m so fuckin’ glad you’re home. This place is boring as hell without you.”

Finn’s best friend from high school lived in an apartment in a shitty part of town. He’d spruced the place up with a smattering of cardboard boxes doing double duty as garbage cans, black-and-white copies of bikini models, and an insanely huge television that took up most of one wall. Connected to it were three game systems, and tucked away in a corner was a bookshelf overflowing with video games. Finn planned on staying the night there, getting drunk and catching up on all the news about friends and old classmates.

Finn took a proffered beer and grinned. “Thanks man. It’s good to be back.”

“Bullshit. You hated this place as much as me.” T.K. settled on the ratty couch and popped open a can of MGD. He’d been a good-looking guy in high school. Now he was straddling the line between skinny and gaunt, but he still had the old little bit of fire in his eyes and the same smile that had spread the legs of at least three girls from their school “Sit down.”

“Where?” Finn said, glancing around at the stacks of crap everywhere on the chairs around the room.

“Just throw it off to the side.”

Finn picked a chair that looked the least likely to be hiding rats and tossed a pile of books and board games off to one side. When he settled in, the backside of the recliner immediately fell to a reclining position, kicking his legs out involuntarily and making him feel as though he’d fallen a few feet. His beer sloshed all over an arm.

“Jesus!” he said.

“Yeah, shit, sorry. Shoulda warned ya.” T.K.’s snicker somehow made the words seem less true.

“Got a wipe or something I can use for the beer?”

“Ah, forget about it. Only paid ten bucks for the chair.”

“It shows.”

T.K.’s grin grew even wider, and his eyes narrowed. “Yeah, well, some of us gotta work instead of going to school.”

“You could’ve gone, man. Still could.”

“Not from you too,” T.K. groaned. “I get this enough from the parents.”

“What are you doing for work?” Finn asked, sipping his beer.

“Monday through Thursday, I’m delivering pizzas on the east end. Few nights a week, I’ve got a shift down at Casey’s Grocery.” He chugged half his beer in one go and gave a satisfied burp. “Right from the diaphragm.”

Finn laughed and gave his own beer a solid chug. “Why don’t you come down and talk with Barclay? I’m sure he needs the extra help.”

T.K.’s face went sour. “Barclay and I had a big fight last September.”

“No shit?” Barclay was one of the most mild-mannered people Finn had ever known. That he’d fight with anyone was a shock. “What happened?”

“He didn’t like the work I was doing. I didn’t like him bossing me around.”

“Well, crap. Hey, I’m sure if I talked to him-”

“Nah,” T.K. said with finality. “It’s cool. Really. So we gonna party it up at your parents’ place? I see Tasty now and then. She wants to hang out.”

“Tasty” was Jamie, a smoking hot black-haired friend of theirs with a killer body. But the last time Finn saw her was at their senior graduation party. She’d been lighting up a spoon, and he didn’t fuck with that.

“She still doing meth?”

“Hell if I know. But I know she’s still got big tits and she wants your ass, so whatever, man, hit that shit and get some rebound pussy.”

Finn shook his head, grinning. “I’m good, man. She’s all yours.”

“Saving your virginity, huh? Smart. Smart.” T.K. finished off his beer and dropped it on the table in front of him. As he pulled another beer from the twenty-four pack, he said, “You got any pictures of her? Videos?”

“Of who? Tasty?”

T.K. snorted. “Allie.”

“No. Why?” In truth, Finn had a few topless pics of her, but he definitely wasn’t going to admit that to T.K. He’d have them blasted out to their friends in about three seconds.

“Revenge, man. Post that shit up at the school. On the Internet. There’s this forum, you go there and-”

“No,” Finn said flatly.

“Aw, I’m just fucking with ya. Take it easy.”

“I know. But I’m not that mad at her. Not even mad at all, really.”

T.K. grabbed another beer and tossed it to him. Still working on his first, Finn had to hastily jam the can into his armpit to catch the second. “You can talk that game to everyone else, but I know you, Finn. That bitch hurt you.”

“I knew it was going to happen. It wasn’t like it was a really big surprise.”

“Yeah, well, still, fuck her.” T.K. leaned forward, grinning. “Wait wait wait, speaking of fuckin’, what about that neighbor of yours?”

“Carmilla?”

“Caramel-la.” T.K. smacked his lips. “Mm. Man, you gotta hop on that shit when you’re home. Give her a call. We’ll do it together. I’ll show you how your dick works.”

Finn shook his head. “She’s my friend, T.K. That’s it.”

“I’m just saying, she’d look pretty good choking on my dick while you’re fuckin’ that ass.”

Finn gripped his open beer tight enough to dent the edges. “Dude. Don’t talk about her like that.”

“Like what? Come on, I’m just giving you shit.”

“I know. But not about Carmilla, all right? She’s good people.”

T.K. eyed him carefully, his brows furrowed. “Huh. All right. Well, fuck it, you wanna order a pizza and play some games?”

Finn’s bad mood evaporated, and he kicked the legs down on the recliner to scoot closer to the edge. “Hell yeah I do.”

* * *

The rest of the week went by in a blur. Finn started work for Barclay and his regular crew of three other guys. His boss was glad to see him, slapping Finn’s back hard enough to leave a red welt. The other guys were old coworkers, and gave him plenty of shit about leaving them behind while he went on to become a “fancy son of a bitch.” That Barclay and two of the others had college degrees themselves didn’t seem to be an issue.

There were a lot of houses to paint that summer – nearly double what they had done the year prior. “New construction’s going up everywhere,” Barclay said. He had missed his calling as a beatnik – his hair was long and loosely tied in a ponytail, and he wore John Lennon-style glasses that left him looking more like an intellectual than a paint slinger. In the winter months, he was a coach and a substitute teacher when he wasn’t cooking for a bar and grill. “So you’ll get all the work you want.”

Back at home, Irene and Scott worked and prepared for their move. What they hadn’t already shipped ahead, they packed a few days in advance, going over lists constantly, bouncing new little things they’d forgotten to add off one another.

Nestled in her own little world was Carmilla. Her work was her focus, though she did pop over twice that week with breakfast to the Kelly household. Each time, Irene eyed her shrewdly, but they were never alone long enough to talk.

Allie fell out of contact for a few days. Finn didn’t know whether to feel relieved or not. As he’d predicted, though, she was settling in okay. Her job was stressful, but she thought it was doable once she learned the ins and outs of the video editing tools at her disposal.

And just like that, it was Thursday, and Finn came home to organized chaos.

The suitcases were already lined by the door, along with two carry-on bags so fat he was sure they’d have to be checked as luggage. When he said as much, Scott eyed Irene and she sighed. “All right, so maybe we’ll ship the clothes.”

“Or maybe we don’t need every outfit in the closet, honey,” Scott said. He turned to Finn, wincing. “When she sticks a knife in me for that one, tell the cops.”

Irene huffed and grabbed their bags. “Well fine, but you don’t get to whine if we step off the plane and it’s raining.”

“I will try my very best,” Scott said drolly. He wrapped an arm around Finn and guided him to the kitchen. “I took a spin around the grocery store. Freezer’s filled, there are tons of snacks in the cupboards, and I may or may not have forgotten to drink a six pack of beer in the fridge.” He glanced down his nose at his son. “But if I do forget it, I’d hope you wouldn’t be so dumb as to drive if you happened to sample some of them.”

“Thanks Dad. I won’t.”

“Good. The satellite and the bills should be all paid up through December, but keep an eye on the mail and make sure we’re not forgetting anything.”

They’d talked about this three times already. Finn did his best not to grin. “I will.”

“And stop grinning. I’m nervous about you, boy.”

That was touching. Finn squeezed his own arm around his dad’s shoulders. “Hey. I know how hard you worked for me when I was a kid. This is a once in a life thing for you and mom. I’m not going to screw this up. Well, unless I burn the house down or something.”

Scott groaned. “Great, that’s going to be my nightmare fuel on the plane.”

Finn laughed. “Seriously, Dad, thanks for trusting me.”

His dad glanced around the room, and said musingly, “Hell, as responsible as you are, you’ll probably leave the place in better shape than we did.”

Carmilla joined them an hour later. It was relatively early for dinner – only six-thirty or so, but Scott and Irene were leaving early in the morning and would have to head to bed soon. The lemon chicken piccata on brown rice was nothing short of divine, and light enough that it wouldn’t come back to haunt them on their flight.

“And I’m not sure if the vitamin C burns off or not when it’s cooking,” Carmilla said over one of the last forkfuls on her plate, “but it can’t hurt to have some before you fly. I always catch a cold when I don’t have an orange or something before I get on a plane.”

“Ooh, that’s smart thinking,” Irene said, nudging her husband. His mouth full, he grunted something agreeable.

When everyone was finished and the guys set about washing the dishes, as was the nightly ritual when Irene cooked, the two women stepped outside, glasses of wine in hand. Irene settled into a rocking bench, while Carmilla drew up a lawn chair and sat down, sighing contentedly.

“I never cook that for myself. I should more often.”

“It was fantastic,” Irene agreed. “Would you make sure he’s eating right?”

“Of course, Irene. I was thinking I’d make him a standing offer of dinner any night.”

“Don’t let us be any trouble to you.”

“Not at all. I usually cook enough for myself to have leftovers for lunch at work, so it’s not like I’d be going through any extra effort. Besides, I heard what happened between him and his ex-girlfriend. He could use some friendly company.”

Irene studied her, that shrewd, appraising look back on her face. “I’ve seen you look at him.”

“Sorry?” Carmilla asked, the wine sloshing in her glass as her hands trembled.

“It’s all right. He’s been looking at you, too.”

“I don’t…”

“It’s okay, Milla. I’m not angry.”

Studiously looking at her hands, Carmilla said quietly, “I… just noticed he’s grown into a handsome man. I didn’t mean to, I swear. I know he’s just nineteen and your son and… oh please don’t be mad.”

Setting aside her glass, Irene leaned forward. Her voice was barely above a whisper, but Carmilla could hear every word. “He’s not the worst boy in the world, Carmilla. And I’m fond of you. If you two were to, um… well… you’d have my blessing, that’s all. Just don’t hurt him.”

Carmilla blushed furiously. “Irene, I…”

“Maybe I’m reading it wrong. And maybe it won’t happen. But Finn is sweet, and intelligent, and as weird as it might be, he’s responsible. He’s hurt right now, and he might not see it, but I think the two of you would be very nice for each other.”

“Well, um…” Carmilla said. She contemplated her wine, drained it, and said, “I think I definitely need another glass. You?”

* * *

Finn drove his parents to the airport before the sun rose. There were tears from his mom, and his dad tried to convince him one last time weakly to come with them in a few weeks, but Finn was adamant he’d be great and have loads of fun on his own. Watching them go through security made him oddly feel like the parent himself, seeing the kids off to college or something.

After heading home for a couple hours of sleep, he rolled up to the paint site with two cardboard coffee carriers. His dad had inspired him, and all the guys appreciated it. They stood around bullshitting while they finished their drinks off, until it was just Barclay and Finn.

“Help me with the tape, will you?” Barclay asked.

“Sure.”

Together, they started masking off the areas they didn’t want to slather in primer or paint. As they worked, Barclay prodded him gently about college, about the city was living in, about life in general. Finn happily answered until his cell phone buzzed and he broke away to check his messages. T.K., wanting to hang out that night. Finn replied with a thumbs-up, and darted back to help his boss.

“Hey, Barclay,” Finn said. “About T.K.”

His boss visibly stiffened. “You still friends with him?”

“Why shouldn’t I be? Why? What happened?”

“Travis was smoking on the job,” Barclay said, his jaw clenched.

“What, a cigarette? I guess the fumes would stink up the place, huh?”

Barclay ripped off a strip of tape and shook his head. “Not a cigarette. Meth.”

“Wait, what? T.K.?”

Barclay fixed him with a sad stare. “People change, Finn. Especially if they feel trapped. I won’t tell you who your friends should be. You’re a smart guy. And a good one. But watch out around him.”

Finn didn’t know how to respond to that, so he silently got back to work, chewing on the side of his mouth. T.K. wasn’t into that shit. They’d smoked a little weed together in high school, but… no, not T.K.

Lost in thought, the hours flew by. He was alone in a pair of bedrooms, plastering a wall with primer when one of the other painters came in and reminded him it was time to go. His fugue lasted all the way back to his house.

Carmilla had just pulled in herself. Dressed in a pencil skirt and a red wrap top with ruched shoulders, she should have had his full attention, but she didn’t. When he ignored her hello, she strode over to his car as he stared at his phone, still lost in thought about T.K.

“Hey, Finn, you okay?”

He jumped and blinked away the fugue. “Oh hey, Carmilla. Yeah, good. Just…” He rubbed his eyes and shook his head. “Just a weird day.”

“Your parents? Something with Allie?”

“Parents headed out just fine. And no, nothing to do with Allie.” He tried to smile gently.

“Well, hey, I was going to fix some stuffed peppers later. Want to swing by?”

“Oh, sorry, I got a thing with T.K. tonight.”

“Oh,” Carmilla said.

“Maybe tomorrow night?” Finn brightened a little. “I’m not a great cook but I know how to make meatloaf and these baked potato halves. It’s not as good as your cooking but-”

“Sounds great,” Carmilla said. “Maybe we could make a date night out of it. Dinner, a little dancing.”

“A date, huh?” Finn asked, grinning. No way she’d meant that seriously.

Right?

“Well yeah! I’m single, you’re single, let’s go have some fun. Um, if you want to hang out with an oldie like me.”

Finn might have been oblivious at the start of their conversation, but now he was fully engaged, finally taking stock of how she was dressed. “My mom put you up to this, didn’t she?”

“She asked me to keep an eye out for you, but no, she didn’t ask me to put on a minidress and go get my sexy on with her hot son.”


Hot son?
 “Minidress?” Finn croaked. “Well, crap, now I’ve got to go.”

She laughed softly. “It’ll be fun. Should we say… seven for dinner, and we’ll figure out the rest of the night from there?”

“Yeah. Yeah, sounds good. See you then.”

Carmilla turned and headed for her house. Before she could crack open her front door, though, Finn ran and caught up to her. “Carmilla.”

“Yeah?”

He stroked the back of his neck, trying to think how to phrase what he needed to ask. “This isn’t a pity thing, right? Because that’d just be…”

Carmilla answered him by settling her hands on his shoulders and softly kissing his cheek. “I think we start as friends,” she murmured, her eyes searching his. “And we have a nice time.”

“And we see where things go from there.”

She nodded. “Good night, Finn. Have fun with your friend. Me, I’m going to go for a swim. It’s too bad you couldn’t join me. I’ve got this swimsuit that’s just… well, you’ll see it. Maybe.”

When Carmilla closed the door behind her, Finn muttered, “Holy shit.”

* * *

On the other side of the door, Carmilla leaned against the door, her eyes wide and her chest heaving like she’d just run a mile at a dead sprint. “Holy shit,” she muttered.

And like a shot, she was kicking off her shoes and racing through the house. Forget the swimming. She knew what she needed and she needed it now. In the bedside table’s drawer were a few toys – a couple of dildos and a bullet vibrator that had become her best friend over the last few years. This she dug out, nearly slamming it on the table in her haste. Her legs almost were tangled up in her skirt until Carmilla finally tugged it free with a yelp of victory. There was no bothering with the top. All she needed was easy access to her pussy, and she had that.

She wriggled loose of her cotton panties before she fell backwards onto the pile of pillows at the head of her bed, only taking a few seconds to prop herself up before she fumbled for the vibrator. There was no messing around with its lowest settings. That baby had twenty speeds, and she set it to the max.

Her clit was already needy, her lips full and ready to be touched. She stroked the vibrator along the down above her clit, mentally chiding herself to shave soon. The bullet vibrator slid down across her clit, and she closed her eyes.

So close already.

Finn’s finger, it was Finn’s finger, and it started to rub her so good. Her mind clamped onto the fantasy and he was leaning over her on the bed, one hand planted by Carmilla’s waist, the other playing at her slit. A good lover, he wasn’t trying to finger fuck her right away, oh no, he knew what her body needed. A steady pulse against her pearl, stroking swiftly and with just a little pressure.

Her back scrunched up and down as her muscles slowly starting dancing. “Oh God, Finn,” Carmilla murmured. “Please, right there, please…”

Her free hand slid up under her red top, and it was his hand, his light caresses against her belly, her sides, the barest little whispers against the cotton bra and her breasts. All the while his finger – the vibrator – stroked her good and hard and she pushed upwards, bucking at nothing, her voice dying as she went wordless, her pleasure overcoming her.

When she exploded, Carmilla shouted out, “Oh fuck, Finn!”

The vibrator fell away, still humming, and Carmilla’s thighs clamped against her hand as it played at her slick folds, stroking her pussy as it quivered. But despite the intense orgasm, she still felt unsated, and surprising herself, she kept going despite the little pool of desire under her staining the blanket.

Finn slipped a finger into her as he kissed her. His tongue danced with hers as he sank the digit further and further in, gently at first until he had a gauge of her sensitive flesh. With slow, assured strokes, he fingered her gently until she’d calmed down from her first orgasm, still high on the mountain. Then a second finger added to her pleasure. Just the penetration alone wasn’t enough to stimulate her to an orgasm, but Carmilla luxuriated in the feeling of her fingers exploring.

The hand under her top slipped out and joined in on the fun. She stroked her clit gently now, thinking about Flinn’s smile, about his easy-going eyes, about the hurts she could help him heal, about taking him under her, sliding down onto him gently until he filled her, until he was sucking at her tits, until he was staring at her eyes as she started to slide up and down, rolling her hips so he’d hit that perfect spot, making her whimper, making her moan, making her beg for it until he was standing and turning, his prick still inside her, and he took her, her legs wrapping around his waist, and he was crying her name and oh her fingers felt so good she was so close again already and-

“Finn!” she screamed again, hoarse, needing, wanting.

Carmilla’s fingers slipped out of her, and she sucked on them instinctively. It was a reaction to the best orgasms of her life. Something about the extra oral stimulation and the sheer dirtiness of it somehow calmed her down, centered her, and she sucked her finger like a lollipop until her eyes closed again and her breathing deepened.

There she slept, dead to the world, satisfied, dreaming in more ways than one.

* * *

Finn glanced up from the game, thinking he’d heard his name being called. But it must have been his imagination. Where the hell was T.K.? He went to go get a snack, but that’d been five minutes ago.

As if on cue, T.K. stomped down the hallway, the six-pack of beer under one arm while he jammed chips into his mouth. “Goddamn, I love your mom. Your house is stocked. I’m going back for some ice cream in a minute.”

They settled in to play more Gunstuff, the bag of chips disappearing pretty quick between them. It was like high school all over again - the guys zoned out, talking shit to one another, T.K. occasionally jumping on the mic and cussing out some teenager who got on his nerves. It was a good time, but during the tail end of one of the matches, Finn’s cell phone buzzed.

T.K. snatched it up before Finn could get to it. “Whozzit?” he asked around a mouthful of crumbs. He slapped away Finn’s hand when he tried to grab the phone. “Oh, shit, Allie?”

Finn muttered, “Give me the phone,” but T.K. ignored him as he swallowed.

“This is T.K. His best friend. So you’re the ho bag that broke his heart, huh, bitch?”

“Dude!” Finn shouted. “Stop!”

T.K. ignored that too. “Well, maybe he’s just too polite to tell you to eat a fuckin’ dick, because that’s exactly what you should do. Best dude I know, and you just shit all over him.” He pulled the phone away from his ear, glanced at it, and shrugged. “Hung up.”

T.K. tossed the phone, and Finn caught it one-handed. “What the fuck, man?”

“What? I’m looking out for you.”

Finn couldn’t remember being angrier. It just boiled up out of him. “This isn’t high school. I wasn’t pissed at her for dumping me. The shit wasn’t a surprise. She didn’t cheat on me. I knew what was coming, T.K!”

“Yeah, but still, she deserved it.” T.K. grabbed the bag of chips and upended it into his mouth, spilling crumbs everywhere. “Still hungry. You want some ice cream too or am I cool just eating it from the carton?”

“Were you smoking meth on a job with Barclay?”

The question hung out there, a fat, ugly unseen thing cackling between the two of them. T.K. didn’t finish chewing. He just spat the crumbs back into the bag, rolled it up like a burrito, and said quietly, “That’s what you think of me?”

“I don’t know what to think, man. I saw your place. The gigantic TV and all the games and shit.”

“I work three jobs, fucker. I earn my shit. Not all of us got to ride daddy’s paycheck to college.”

It was like a slap to the face. “You know I got scholarships and a loan. And you could’ve too.”

“And wind up some judgmental asshole with an ex he can’t let go of?” T.K. snorted and tossed aside the bag. “Yeah, no thanks. I’m out.”

“T.K…”

But his friend was already rushing towards the front door, his hands clenching and unclenching. It was only the next day when he was dipping a roller into a cream-colored paint that Finn realized T.K. had never answered his question.

* * *

For dinner together that Friday, Carmilla wore simple jeans and a tee shirt. She explained to Finn she’d get changed after they ate. He agreed distractedly, and tried to smile, but it was clear something was troubling him.


Allie
, she thought. Poor guy was hurting.

They ate at his house. The meatloaf was undercooked, so they had to put it in for another ten minutes. By that time, the corn on the cob he’d made was cold. At least the biscuits were good.

As Carmilla carved up the last few bites of her meatloaf, Finn picked over his, his eyes unfocused.

“It’s shit, isn’t it?” he asked her hollowly.

“No, it’s not bad.” She wiped at her lips with her napkin, thought about it, and shrugged. “The timing’s off. That just takes practice to get right. The meatloaf could use a little more egg and cracker mixture, but I like the seasonings. If you want, I’ll teach you some tricks over the summer and you’ll be a pro in no time.”

He didn’t respond to that, but resumed his thousand-mile stare. Carmilla stood up and leaned over to peck his cheek. “Hey, we’ll do this again another night. I don’t want to make things weird between us and it looks like you need time to think.”

“Time to think?” Finn asked, confused. Then it seemed to dawn on him. “Oh. Oh Carmilla, no, I’m sorry, you’ve been great. I don’t… I just…” Slowly he explained the fight with T.K. She sat back down and took one of his hands in hers, listening silently until he finished.

“That’s rough,” she sympathized.

He nodded. “I talked to another high school friend of ours, Steve.”

“Is that the one who I caught peeing in the bushes when you guys were over swimming?”

Finn laughed. “Yup, one and the same. He said T.K. hasn’t hung out with any of our old friends in a while. Nobody sees him around unless he’s delivering pizzas. I don’t know whether to be sad or angry or what.”

“It’s not always that easy,” Carmilla said. “It’s not just one emotion tied into this. You can feel all of them, all at once.”

“Oh, trust me, I am.”

Carefully, trying to betray nothing, Carmilla asked, “So what about Allie? Did you call her back?”

“I did. Left her a voicemail apologizing. I don’t know if she believes me or not. Might be better if she doesn’t.”

“What do you mean?”

“Maybe staying friends was stupid, especially so quickly after we broke up. Maybe it’d be easier on both of us if we stopped trying to mend fences altogether. But that doesn’t feel right to me, you know? I know things are over, but Allie’s sweet. She didn’t deserve that last night. And besides, I think it’s all bullshit anyways, that whole ‘exes can’t be friends thing.’ It’s complicated, sure, and it hurts, but I think you do your best to stay in contact with the good people in life. Allie never meant to hurt me and I feel like crap one of my friends hurt her.”

For that, Carmilla stood up, and quietly walked around behind him. She rubbed his shoulders, and leaned down to kiss his cheek. It wasn’t quite a chaste kiss, either – she held her lips to his skin far longer than was appropriate for two friends, and she felt him shiver under her touch. “You’re a good man, Finn.”

They cleared away the dishes, stored the leftovers, and Finn walked her to the front porch. “I’ll see you in, say, forty minutes?” he asked.

“Sounds good.”

As she started down the steps, he walked out and stopped her with a hand on her shoulder this time. She stood there, shivering under his touch, and his lips brushed the side of her neck. At that moment, she knew, finally, Finn wanted her too.

“Thank you,” he murmured to her, and headed back inside.

* * *

His lungs up and quit when Carmilla walked out of her bathroom, finally ready. It was about ten minutes past their agreed forty minutes, but every minute was worth it.

The green dress she wore ended just below her thighs, and he could only imagine how close it was to revealing her panties. Either she’d tied it on one side to reveal a little more flesh, or the dress had come that way, he wasn’t sure. A plunging neckline revealed her expansive cleavage, free from any bra he could see. There was no sign of her nipples through the fabric. Dazed, his mind tried to work that one out, but he was incapable of coherent thought.

Her hair had been teased to give it a little volume, and Carmilla touched up her makeup. A little soft peach blush accentuated her naturally warm skin. Her brown eyes popped with just a hint of liner, and she’d filled in her eyebrows to make them even more beautiful. Her soft lips were brushed with peach too, and he thought about gently biting them between his teeth.

“Carmilla, you look se…” Finn breathed, suddenly unsure if he should tell her she looked sexy or beautiful or something else. What was this they were doing?

“I look se?” Carmilla asked, her eyes lighting up with a little smile.

“Very se,” he agreed. Fuck it
, he thought. “Meant to say sexy, but I didn’t know if I should. You made my brain actually stop my tongue.”

“You don’t look so bad yourself,” she said, stepping closer. Her breasts jiggled slightly with every step and his struggle to keep his eyes on her face reached Herculean levels of effort.

Finn had settled on a simple, classy black oxford, gray jeans, and the nicest pair of shoes he owned – which admittedly were fairly scuffed sneakers with yellow accents.

“Sorry about the shoes,” he said. “I don’t go clubbing a whole lot.”

She leaned forward and gave him a quick kiss on the corner of his lips, her eyes asking a question and him unable to answer. “I like them. Good for dancing all night,” she said when she pulled away. For the first time he noticed the little diamond earrings and reached up instinctively to rub one between his fingers. She nuzzled his hand with the side of her head. “Mm. But we’re not going clubbing. I mean, there’s maybe two clubs in the city and I don’t know about you, but I’m not paying two digits for a glass of wine.”

“About that. I can’t drink, so…”

“So you’ll make an excellent designated driver for me. But if you take advantage of me, you’ll have to tell me the juicy details in the morning,” Carmilla said, giving him a wink.

“Oh Jesus,” he whispered, and she laughed as she led him to the door in her leather flats.

* * *

With a little research, Carmilla found a bar with a live cover band. Perfect for what she wanted – just a good night of fun, dancing away to great songs with a nice guy.

The Palace Bar practically shook from honkytonk rock, and Carmilla led Finn inside by the hand, his eyes already locked on the seductive sway of her ass as she bobbed to the music. A huge, sleepy-looking bouncer waiting inside rubbed his fingers together, and Finn paid him a grand total of ten dollars since Carmilla didn’t have anywhere to stash her purse.

Ten dollars for what would be one of the most remarkable nights of his life. That was a steal.

The place was divided into three separate areas. First, the blue-lit bar, with three women working through the customers lined up at the trough. Second, a line of pool tables and an old squawking arcade cabinet. Third, the criminally underused dance floor and performing area, where a band dressed like rockabillies poured their heart and soul for about eight people dancing away.

“Do you want a drink first?” Finn shouted, but Carmilla was already pulling him towards the dance floor, turning and grinning slyly. That was the image from that night that stuck with him the longest. Oh sure, Finn would remember every detail of what she wore, the way her body moved, the softness of her lotion and the sharper, sexier tang of her perfume, the soft skin he’d get to touch, hold, sway with, move with. But that smile? That smile took up residence in his mind and never left.

Finn was terrible on the dance floor. Godawful. He made the white guy shuffle look as complicated as a tango. But like with all women who truly love to dance, her man was an accessory, a fashion item. Her heart strode to the beat, her mind loosened to the strings of the guitars, her soul blazed to the base. Carmilla didn’t just dance. She owned that little corner of the world, made it hers. She swayed, she waved, she slid, she bounced, she flailed, she writhed. She was beautiful and sexy and she cared nothing about every eye trained on her as she moved.

Three minutes in, a man in a cowboy hat and boots tried to guide her away from Finn, but instinctively, without knowing why, Finn took her hand and shook his head at the guy, grinning a little. In response, Carmilla twirled around the young man, her fingers dancing up and down his body as she stared at the cowboy, her eyes twinkling as she challenged him without a word. Other men tried throughout the night, but the two of them had eyes only for each other, and Finn staked his claim early and often, always with a smile, always disarming trouble before it turned into something else, but always firm, too.

His confidence, his strength, it made Carmilla hot. He was protecting her – them, really. Definitely a big check mark in her “Must Have” list in a guy, and when the band switched up to something sexy and fast, she took his hands and twirled so her back was to him. Slowly she ground against his groin, glancing back over her shoulder as she did, grinning. His hands wrapped around her instinctively, and he let her lead, swaying as the fabric of her dress slid across his jeans.

She had to be careful. The dress was so short she was probably already flashing someone on the down strokes, but the evidence of Finn’s attraction to her cut off any rational thought. He was getting hard, and fast. Although it was a little hard to tell under the jeans, he felt thick, too and she shivered against him.

His hands roamed across her stomach, playing against the dress as she kept her head turned, moaning softly. He couldn’t hear her, not with the rock, but he saw her lips part and kissed her, his mouth pressing hard to hers, his hot breath filling her as her ass flexed against his hard prick. Definitely thick, so thick. She groaned her need into his lungs, and he pulled her tighter to him, his cock sliding against her ass rhythmically and slowly. To anyone looking, they were probably a little lewd, but Finn stopped short of dry humping her right there on the dance floor.

Barely.

When the song ended and the band announced a quick break, Carmilla spun around, glancing downwards as Finn blushed.

“That was hot,” he whispered.

“Yeah it was,” she said, leaning her forehead against his and smiling. “Too much?”

“Fuck no.”

“Good, because we’re doing this for hoooours.”

He groaned and slipped his hands around her back, dangerously close to her ass. “You might actually kill me, Carmilla.”

“Mm, but what a way to go, right?”

They finally made their way to the bar, where she ordered a glass of red wine and he bought a cranberry juice on ice. A few of the women around them glared while the other half whispered excitedly to each other and pointed. “I think we’re famous,” Carmilla said.

“You kidding me? As sexy as you are, you could be on magazine covers.” Carmilla stared at him, smiling a little. “What?”

Just thinking of how much of an idiot your ex is, and how much I love her for it.

“Nothing.”

They danced until the band called it quits near midnight. Carmilla made it her unspoken mission to see if she could make him lose control on the dance floor without anyone realizing she’d made him come, but sadly, her mission wasn’t a success. Still, judging from the never-ending bulge in his pants, Finn would be suffering from a massively painful case of the blue balls the next day.

Pity she couldn’t help him out.

* * *

Carmilla was drunk by the evening’s end, but not loaded. The evening had chilled, but both of them were too flushed and warm from the dancing to notice. At the car, she stopped and said, “Finn, I’m a bit old-fashioned in a sense. I like my gentlemen friends to open my door for me.”

Surprised, he hurried ahead of her and escorted her into the passenger’s seat. As she turned in the chair to face forward, her dress rode up, revealing more of her creamy thighs. Carmilla caught him looking and smiled before she tugged the fabric back into place.

The drive home was excruciating. Carmilla didn’t speak, but she wiggled around at every stop, intentionally letting the dress get higher and higher before she would scoot back up and fix her garment. Her eyes never left him, taunting Finn, teasing him. At the last red light before they turned onto their residential street, her hand dipped down and ran along her hemline, stopping for just a moment at about where her panties would be… then her fingers disappeared.

If she was playing with herself, Finn couldn’t see it. It was too dark. But just the thought after a night of teasing was nearly enough to set him off. “Are we doing this?” he asked her finally.

“Doing what, Finn?” Carmilla asked innocently, her hands returning to her lap when the light turned green.

“I mean… um… this.”

She unbuckled and leaned over. The tip of her tongue slid gently along his jawline, tracing a line of warmth up to his ear before she whispered, “You only get a kiss on the first date.”

“I’ll take it,” he croaked.

A few minutes later they pulled up into her driveway. She waited patiently for him until he opened her door. “You’re supposed to offer me your hand,” she said, feigning being mildly put out.

“Oh, will you ever forgive me?” Finn asked, reaching for her hand with his.

She let him guide her out of the car and giggled. “Oh Finn, this was fun.”

“It really was. Thank you, Carmilla. I was so in my head tonight and-”

“Shhh,” she whispered to him. Their hands were still linked and she looked down at them. “I… want us to have fun this summer. But that doesn’t mean I want things to move fast.”

“Okay. Whatever you need.” He leaned in and kissed her, his free hand cupping the side of her neck, his thumb stroking her jaw. It was a good kiss, maybe one of the top ten of her life. She melted a little into him, sighing when his lips parted from hers. “But I do want you.”

She nodded. “We’ll need to talk. About Allie and you. And us and… well, so much stuff.”

“I know.”

“Kiss me again.”

He did, and she had a very hard time not taking him by the hand and leading him across the sidewalk to her house, through her living room, to her bedroom. She wanted him, and she wanted him right now. But there had to be boundaries, and she still wasn’t sure what damage was affecting his mind right then.

“Good night,” Finn whispered.


Take me
, her mind said.

“Good night.”

* * *

When Finn woke, he blearily wondered if the previous night had really happened, but the aching in his balls was pretty significant proof.

“What the fuck?” he breathed. Never in a million years would Finn have imagined a night where his sexy neighbor not only dragged him out dancing, but basically dry fucked him on the dance floor – followed up by a tease in the car. It was a night for the record books, and it was just the start of his summer.

Other primal needs forced him out of bed, and when he’d finished his morning business, he stared at himself in the mirror and asked it again. “What the fuck?”

His cell phone buzzed in his bedroom. Yawning and scratching his back, he stumped back in there, grabbing it off the nightstand and collapsing face first into the bed before answering.

“That was crazy fun last night, Carmilla.”

“Carmilla?” Allie asked, somewhere between amused and annoyed.

Shit. Finn flopped over on his back as he winced. “Sorry, sorry. My neighbor took me out dancing last night.”

“Your neighbor?”

“Mm hm.” He closed his eyes. “What’s up? How’s California?”

“No, no no no. You’re not dodging the question that easy. Talk.”

“Wait, are you jealous?”

“What? No. Well… yeah, maybe a little. Is she… cute?”

Finn didn’t see any reason not to lie. “Beautiful. Red hair, tall, leggy. She’s got this face, it’s almost like a model’s. Full cheeks, kinda narrows down to her chin.”

“Well… shit,” Allie said, and sniffled.

He sat up. “Wait, you really are jealous.”

“We just broke up. I thought you’d maybe take a few weeks to… you know. Or months, maybe.”

“Al, what the hell? You know us breaking up hurt me. But you’re the one that told me I should move on and have fun. You’ve been telling me that for, what, at least a month and a half.”

“Yeah but it’s still, you know, tough!”

He rubbed his eyes in disbelief. “I don’t know what to tell you, Allie. She’s fun to be around. Sophisticated in a way.”

“I was sophisticated. I taught you how good you can look, how to treat women.”

He sighed. “And I appreciate that. Look, where’s this going? You knew we were going to see other people. I’m sorry I’m having fun with someone? Is that what you want to hear?”

“You don’t have to be an asshole about it!”

The phone went dead. Finn gripped it in one hand, tight enough to almost crack the casing, and tried not to throw it against a wall. With the weekend off, he had hoped to sleep in, especially after the late night, but now it seemed that wasn’t going to happen.

His phone buzzed again, this time with a Skype notification. That was odd. His parents should have been asleep. He slipped off the bed and headed for the computer in his mom’s office, stopping only to grab a robe. In a few minutes he was talking to his mom.

“Hey, Mom! Everything okay?”

“Did we wake you up?” Irene asked.

“No, I was talking with Allie a minute or two ago. You’re good.”

“Oh, good. We’ve got a weird question for you. Could you look in the bathroom cabinet upstairs and see if your dad left behind a bottle of muscle relaxants? We meant to grab them the morning we left, but I have the darnedest feeling we left them there.”

“Sure! Just a second.”

Finn headed back upstairs and for the bathroom. The mirrored medicine cabinet door was slightly ajar, but there were no pills inside. He ventured back downstairs and crashed out in the chair again. “Nope, don’t see them. Need me to call his doctor or anything?”

“No, no, that’s all right. Nothing a hot shower and a heating pad won’t help. Just wonder what the heck we did with them, that’s all.” Irene sighed. “Well, how are things there?”

They settled into an easy conversation about his job. He avoided any talk about T.K. or Carmilla, unsure what she’d say about either of them. Scott came on the headset for a little while, and Finn reassured him the house wasn’t a smoking pile of rubble – yet.

They ended the call soon after it started, and Finn decided to go for a run. It was still too early to go swimming at Carmilla’s and she was probably still sleeping anyways. After changing into a pair of shorts and a tank top, he headed out the door,

Track had always been one of his favorite sports in high school, mostly because Finn was, at best, mediocre at it and competed mostly to improve his own times. There was no pressure on his shoulders to carry the team, like with basketball or baseball, the other two sports he played regularly. In track, it was just him, the run, and his own thoughts.

Now, a year out, Finn kept up the running aspect for the exercise and his own pleasure. The city’s Summer Fest charity 10k run would be coming up in a month or so, and he thought it’d be fun to enter. Not that he stood a chance of winning, but still, it was a fun idea.

His mind drifted as his feet hit the pavement. He thought about T.K.’s anger, about the meth. Barclay had no reason to lie but T.K. was one of his oldest friends and he wouldn’t do that shit, not him. Maybe Barclay hadn’t seen what he thought he did. A mistake. Yeah, that could be it. He played with the idea for a mile. More than a few people waved to him, either out for walks or drives of their own, and he waved back. It was the sort of city where everybody knew everybody for a dozen blocks, and Finn had been well-liked by most everybody back in high school.

Allie. Goddamn it, but how was he supposed to deal with that? He still wanted to be friends, but not if she was going to try to control his life from California. Just as soon as he started to feel like he was pulling up out of his funk, she had to go and blame him for having fun? Hadn’t he been supportive and friendly and endured the chipper, distracted phone calls from her?

He stopped at a convenience store for a bottle of water, chugged a third of it down, and decided to head back. No point in running angry. All he’d do is hurt himself. Instead, his focus shifted to Carmilla, to the way she’d moved last night, to the time afterwards.

I want us to have fun this summer.

Some switch had been flicked on between the two of them yesterday, and Finn loved it. She’d been so sexy on the dance floor. Flowing, rhythmic, primal. If he’d tried to, if he’d pushed it, would she have slept with him? He wondered. But she’d said he would get just a kiss, and that had to be enough. He wasn’t going to try to make Carmilla do anything she didn’t want to do, but oh Lord, he hoped there was lots more nights like that one to come.

He had plans to stop by and ask her to breakfast, but one of their neighbors, Nelly Burns, caught his attention when she hauled a big suitcase out her front door. On rollers, it should have been easy for her to move, but she fought it, scraping the luggage along the concrete and muttering under her breath.

His pace slowed and he headed in her direction. Nelly was maybe fifty-five, sixty, and though she was still in great shape, she was just a tiny mouse of a woman. “Can I help you with that?”

Nelly turned and her frustrated grimace swapped places with a big smile. “Oh, hey Finn! Heard you were home.” She wiped a few beads of sweat from her forehead and stood upright, a hand at her back. “If you don’t mind, that would be great. It’s heavy.”

“Not a problem.”

He helped her lift the suitcase into the back end of her crossover, and they chatted for a bit about college and the neighborhood. At one point, he glanced over at Carmilla’s house, kitty-corner across the street to Nelly’s. An all-too-familiar redhead peeked out of her living room window and waved tentatively. He waved back, grinning, and not noticing when Nelly said something else.

“Finn?” she asked, amused.

“Huh?” He turned his attention back to her.

“I was just asking how your parents were doing in Hong Kong.”

“Loving it. Good. Yeah.”

Nelly’s eyes crinkled with a knowing smile. “Well, we’ll have to catch up more later. I’ll leave you to… whatever you have planned this morning.”

“Sure, yeah. See you, Nelly,” he said, his gaze already drifting back towards Carmilla’s.

The last few hundred yards, he settled on a fast walk, not wanting to appear too desperate, too needy. He knocked at Carmilla’s door, and she called, “It’s open!”

Her living room always was always stylish. Two thin-armed couches with plush cushions took up an L shape before her picture windows. Before them was a thick, square wooden coffee table, topped with an etched pattern. Artwork spotted her walls, mostly dominated by a trio of abstracts depicting what he thought were rain-dotted flowers. She’d been a bit of a gamer back in the day, and a few older consoles were hooked up to a small TV on an end table. A few bookshelves held a loose assortment of movies, books, and little keepsakes from vacations and business trips. Carmilla had a fondness for statuettes and figurines of various cultures and beliefs, but his favorite was a can of fog she’d picked up from San Francisco on a lark.

She came out of the bathroom, tying her hair behind her head with a scrunchy. Dressed down in sweats and sans makeup, she was still strikingly pretty but it was clear she’d just gotten started with her day.

“How are you feeling?” Finn asked, grinning.

“I’m good.” She stood a few feet away, hands jammed in her sweatshirt’s pockets. Finn strode to her, leaning in for a kiss, but she pulled back, looking down at the ground. “Finn…”

“Hey. What is it?”

“We need to talk.” She sniffed and rubbed at her eyes. “Can I get you some coffee or something?”

“Tell me what’s wrong.”

Carmilla gestured at one of the couches and they both sat, her on the edge, him collapsing deep into its comforting plushness. His heart thumped in his chest. Oh no. What’d he do? How’d he screw this up too?

“I feel like I maybe took advantage of you a little bit last night.”

“Why?” he asked, his hands playing, wanting to reach out for hers.

“Because I know you’re still hurting from Allie. I shouldn’t have been so… um…”

“Sexy? Beautiful?” Finn laughed. “Carmilla, I’m going to remember last night for the rest of my life.”

“But it’s not right, Finn. I should’ve given you time to heal, but the way we just moved together, I… got carried away.”

“Carmilla… you know I’ve had a crush on you for a while now, right?”

She nodded, not quite looking at him.

“Well, I’m not a kid anymore. I know what I want and it’s not like I’m innocent here either. I loved it last night. That made me feel about a thousand times better. I woke up this morning grinning. It’s not just the fact that you’re so good-looking. It’s the most fun I’ve had out with someone in… well… forever. I loved watching you let go. It was just what I needed.”

“Really?” she asked hoarsely.

“Really.”

“Finn, I don’t know how this works out. We know each other too well for this to be just a summer fling. There are repercussions here, real ones. And you’ve got three more years of college and I’ve got my job and my home here. Someone just left you because they wouldn’t sacrifice their personal life, and I gotta tell you right now, I don’t want to change things. I love this house, I love my job here, I love this city.”

“I know,” he said quietly. “But we have three months. And it’s not like we’re never going to see each other after that. I can fly home for Thanksgiving, and I’ll definitely be home for Christmas.”

“We’re talking like we’re already in a relationship,” she said, sniffing.

“I’d like to be,” he said bluntly. “But if that’s not what you want…”

“I don’t know,” she said truthfully. “I want… I think… I want us to go on a few dates. Figure this out. If we’re even going to work, that is.”

“So relationship adjacent,” Finn said.

She laughed and rubbed her eyes with her sleeves. “Yeah. Relationship adjacent.”

“Well, Carmilla, are you doing anything tonight? There’s going to be a little rainstorm. I was thinking maybe I’d get together with this beautiful woman next door and maybe watch a movie or something?”

“That sounds great,” she admitted. “We could fire up my barbeque and snuggle up on the couch.”

Finn reached out and took her hand. “Hey. Whatever happens, I’m glad we’re trying this.”

Her smile would’ve warmed even the coldest heart. “Me too.”

* * *

Whereas his meatloaf needed work, Finn took to Carmilla’s instructions on the grill and produced four well-grilled chicken and steak shish kabobs. They ate under the cover of her patio, listening to the patter of the rain on the concrete.

“I love the rain,” Carmilla murmured, carving up a slice of watermelon into little bites.

“Yeah?”

“When there’s no wind, there’s a rhythm to it. It’s like a massage for the mind. And everything looks fresh in the rain. All the colors are a little brighter for a while.”

“Hm,” he said, swallowing a bite of onion. “Guess I never thought of it like that. I miss the real weather here.”

“What do you mean?”

“We had about two weeks of winter down at college. I’m exaggerating, but not by much. The fall was nice, but the spring was a mess. It was always either raining to the point where it would wash out the roads, or it was nearly a hundred degrees nonstop for days. There was never really anything in between.”

“Ugh,” Carmilla said, wrinkling her nose. “I like some rain, but not a lot like that. And the heat, well, redhead and all.”

He grinned. “I’ve seen you tan.”

“Yeah, and let me tell you, it’s like cooking chicken, you get it wrong just a little bit, and I’m all dried up and burned.”

He laughed. They talked some more about little things, only picking at the food now. She asked him about his college and his classes – he’d taken mostly his compulsory 101 classes. It was a bit boring, he confessed, but he hadn’t made up his mind about a major until the last month or so of his freshman year.

“Oh, what’d you pick?” Carmilla asked. They’d slid the leftovers out of the way and she held his hands absently, her thumbs stroking his wrists.

“It’s the least manly thing I could possibly say.”

“Well, now I have to know.”

“Accounting. I think it’s always going to be in demand, and I’m pretty good with numbers. I know, I should make you swoon by saying a poetry major or something.”

“Hey, that’s smart,” Carmilla said. “You’re thinking long-term, and that’s attractive.”

“Really?”

“Really. I mean, if you read poetry too, these panties would be on the floor, but my vagina respects the hell out of your decision.”

He laughed. They rose up soon after to clear away the leftovers – Carmilla wanted to make a soup out of the two extra kabobs, which sounded pretty good to him – and together they loaded the dishwasher.

As she dug in her cupboard for a bag of popcorn for the movie night, Finn couldn’t help but stare at her shorts. They weren’t particularly skimpy or anything, but he loved the shape of her tiny ass, and decided to show his appreciation. Quietly he snuck up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. She nuzzled back against him, a deep “mmm” rising in her throat, and he kissed the side of her neck.

“I loved when you did that yesterday,” Carmilla murmured.

“Yeah?”

“Mm hm.”

He kissed the other side of her neck, resting his lips against her warm flesh for a long moment before finally retreating. “Couldn’t resist.”

While she prepared the popcorn, Finn ducked into the living room and started searching for a movie. “You sure you want me to pick?” he called into the kitchen.

“Absolutely. Step one in the relationship getting-to-know-you phase? Find out what movies they claim they like, then figure out what ones they actually do like.”

He laughed and settled on an old favorite stylish action movie. The on-wire fighting seemed a bit silly now, but Finn loved the pulpy comic-book feel to the rest of the film. And after Carmilla’s comment, he was bound and determined to pick something he truly did like.

She popped her head around the corner and glanced at what he’d picked. “Oooh, ballsy date move. No real romance, no comedy, no scares to make me jump in your lap.”

“If you want to watch something else?”

“Pbbbbft. Mason Jacobi’s sexy as hell and I’ve only seen bits and pieces of that one. Start it up.”

He did, and she joined him during the opening credits with a bowl of popcorn and a big throw. At first, they were adorably awkward together on the couch. Carmilla started off seated next to him, the bowl of popcorn creating a tiny wedge between them for the first twenty minutes. The only contact between them were little smiles and occasional brushes of their fingers when they reached for the popcorn at the same time.

Finally Carmilla had enough and paused the movie. “This isn’t going to work,” she mused.

“Huh?” Finn asked.

She shifted the bowl of popcorn to the table, and ordered him against a corner of the couch. He packed two pillows behind his back and sat with one leg up on the couch and the other on the floor. Carmilla scooted between his legs, seated with her back to him. It wouldn’t have worked on a narrower couch, but hers were wide and deep. With a contented sigh, she threw the blanket around them both and leaned forward to grab the popcorn again.

“Much better,” she sighed.

Murmuring into her ear, Finn said, “I agree.”

She grabbed her cell off the table, flicked on the camera, and grabbed a picture of them like that, then a second when he kissed the top of her head. As the movie continued, his hands wrapped around her waist, the popcorn forgotten about by Finn. Her softness, the warmth of her, they mellowed him, and he focused less and less on the movie and more on her. The strawberry soapy scent of her lotion. The hair not quite in his face, but so close he could send wisps of hair astray with a soft breath in the right direction. Best of all was just the feel of her. Sure, he’d felt plenty of her dancing, but that had been frenetic and visceral. This was cozy and exploratory. Every inch he could feel of her waist and upper thighs was a delight, a new land to be discovered.

His hardness was a gradual thing, brought on by soft whispers of stimulation rather than anything overly sexual. She felt it press against her bottom and wiggled against it now and then, still studying the TV carefully as though this were the most engrossing movie of all time. Not wanting to be ignored, his fingers caressed her stomach. He kept his motions slow, deliberate, harmless, but as the minutes passed, Finn started letting his fingers make wider and wider gyres. By the last third of the movie, he’d almost reached Carmilla’s breasts, his breathing coming short and faster now as he instinctually starting rubbing his cock against her shorts-clad backside.

A lot of fabric separated the two of them. Too much so. He wanted to help her out of her shirt, but when he slipped his fingers under the hem, Carmilla finally stopped him, her hands pressing against his. She turned her head to murmur, “Over the clothes only tonight, baby.” When he groaned softly, she smiled and brought one of his hands up to kiss it.

Over the clothes left a lot of wiggle room, though, and Finn was determined to lawyer the shit out of what was acceptable until she told him no. His hands continued their loops around her stomach until he finally worked up the boldness to trail his fingers under the fullness of her breasts. She gasped, and for a split second, Finn was sure that was it, she’d tell him to go or something. But Carmilla surprised him by rubbing her ass back against his dick, just a little wiggling, but enough to let him know he was okay to continue.

He was nakedly feeling up his hot neighbor’s tits. Holy shit.

They were magnificent breasts, as full as they always looked, and exploring them took time, especially at the slow rate he was going. He buried his nose in her hair, breathing sharply, and doodled little words across the stretched fabric, not quite brushing her nipples but definitely teasing them.

“Mm,” she murmured, eyes locked on a fight scene between the hero and three henchmen.

He didn’t say anything, but moved his hands to her shoulders. Everything Allie taught him about massages came in handy at that moment – start soft, but don’t be afraid after a few minutes to go deep and work with the thumbs.

“That’s nice,” she said, her wiggling stopping long enough to enjoy the pleasure of the moment.

Still Finn said nothing, promising her silently he’d give her a full massage and soon, with no offending clothes in the way to stop him. He brushed aside her hair, rubbing her neck gently now, and she caught one of his hands and brought it to her lips. For a moment she just rubbed the length of it along her mouth until without warning she sucked two of his fingers into her mouth. The sudden warmth and wetness shocked him, and he thrust into her ass instinctively. The hand on her neck slipped away, and came back to openly palm her breast.

“Mmmm,” she said around his digits, then sucked hard on them, her teeth grazing and nipping.

The hand on her breast fell lower, back along the expanse of her belly and across her hip. Again Finn thought Carmilla would stop him, but now she was grinding against his dick in earnest, long, slow strokes that left him excruciatingly hard. He roamed across her thigh, letting his fingers trace the hem of her shorts before he slid his fingers up to the vee, and the promise of what lay underneath almost made him break the rules for the night. He wanted to slide the shorts down and play with her clit until he’d made her come on his fingers, but he settled instead with feeling out her pussy lips, defined ever so softly against the straining fabric of her shorts.

“Yesss,” she whispered. “Wanted this ever since you came home.”

“I’m yours,” Finn said into her ear, and nipped her earlobe. They were the only words he’d spoken the whole time. Carmilla gasped as his fingers brushed her hard little clit through the fabric of her shorts. He didn’t need to be told that was the spot, and idly, slowly, he began to stroke her slit, taking his time at her hood, kissing her neck with every press.

She released his fingers from her mouth and guided his hand back to her breast. “S-sensitive here,” she whispered, and he caught the slightest crimson of a flush on her neck

But he obliged, feeling for her nipple through the shirt and the bra underneath, finally finding its hard point and rubbing it gently between two fingers as he stroked her pussy. Her ass worked harder and harder against his stiff prick.

“Don’t stop,” she whispered. “Please, I’m close.”

He kissed her neck, trailed it with his lips, kissed her shoulder. When he reached her clit, this time he didn’t let up, and started tweaking her nipple harder. Carmilla bounced now, squirming, trying to hump his hand with her hips.

“Finn, oh Finn, I’m going to come, please-”

He was too in a few minutes, but his own pleasure was forgotten in the midst of giving his dream woman hers. She bucked against him, rose up, settled herself on his lap, openly dry humping his cock as his fingers stroked her clit through the shorts, strumming it, and she wailed wordlessly, shuddering, gasping, coming for him, coming so hard she finally screamed, “Finn!”

The orgasm sent her back writhing like a snake and she clipped his jaw with the back of her head. He didn’t mind, so obsessed was he over her orgasm. Carmila. He’d just dry fucked Carmilla into a screaming, bucking orgasm. Holy fuck.

She came down, still grinding at his crotch, still making little soft cries. “F-finn… so good, I can’t believe… needed you so much… oh God.”

When Carmilla could move again, she shot upwards on shaky legs and spun around, falling to her knees in front of him. Her hands found the waistband of his own shorts and she fumbled at the button and the zipper.

“Over the clothes?” he asked her, grinning down at the sexy, flushed redhead trying to pull free his cock.

“For you, baby. Not me.”

He lifted his hips upward so she could slide the shorts down. Confined by his boxers, his prick stood tall and angry, and soon she had those down too, taking in his girth with a lick of her lips.

Finn’s length was just a little over average, but the real delight to Allie and the other women he’d dated had been his thickness. Carmilla swallowed and said quietly, “That’s… very nice.”

His cock bobbed as if in agreement, and she grasped it with one hand. His tip was already smeared with precum, and she worked it with her thumbs, staring at his head as it throbbed. One hand rose to her mouth, and she spat into it a few times, building up a good lube. Slowly that hand went back to his cockhead, and she began to stroke him slowly, assuredly.

“Oh Jesus, Carmilla,” he moaned. “Wanted this for so long.”

“I know, baby. I’m yours now.”

“Most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

“Mmm,” she moaned, her free hand sliding down to cup one of his balls. “You wouldn’t believe how much I want this in me.”

She stroked him faster now, her fingers rolling up and down his whole length. Already near the edge from their earlier play, it was everything Finn could do to make it last. Her soft, pretty eyes stared up at his face, loving him with her gaze, her fingers making a “squick squick squick” sound with every jerk.

The tickling on his balls was pleasant, but what really drove him crazy was when her thrusts started focusing on the first half of his prick. Every time, his cock surged forward a bit, instinctively trying to find its way to her parted full lips.

“Are you going to come for me, Finn?” Carmilla murmured. “Are you going to give me this nice, big load? I should have done this after the club. You were probably hurting so bad. And me, with my stupid rules. I want to be naughty, Finn. I want you to fuck me with this fat dick. I want to wrap my legs around you and let you drill my little pussy.”

“Oh fuck, Carmilla,” he gasped.

“Don’t waste this on your belly. I want it on me. On my face, in my hair. I want to look like your dirty little slut, Finn. But only your slut. I don’t want anybody else.”

“Me… either,” he moaned, his head flopping back and staring at the ceiling.

“Good. Because I’m the only woman you’ll ever need. Anything you want from me, Finn, other than another woman. You play by my rules, I’ll jerk you off.”

She kissed the head of his cock, and Finn sucked in a breath, his chin coming down hard against his chest to watch, to hope. But she smiled and pulled her lips away again, stroking him faster and faster. So close now.

“I’ll suck you off.”

“Carmilla, gonna come…” he panted.

“I’ll let you fuck me. Any way you want to.”

“Ohhh shit!”

His cock trembled, and he was firing, firing, firing. With a coo of delight, Carmilla leaned in closer, letting the blasts of come hit her chin, her lips, her cheeks, her forehead. By the time he was finished, she was dripping, grinning up naughtily at him. One of her fingers slipped up and through one of the biggest shots on her cheek, and she sucked it into her mouth.

“Yum.”

While he took control of his breath again, Carmilla ducked into the bathroom for a wet washcloth. She took care of her face first, and came out to kneel again before Finn. Slowly, adoringly, she cleaned him off too, and ended the night’s fun with another kiss to the tip of his cock.

“I’m going to love sucking that thing,” she said to him, and he groaned. She stood up and headed for the washroom to toss the rag into the laundry pile. When Carmilla returned, she smiled at the TV. “Oh. Looks like the movie’s over. Damn.”

* * *

The next week found the couple happily frustrated.

A hike up to bluffs they both liked was soiled somewhat by the sheer number of people bringing their school-freed children up to nature for the first time that year. A few stolen kisses were all they could manage on the trail, and by the time they’d finished the long, winding hike back to their car, both of them were so exhausted all they could manage that night was leftovers and a cuddle session until Carmilla fell asleep in his arms on the couch. That was a nice night regardless, and Finn left her covered with the same light throw from the movie night, her head propped up on a pillow he slid under her. She looked so beautiful in that moment, her tangle of red hair spilling across her face, he had to take a picture.

The next few days, work snagged them both in unpleasant ways. Carmilla wound up working three nearly twelve-hour shifts. With new corporate clients signing up, her company didn’t trust anyone but the best setting up their new network systems.

“At least I’m earning double pay,” she grumbled to Finn when he brought her a simple dinner of spaghetti and meatballs one evening. They ate together at her desk, drawing some irritated mumbles from the other tech support who couldn’t have guests enter into the main office area, but Carmilla knew her worth and dinner with her new gentleman friend was a part of that. Before he left, he kissed her hungrily and told her one day they’d find a way to do something more in that office. The thought left her with little thrills of pleasure, and she rubbed herself to a quiet, teeth-gritting orgasm on the line with the client, asking him to hold frequently so she didn’t shout her pleasure into the phone.

The next night it was his turn to apologize. One of Barclay’s seasonal hires up and quit days into a job, and just at the wrong time. A deadline was approaching on getting the first coat done, and Finn helped Barclay cover the shift. Every guy on the team stopped when Carmilla showed up, dressed to the nines in a tight ruby red skirt and a black top that hugged her delicious breasts and petite waist. In her hands was a reciprocatory meal, but whatever she brought him to eat was lost in Finn’s memory. Instead, what stuck was the jaw-dropping kiss she laid on him in front of all the other guys, her hands coming around to squeeze his ass as she practically plunged her tongue down his throat.

After the kiss, she murmured into his ear, “Maybe later you can paint me. Oh, and good luck walking around without a hardon.” Grinning like the devil she was, she turned away and winked at the rest of the guys.

When Carmilla left, Barclay approached Finn, his eyes huge. “Son, the next time I tell you to stick around and work some overtime when you’ve got someone like that waiting for you, you tell me to happily piss off.”

The next night, Finn was dragged out by a trio of high school friends to his weak protests. Carmilla tagged along for a while, but when the beer was brought out, she felt uncomfortable about being around underaged drinkers. She told Finn to have fun, and plagued him with pictures the whole night of her in her bathrobe, exposing bits of cleavage, her thighs, her lips. It was nothing too dirty, but it kept him distracted and at half-hardness the whole night, much to the teasing of his friends.

Friday was a stunningly beautiful day, and when he got off work, Finn was thrilled to get home and grab a swim. Surprisingly, Carmilla’s car was in her driveway too. Perfect. Maybe he could convince her to a dip with him.

As it turned out, she already had that idea in mind.

* * *

Carmilla came up with the plan at noon when Finn texted her and told her he was looking forward to enjoying her pool that night. With plenty of paid time off to burn, she took off from work an hour early. First came a quick shave and trim of her pubic and leg hair. The blade so near her folds turned her on, as it always did, and she wondered if Finn knew how to do this to a woman. If he didn’t, she’d have to teach him sometime.

Then came the bathing suit. A long internal debate took up most the time she had left about which one to choose between the blue bunny-tied one she’d worn his first day back, or the skimpier strappy yellow bikini with the barely-there bottoms. How much did she want him to see that night? How far did she want to let things go?

A car pulled up close by. Finn, arriving home. She had just minutes to set up the tableau. Licking her lips, she chose…

* * *

Finn came through the gate already working up the bottom of his tank top. Carmilla hadn’t responded to his texts, so he figured she might be in the shower or working on a project from home. No biggie. He’d get in his swim and maybe grab a shower before he came back to see if she wanted to grab dinner or go out to a movie or someth-

His thoughts froze when he came around the corner of the house. Stretched out on a lawn chair, facedown, was Carmilla. Her long legs were tucked up behind her butt, kicking occasionally as she listened to the rhythm of a song playing softly from a Bluetooth speaker to her right.

She glanced over her shoulder and grinned at him, and her feet came down, revealing one of the smallest thong bottoms he’d ever seen. Bright, cheery yellow, it disappeared into the press of her thighs, revealing just about the entire expanse of her ass to him. Pressed to the chair, her breasts spilled out a little on either side of a matching top, giving him a pretty hefty taste of the flesh underneath.

“Just getting a little tan on. Mind hitting me up with some sunscreen?”

Finn licked his lips and murmured, “Oh holy shit, yes.”

“Oh, you do mind? Well, I guess I’ll just cover up then.”

“Woman, you stay right there or I will jump and tackle you back down like a tiger on a sexy bunny with the cutest ass I’ve ever seen.”

She giggled. “I can’t decide whether to be flattered or worried you might have a furry fetish.”

“I have a you fetish,” he said, approaching the chair.

“Oh, that’s an awful line, just awful.” But Carmilla’s giggling betrayed the truth, and he ran his fingers up her back.

“You love it.”

The bottle of lotion lay by her side, He knelt to grab it, and leaned in to kiss her cheek. “Hey,” she murmured, smiling at him from behind a pair of amber-tinted sunglasses.

“Hey yourself, sexy neighbor lady.”

He worked the lotion into his hands, warming it up some before he started in on her shoulders. Grateful to Allie for the lessons she’d taught him, Finn didn’t simply work the lotion into her freckled skin. He took his time, softening her up for a nice long massage there in the sun, kneading her shoulders with small strokes of his thumbs, rubbing as far as the base of her neck as she gave soft little mm-hms of pleasure.

It was hard not to take his eyes off the little string of the bikini disappearing into the crack of her ass, but he liked the freckles on her upper back, too. He stopped to kiss a patch of them, and murmured, “Your freckles are cute.”

She snickered and waggled her butt a little as she settled in. His thumbs worked her shoulders, alternating now between light brushes and deeper contact with nerve clusters. “Tell me if any of this hurts.”

“Good so far,” she murmured. “You’re fantastic at this.”

“Thanks.”

He brushed the hair away from her neck and turned his attention there, starting with a light brush of his lips before he worked his thumbs along the bony point at the base. Slowly he rose to his feet and moved to the front of her. She glanced up and grinned.

“Oooh, is that for me?” she asked.

His cock was already hard, but he shook his head, smiling. “Not yet. Going to do your neck.”

“Mm. I suppose I’ll let you.”

Using three and four fingers at a time, he started to slowly work the skin on her neck, rubbing it gently but making sure to get deep enough to hit her nerves. After stopping for a little more suntan lotion on the base of her neck, he made fists and rubbed his knuckles into her neck and shoulders, getting deeper than he had during his first couple of passes with just his thumbs and fingers.

“Oh God, that’s good,” Carmilla said.

He ended her neck massage by using his fingertips again on the point where her skull met her neck, rubbing and loosening the muscles there by pulling them up almost in a vee. That she really liked, and sighed contentedly several times. Moving to her back, he started with long, swooping rubs with his fingers, but the bikini straps were in the way.

“I need to untie your top. Is that all right?”

“If you keep doing what you’re doing, Finn, you can have me do anything you want.”

“Mm, I’ll have to take you up on that.”

His cock jumped as his fingers rested on the ties for her bikini. This felt like some kind of fever dream, and he expected to wake up any minute, alone in his own bed, but no, Carmilla was real, and her body was his to do with what he wanted – and what he wanted above everything else was her pleasure, so that’s what he gave her.

The swooping gestures helped loosen her up, made Carmilla more comfortable, and he followed them up with hard little circles on either side of her spine. She gasped at one particularly tight center, and he stopped, thinking he was causing her pain, but her snarled command to keep going made him jump back to it.

There was a great deal of tension to her back. Not surprising given she worked in an office, but still, he made a mental note to do this as often as possible in the summer. He made another pass down her back, getting further and further from her spine as he worked the hard circles. Soon he was approaching her sides, all too aware of how close his fingers were to brushing her breasts.

She noticed it too, tensing each time his hands drew near, but as tempting as it was to cop a feel, he alternated instead to her thighs and calves. Now Finn could openly ogle her tight little ass. There was a little jiggle to what little was there, and it was a touch flat from the work she did, but he loved it regardless.

When he repositioned himself beside Carmilla’s knees, Finn couldn’t help audibly sucking in a breath. Her thighs parted, he could see right where the bikini disappeared to, and it was nirvana. The fabric did almost nothing to hide her pink, puffy pussy lips, or the glistening drops of her desire.

He had done this to her. Finn had made his sexy dream woman wet. Sure, he’d rubbed her to an orgasm during their movie night, but this was visual proof. This was confirmation that the dream woman next door wanted him. Needed him.

It took every ounce of willpower not to stare at those inviting lips as he worked her thighs and calves, his attention now thoroughly diverted and the massage part of his affections almost forgotten about. Her feet were so sensitive she nearly kicked him, and he caught her ankle in his hands, kissing the arch before spreading a little lotion there too for good measure.

Finally it was time to work her ass. His cock throbbing now, he slid his hands slowly and carefully back up her calves and thighs, giving Carmilla plenty of time to tell him no. “You have such a sexy ass,” he murmured to her, leaning down to kiss her shoulder blade.

“I’ve never much liked it,” she admitted. “Nothing at all to it.”

“I think it’s gorgeous. I like a smaller butt. I think you’re the reason for that.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Every woman I’ve been with, every one I look at, I tend to compare them to you. And none of them come close.”

She half turned, revealing almost all of one of her sizable breasts. She smiled and covered her nipple chastely. “You’re serious.”

“I am. I’m not kidding. You are ridiculously sexy. Everything about you I love. The red hair. Your smile. Holy fuck, Carmilla, if you knew what your smile did to me, we’d be up in that bedroom right now and we’d never leave. Your body. Your breasts.” She turned back and nestled in again as his hands slipped across her ass and squeezed. “This too, baby.”

Her legs parted even wider. “Finn,” she whispered.

He worked the lotion across her cheeks, and leaned down to say, “We’ll only go as far as you want.”

For an answer, she slid up onto her knees, her ass up high in the air, her breasts dangling. He caught just a hint of the outline of her nipple and groaned inwardly. She waggled her bottom and slid a hand across her ass, letting it rest on her bikini bottoms. Slowly, she untied it, and whispered, “Time to finish that massage.”

His hands rested on her bottom, and he stroked the flesh idly for a moment, taking in the pink, fleshy folds. Her pussy lips were so inviting, he couldn’t help himself, and leaned in to kiss her right on her other lips. Carmilla jolted like she’d been shocked, and idly, he stroked her back, helping her relax. He didn’t go any further with his tongue, not yet, but contented himself with slowly massaging the lotion into her backside, paying particular attention to the muscles just below the cheeks.

“Don’t tease,” she begged.

Her wishes, his command. Finn’s thumbs circled back towards her pussy, and he spread her cheeks wide. From this angle, on the chair like this, he couldn’t really get in a great position to eat her out, but he could – and did – slide a finger into her waiting depths.

“Yes, Finn, yesss,” moaned Carmilla.

Her pussy was wet, warm, and needy, sucking at his finger. He slipped it deep into her, stroking down along the interior walls, searching for her G-spot as his other hand slipped under her waist to stroke at the tip of her mound, slowly sliding across her hood until he found her clit. Her ass bucked backwards into his hand, her need frantic. He loved how sensitive Carmilla was, how she responded wildly to his every touch.

He withdrew his finger almost to her brim, and added a second before thrusting back in. Carmilla was a little less tight than Allie or some of his other girlfriends through the years, but his fingers still were well encompassed by willing, delicate flesh and he loved it. Slowly he built up a rhythm as she started to hump back against him enthusiastically.

“Make little… rubbing motions… on my clit,” she gasped.

He complied, teasing her little button in a pattern reminiscent of the way he’d massaged her back, just far more gently. “Like this?”

“Mm hmmm. Like that. So good, Finn. Never stop doing th-this…”

“Tell me that and I’ll never leave,” he said as his fingers disappeared again into her drenched pussy.

“Promises, prah-promises…” she gasped. “Oh fuck.”

“Do you like me doing this to you with my fingers, baby?” he asked.

Carmilla nodded frantically, her ass wiggling for show.

“I’m going to love eating out your pussy,” he whispered.

“Yeah…” she moaned.

“I want to taste you. Remember what you promised me when I didn’t dunk you? You’d give me anything, Carmilla. Well, when we’re done here, I’m going to lay you out. My own sexy neighbor, spread out for me. The best dinner ever. Mm.”

“Oh God, oh Finn, please, I’m close…”

He kept up the gentle circling of her clit, but the digits fucking her moved faster now, sliding in and out with wet squelches as she slapped back against his fist. “So sexy, Carmilla. Come for me, baby.”

“Fiiiinn!” she gasped. “Little… harder!”

He rubbed her clit a bit faster, and she stopped meeting his thrusting fingers, her mouth dropping open. Fingers still working, he leaned down and flicked his tongue along her wet slit, and the faintest whine flew up and out of her lungs, growing louder as she shivered and climaxed, her body shuddering from head to toe.

“fffff-iiiiiiiIIIIIIIIINNNNN!” Carmilla screamed. Her breath caught in her throat as he kept going, not quite rubbing as hard, but still making sure he hit her at her most sensitive time, feeling her body roll, knowing she was his. Vaguely he wondered what the neighbors must think, and grinned. Let them have a listen.

Her breath came back to her in a whoosh, and she hiccupped out a few words. “T-take me… inside. Please.”

He shot to his feet, and slowly, gently helped her to her feet, her pelvic muscles still quivering from the intense orgasm. With one arm under her shoulders, he helped Carmilla inside, but whatever she had planned, he ignored as he gently pushed her down onto the couch.

He grabbed the throw and murmured, “Lift your butt. Don’t want to make a mess on your couch.”

She nodded, dazed, her red hair spilling across her eyes, and complied as he spread the blanket underneath her and fell to his knees in front of her. “You already g-gave me an…”

“It’s not about keeping score, baby,” Finn told Carmilla. “Today’s about you. Trust me, I love doing this for you.”

For the first time, he paid attention to her naked breasts. They were as plump as he’d always dreamed of, with hardly a bit of sag to them. Her nipples were small pink nubs, almost blending into the wide areolas. He rose just long enough to kiss each breast in turn before settling again before her knees. His hands wrapped around her ass and he pulled her forward gently until her pussy was at just the right angle.

Slowly, tenderly, he kissed her at the base of her pussy, staring up at her adoringly. Every bit of her, he pressed his lips against, and she stroked his cheek, smiling at him, crying a little from the pleasure she’d just experienced.

“Are you okay to keep going?” he whispered. Carmilla nodded, and he began his enthusiastic devotion to her lips with his tongue, sliding it along the length of one of her puffy lips, then the other. “You taste better than I even imagined.”

“Oh Finn…”

A few more times, he teased her pussy lips before forming a point with his tongue and delving as deep into her as he could reach. He knew it wasn’t pleasurable to her, but he still loved doing it, getting as much of her liquid into his mouth as he could. She did taste good, too – musky, but with a faint hint of something soft and clean. Not quite flowery, but close.

And she’d shaved recently too. The razor had left her skin red and a little angry. He kissed that too, rubbing her sensitive mound with his nose a little before he extended his tongue to her hood. She responded much like she had outside, squirming to get more contact with his tongue. He liked that. She was such a live wire.

One of his hands reluctantly gave her ass a squeeze before he retracted it to spread her wide open for him, taking his time to breathe in the musk of her and examine her cute clit. It was thicker than most others he’d seen, and glistening from her need and orgasm. He sucked it clean of its juices, feeling her back arch as he did so. Slowly he teased her with his tongue, making the same circling motions he had with his fingers outside.

“Feels amazing,” Carmilla moaned.

Finn lost himself in oral sex. It had always been fun for him from the first moment he tried it – after all, so long as he listened to his partners, it wasn’t like there was a wrong way to go about it. He wasn’t particularly great at it, nor did he know any super-secret tricks that made Carmilla worship him as a man-god among men, but he was enthusiastic and energetic, and he explored and played with his tongue gleefully. Her pussy was his to explore, and he laid a stake upon every little bit of it, not so much just licking Carmilla as devouring her.

She reacted strongest when he took his time away from her clit, only to slip back to it unexpectedly, so that’s what he did, letting the cool air settle her nerves just long enough to extend her pleasure. She writhed above him, her back against the couch, her hands roaming everywhere – his head of hair was her favorite target, but certainly not the only one. Her breasts, certainly, her nipples, most definitely, but Carmilla was a sensitive woman, and even her own brushes against her neck, her collar, little tugs on her earlobes, her lips, her knees… they all added to her pleasure and soon she was breathless, desperately racing towards another orgasm.

“G-good,” she whispered, “so good.”

He sliced across her dripping core to her clit, flicking it once, twice, a third time before he sucked on it, and she bounced her ass trying to grind her pussy into his face.

“Right there Finn like that oh God please don’t stop doing that I’m close I’m close I’m…”

She lost her voice again and her back arched as she came, her knees damn near hitting the seat cushions behind her, her feet kicking the air helplessly.

“Ffffuuuuuuck!” she wailed, her warmth splashing his tongue, bathing his face.

But Finn didn’t relent, not this time, and as he kept up his tongue’s ministrations, his hand on her ass joined its brother at her pussy. Again, he slipped two fingers into her, and she bucked hard against them, her breasts jiggling, her eyes staring skyward as all the breath left her body.

Whether it was a second orgasm or just a continuation of the first, she didn’t know, but it wrapped her up, cradled her, delivered her to a high she’d never felt before, not even with the best of her ex-boyfriends. All conscious thought left her as Finn’s fingers sought a new home deep in her pussy as he licked and sucked and blew gently on her clit, a range of rapid motions that left her boneless and wanting more even as she knew she was approaching her limit.

The second-maybe-third orgasm hit when he reached up with his free hand, seeking not her breast but her hand scratching at the leather. Carmilla connected with his fingers, grabbing tight, and she wailed her wordless pleasure as he delighted in her taste, in her juices, in her.

“Can’t… can’t… please,” she whispered, forcing the words out.

He pulled away from her lips gently, his fingers sliding out with one last wet pop, Carmilla had stained his face, leaving him wet and sweaty. He grinned as he slid one of his fingers into his mouth. “I love that taste.”

Her legs slowly came down and she nearly slipped off the couch onto her ass before he caught her and gently helped her push back up to a seated position. Before the flavor wore off, she grabbed his hand and sucked his other finger into her mouth. “I… do that… sometimes when I… come,” she whispered, incapable of anything louder.

Finn’s eyes went huge, and his grin disappeared into something approaching awe. “You really are the sexiest woman on this planet, you know that?”

“Mm. You were… amazing.”

“I don’t know, could have stuck the landing a bit more. We’ll have to try again later.”

“Do that to me again and you’re driving me to the hospital for a heart attack.” She laid down on her side and patted the couch in front of her. “Just give me a minute and… I’ll take care of you. Maybe a few minutes.”

“I told you, it’s not about keeping score.”

“Finn, I want to do terrible things to your cock. I mean it. If we don’t have the police called on us, I’ll be disappointed. Just need… a minute.” Her eyes slipped closed. “Could you grab me a glass of water? My throat hurts.”

“Given how loud you were when you came, I can only imagine.”

“Shut up.”

He laughed and rose to his feet to fetch her a drink and something for himself. It was surprising how worn out he was too. Then again, maybe not, given how fervent his affections had been. A glass of water for her, iced tea for him, and he padded out to the living room, his cock rising appreciably at what was to come.

Except Carmilla was already asleep, her breaths soft and gentle. Disappointing, but sweet in such a fierce way he wasn’t at all upset. Glancing down at his dick, he murmured, “I’ll take care of you, little fella. No blue balls tomorrow, I promise.”

He settled the drinks on the coffee table, slid his hands under Carmilla’s frame, and with a soft grunt, hefted her up like a groom carrying his bride over the threshold. She murmured something unintelligible as he stumped down the hallway, glad he’d kept up the exercise through his freshman year, glad she was so light.

Her bedroom. He’d never been in there, save once when she was sick and his mom wanted him to bring over some homemade soup and rolls. Back then the room had been so dark he hadn’t paid it any attention, but now he took it all in as he stumped towards the bed. A bay window had been converted into a reading nook, complete with a little cushioned bench and a few small pillows. A bookshelf took up half the length of one wall, filled with pictures of family and friends. He hadn’t thought to ever ask where her pictures were, but now he knew. It seemed she kept them closest to where she slept. Closest to the heart, maybe. Her bed was covered in a large, comfy down blanket and more pillows than Finn had in his entire house. He laughed softly at that, and settled her against them gently, stroking the hair out of her eyes.

He took a few of the pillows behind her and tossed them on the ground beside the bed. Getting her under the blanket was the toughest part, but he managed eventually, and tucked her in again. Leaning over, he whispered, “I think I’m falling for you, Carmilla.”

He crept back towards the door, but before he could make it out of there, Carmilla murmured, “Stay with me.”

Finn turned, blinking. She had cracked one eye open, but it was clearly a struggle for her. He nodded, smiling, and headed back for the bed, stripping out of his swimming shorts. They would be nude, in her bed. Together. The thought warmed and excited him all at once, but already Carmilla’s breathing was slowing again. He slipped under the covers, turned on his side, and kissed her cheek gently.

A box of tissues on the bedside stand were all he needed for his own release. What they’d done, it was enough to set him off quickly. He left the bed to deposit the tissues into a wastebasket, slid back in, and wrapped an arm around Carmilla.

Together, they slept.

* * *

Carmilla woke in the dark, feeling more content than she had in months. It wasn’t that she was miserable with her life – far from it. But Finn’s presence, his warm body turned towards her as he snored gently, it soothed a part of her she didn’t even know had been riled.

A pressing need forced her out of bed, but when she came back and slid under the covers again, Carmilla pressed her bottom to his groin, only realizing then he was naked. She smiled in the darkness. That was nice. He fit so well against her. Thinking he was asleep, she was surprised when his arm slipped around her and his lips brushed the back of her neck.

Finn tightened to her, his breath tickling what her hair didn’t cover, and his prick thickened against her bare bottom. Her hand took his at her waist, then guided it to her full breast. He stroked the skin, his breath coming harder, and she helped him find the nipple. His other hand slid under her side, pulling her even tighter to him, and he lifted his head so he was nibbling her ear lobe. Carmilla liked that. Liked it even more when his fingers found her mound again, stroking her hood, her clit, her lips.

His dick strained against the flesh of her ass. She lifted her hip, letting him slide between her thighs. As his fingers kept up the magic they were doing to her breast and her pussy, his cock slid across her lips, gentle little thrusts. A few minutes like that and she was ready for him. There were no thoughts of consequences, no worries about her rules. Carmilla reached behind her, grasped the side of his head, and murmured a single word.

“Yes.”

With her guidance, he slid into her, slowly but not stopping until his balls slapped gently against her ass. So full. He filled her so full. His hand strummed her clit and her hood as he slid even slower back, nearly out of her, and then he was filling her again, relieving the emptiness, filling her heart as he did her center.


Christ
, she thought. I’m falling for him. I’m falling for my nineteen-year-old neighbor.


And it was amazing.

His mouth brushed the back of her head, her neck, her shoulder as he started to pick up the pace, finding a good, easy rhythm, trying to feel out what she wanted in the darkness, but all Carmilla wanted right then was his satisfaction. He’d done so much for her that evening, taken her to such highs, and now despite his talk about not keeping score, she just wanted him to feel good, to feel a fraction of what he’d given her.

She started to gently meet his thrusts. Their only words were half formed moans, his deep and satisfied, hers soft and breathless. This wasn’t fucking. This was lovemaking, and though Carmilla didn’t orgasm from it, it would stand in her mind as the best night of them all, because it was their first time, the moment when they came together and realized a greater truth that they belonged together. Maybe their heads hadn’t quite caught onto that idea yet, but their souls did, and as he finished, his warmth spreading inside her, she cried, cried for happiness and because she knew this had to end in the next few months.

* * *

He woke to warmth bathing his cock.

Unsure at first where he was, Finn blinked groggily at the morning light filtering through the window. His balls ached, but in a good way, a satisfied way. Had the midnight sex really happened? He thought so – especially when he realized what was happening to his very erect dick.

Tossing back the down comforter revealed a very sexy redhead, her hair spilling down across the sheets, as she enthusiastically drove her full lips up and down his cock.

“Well, I could wake up like this every morning,” he murmured.

Carmilla slid up off him with a theatrical pop, and grinned. “Enjoying this, are you?”

For an answer, he swept the hair out of her eyes and guided her head back down – gently, not insistently. She returned to the task at hand with enthusiasm, her tongue sliding up and down the base of his cock while she worked the rest of him with the roof of her mouth and just the faintest hint of teeth.

“God, Carmilla, you are so sexy.”

She glanced up at him and smiled before bobbing back down again, nearly engulfing all of him, his tip hitting the back of her throat.

“Shit. Oh shit. Keep that up and I’m going to…” Fall in love, Finn almost said. Where had that come from? Way too early to think things like that, let alone say them. “…come.”

She came up off him again, her small hand stroking the base of his shaft. “Good. Warn me before you do.”

“Got it.”

Almost as much as the blowjob, he loved the way her ass rose in the air. Making a mental note to do a little sixty-nining later, he grabbed an extra pillow and stuffed it behind his head so he could watch the show. And what a show it was. Carmilla bobbed. Carmilla dipped. Carmilla swirled. The sides of her bare breasts were just visible, and he loved watching them bounce a little with every hard suck she gave him.

“Close, Carmilla,” he said softly, tapping the top of her head.

She seemed to take that as some kind of a challenge, kneading his cockhead with her lips, as she jerked him faster and faster. The sight of her pretty eyes staring up at him, her full, pouty lips spread around his cock, the feel of her fist and the tongue on his base, it was too much, and he groaned as he came, spurting once, twice, three times, four times right up into her mouth as she kept working.

When his thighs finally relaxed and he had finished, Carmilla swallowed all his come down, grinning as she opened her mouth to show him there was no more. She licked her lips for show. “My favorite kind of breakfast in bed.”

They got up together to take a nice, lengthy shower. There was plenty of groping, plenty of squeaky clean fun bits, but they were both famished. When they dried off, Carmilla set about making them a nice simple breakfast of bagels and bacon.

They sat together at her kitchen table. Finn kept playing with a third of a bagel, his face troubled. When she’d finished off her third slice of bacon, Carmilla reached across and took his hand. “Talk to me.”

“Last night. I mean… the midnight sex.”

“Yes?”

“I didn’t use a condom. I should have. I’m sorry. I didn’t know we’d be…”

She squeezed his hand. “The day after you came home, I started taking the pill again. I didn’t know if I’d ever wind up sleeping with you, but I thought I should probably be careful, just in case.”

That didn’t seem to appease his troubled mind, though. Finn stroked the back of her hand with his thumb and said, “This stopped being a fling to me.”

She looked down at her plate. “I know. Me too.”

“I don’t know where this is going. And that worries me. I just lost one girlfriend because she wanted a career more than me, and I can’t blame her. That’s not the point. I liked Allie, but I didn’t feel a tenth of what I feel for you, Carmilla. Maybe it’s too early to be talking like that, but it’s the truth.”

“Finn… it’s… I don’t know what to say. I care a lot about you too.” She sighed. “We have to find out if we’re even compatible, long term. That means a lot of hard questions.”

“I’m ready if you are.”

“That’s just it, though. You’re nineteen, Finn. You’ve got three years of college ahead of you at a really good school. I’ve got a terrific job and a good home. It wouldn’t be fair for either of us to ask the other one to sacrifice that.”

“Are you willing to wait for me when I’m off to college?”

Carmilla took a deep breath. “Are you? You’re going to be surrounded by gorgeous women. Younger ones. More fun ones. There are going to be parties and-”

“I’m not going to screw what I have with you up for any of that,” Finn said firmly. “I’m young, but I’m not a small picture sort of person.”

“So we… what, we see each other around the holidays?”

“And I come home during the summers. Maybe you could fly down if you have a long weekend?”

She thought about that and nodded. “I can try. But Finn, do you even know what it is you want long-term?”

“Why do you keep asking me that like I’m a kid?” he asked, hurt.

“Because I… I know what I want. And I don’t want to settle. I want a family, Finn. I want kids. A few of them. I want a tacky wedding at a church. I want to be bored and happy with someone five years from now, ten years from now, fifty. I want someone to be there with me even when we’re fighting and hurting. And I don’t want to push you, I don’t, I want you to figure out what you want, but I like you, Finn, and I’m sorry, I’m sorry…”

She started crying, and Finn stood up, pushing his chair back. He lifted her under the arms of her robe, and kissed her forehead, then each of her wet cheeks. She turned her head up to meet his last kiss, one they didn’t break for a long time. Her hand fell back against the table, and without looking, he pushed the dishes to one side. She turned and grabbed the plates before they could slide off and dumped them into a chair. He pushed her backwards, slipping his shorts down as she worked at the knot in the robe’s belt. The fabric parted, and he gave a deep, pleasant “mmm” at the sight of the sides of her breasts and the vee of her mound. Guiding her down onto the tabletop gently, he stooped to kiss her neck, the exposed side of her breast, and then he was working his cock with one hand, hardening it so he could fit back home again.

She cried out when he entered her, her legs splaying around his muscular ass and her ankles locking behind him. He thrust into her hard enough to lift the kitchen table, and when he pulled back nearly out, it came back down, whapping the floor as if to time their desperate, needy morning fuck.

He jerked the sides of the robe away, and leaned down to suck one of her nipples into his mouth as she stroked the back of his head.

“Yes, like that, just like that Finn.”

His tongue lashed her nipple, hardening it, and his hand slipped under her ass, giving him even more leverage to fuck her harder. His dick went for broke at first, but when he pulled away from her nipple, his other hand slipped down to her pussy, caressing her clit as he stared into her eyes.

“Fills me… so good…” she gasped.

“You’re so tight.”

“Made for you.”

He grinned and leaned down to nuzzle her neck as she arched her back, his balls slapping against her ass. How he could make her feel so good, she didn’t know, but he was, his fingers expertly teasing her clit. She raced towards an orgasm, her eyes squeezing shut, “Finn, please,” she begged.

“Carmilla, my sexy Carmilla,” he whispered into the hollow of her neck.

“Yours, all yours, s-so long as you want me,” she gasped, her ass clenching, his fingers working her clit, stroking her, so close, so very close.

His mouth met her jaw, and she whispered his name, over and over and over again as she shuddered, writhed, her ass rising up as the orgasm overwhelmed her, then slapping back down against the table. He wasn’t finished, though, and he lifted her, still deep in Carmilla’s pussy, and he spun in a circle with her, finally settling back onto one of the kitchen chairs. She turned too, her ass against his hips, and began rolling her hips as her pussy clamped down on him, sucked at him, needed him.

Finn groaned as Carmilla began to bounce, his hands reaching around her waist, helping guide her ass back down onto him, skin slapping against skin. Bounce bounce roooooll the hips, bounce bounce roll the hips.

“Fuck, Carmilla,” he groaned.

“Do you like me riding your dick like this?”

“You know I do.”

“Come for me, Finn. Fill my tight little pussy up. Make me leak your seed. I want to drip you.”

“Shit, oh shit.”

She bounced again, and his hands rose to her breasts, his balls churning with that old familiar need. He jerked up, once, twice, and then he was coming, her back arching against him, cooing as she took him, all of him.

Afterward, both panting, Carmilla slowly pulled free of him. She rubbed her forehead and snickered softly. “Someday, we’re going to have to finish that talk.”

“We will.”

“I know. But now I need another shower.”

* * *

They spent much of that weekend together, though Carmilla, regrettably, had a work function she had to attend Saturday night. Finn took the opportunity to drive over to T.K.’s and try to apologize for his behavior.

T.K. answered the door in a pair of slippers in the shape of a duck, his boxers, and not much else. His hair was wild, and he gaped at Finn for a good long moment before he seemed to recognize his friend. “Hey man!” he said cheerfully. “Get in here.”

“You’re not pissed still?” Finn asked as he stepped inside.

“Nah, we’re good. Life’s too short. Gimme a second and I’ll throw some clothes on. You want a beer, help yourself. Fridge is stocked!”

T.K. wasn’t kidding. Half his fridge was full of beer of all sorts. He grabbed a bottle, shut the door, and took a look around while he waited. Where T.K.’s place had been filthy, now it was… well, not spotless, but someone had spent a lot of time cleaning up the garbage, sorting his stuff out, vacuuming, and generally just picking up the place. What had seemed like a roach hotel was now a generally livable place.

T.K. stomped out from his bedroom, pulling on an old football jersey. “What’s good, man?”

Finn gestured at the room. “You hire a maid or something?”

“I did!” T.K. said, cackling. “You ever meet my neighbor Sherry? She cleans people’s houses. Fifty bucks and she came through this place like a tornado. You want her number? She’d do your parents’ house, I’m sure.”

“Nah, man, I’m good. Place is pretty easy to keep up. Gotta mow the yard tomorrow though.”

“I’ll come by, keep ya company.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

They bullshitted for a while. T.K. tried to get him to drink a few more beers and hang out, but Finn’s mind was already centered on Carmilla’s body as she writhed underneath him, and he begged off.

“You got some, don’t you?” T.K. asked, grinning slyly. “Who is it? Mandy come sniffing around your house?”

Mandy had been an unfortunate mistake in Finn’s past. One of his ex-girlfriends from high school, she’d been more than a little clingy. Stalker-ish, in fact. Things had ended badly between them, but she’d tried to call him a dozen times after to hook up.

“Hell no. She’s in Tulsa. Heard she’s engaged already.”

T.K. thought about that and shrugged. “Sounds about right. She’ll pop a few kids out then realize she picked the first guy who’d screw her.” He spread his hands. “So who is it?”

“I’m not.”

“Ahhh, bullshit. I’ll get it out of you though. All right, man, get to her. Name a position after me. Do me proud.”

It wasn’t until he was back in bed with Carmilla later that night that Finn realized just how off the whole night had felt. T.K. had been talking about struggling with three jobs, and now he was flush with cash? Maybe it was just payday.

Carmilla murmured something and reached out to pat his thigh. He took her hand, kissed it, and slipped slowly down into darkness with her.

* * *

Time slid by.

Carmilla and Finn never slowed down the first few weeks. Their lovemaking alternated between tender, slow, and giving, and frenetic fuck-fests that saw them taking each other for their own pleasure in every corner of her house – and his. The only place they didn’t screw was in his parents’ bedroom. Both of them felt like that crossed a line, and so they contended themselves with everywhere else.

She loved for him to be in control, to be a little dominated, and he was good at it, doling out her pleasure with fervent gusto. He liked for her to do… well, anything she wanted to do, really. His fantasies about her riding him, taking her from behind, and fucking her over the lip of the hot tub were fulfilled within about three days of their first time making love. After that, all of it satisfied him, and deeply.

And when there wasn’t sex, they felt out each other mentally and spiritually. She dragged him to a TED talk with some friends of hers, he took her to an indoor climbing center. A casual movie night out turned into a fun night of karaoke when they both were too keyed up to return home. One of the best nights was one spent out under the stars at a campsite, her friends tucked away in a tent as Finn and Carmilla talked quietly about their mutual beliefs and philosophies, and what they really thought was out there in the universe.

T.K. hung around more and more at Finn’s. He tried to invite people over for a party, but Finn put his foot firmly down, starting another fast-burning fight between the two. Again, a few days later, and T.K. seemed perfectly normal again, buoyant even. It was baffling and more than a little infuriating, and Finn began to drift away from his friend slowly, spending more time with Carmilla and some other old friends back in town for the summer.

More and more, though, Finn found himself enjoying the company of Carmilla’s friends more than his own. There was just less youthful baggage there, and while some of them played the usual friend politics of any clique, they were by and large stable people, focused on their careers, families, and their jobs. Finn was not stupid by any stretch, but many of them made him feel that way, intentionally or not. They talked politics, programming, computers. They drank fancy wines and cocktails while he mostly abstained from any alcohol in deference to Carmilla’s uncomfortable nature with minors drinking. To his still relatively young mind, they were impressive people, and instead of coming across as snobbish, most of them seemed genuinely decent and took time to sidebar him on some of the deeper programming talk.

Carmilla always tried to apologize after these nights, but Finn told her time and time again he actually enjoyed himself. And he did. So many of the smartest kids at his college came with the aura of haughtiness, but Carmilla picked good people to surround herself with.

One of them even saved him the embarrassment of missing her birthday in late June. The friend – Amy – mentioned offhandedly if he’d picked her out a present yet, and Carmilla elbowed her. Later, when he was grabbing a soda from a bartender, Amy took up a stool next to him and he asked her if she’d done that on purpose. She nodded, grinning, and explained she wasn’t sure if he knew or not, so she played it like she was the bad guy. It was a clever move, and he thanked her for it.

Finn still had most of the cash his dad had given him at the beginning of all this, and he searched a dozen sites online to find her the perfect gift. Nothing was right, though, and finally, when it was time to talk to his parents over Skype, he gave up, frustrated.

His mom was the first on the headset, as usual. They were in love with the city, with being abroad, and it gave them a sparkle to their conversations with Finn he hadn’t ever heard from them before.

“Hey mom!” he said enthusiastically.

“Finn! Oh my gosh, I just have to tell you about this aquarium we went and saw today. Scott, what was the name of it? Ocean Park? Ocean Park, baby.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yup!” his mom exclaimed. “But first, we’re going to talk about someone’s pictures I saw online.”

“Pictures?” Finn asked dumbly.

In the background, his dad shouted, “That’s my boy, Finn!”

“Oh hush,” Irene said. “I was going to try to embarrass him.”

“Pictures?” Finn asked again.

“Carmilla, honey. The pictures of the two of you together?”

Finn picked up his phone and texted Carmilla. Mom saw pics of us online?


“Mom, what are you talking about?”

“Well, she put up the cutest photos of the two of you. Cuddling on a couch, you leaning your head against hers in her hot tub. A little kiss.”

Finn groaned, and his cell phone buzzed. Oh no
, Carmilla responded.

“Mom, I… I…”

“It’s all right, sweetheart. I’m glad she listened to me.”

“Listened… to you?”

More from Carmilla. I’m so sorry
. Then a moment later. Were supposed to be set to private
. Backups.


“I told her just before we left how nice it would be if you two got together.”

“Mom!” he shouted, more embarrassed than angry.

“What, sweetie? I was right, wasn’t I?”

Knocking on the front door. No, more like hammering. He shouted for Carmilla to come in, and she did, sprinting through the living room for the office.

“Mom, I… you…”

“Are we going to be grandparents? Oooh, you’d have such little cute babies together.”

Finn rubbed his forehead as Carmilla entered the office, gasping, “Oh my God, I’m so sorry.”

Weakly, he said, “She’s asking if you’re pregnant yet. She says our babies are going to look very cute.”

Carmilla slapped a hand across her mouth, her eyes huge. She couldn’t help herself, and a little giggle escaped her throat. Like a dam crumbled, the giggle turned into a snicker, the snicker into full-blown laughter. Finn, still shaking his head, could only join in.

* * *

Her birthday started off with a long, slow bout of oral sex. Finn took his time, holding her tenderly, expressing everything they’d yet to say to each other with his eyes before he trailed a line of kisses from her forehead to her lips, down to her chin, her neck, her collar, her arms, her breasts, her nipples. His lips brushed across her belly, his hands intertwining with hers before he dipped lower, only grazing her mound before he kissed the insides of her thighs, her hips, her knees, her calves, her feet.

Then he returned to her center, to his favorite bit of flesh in the whole world, and he kissed it lovingly, adoring her as she cooed his name. His tongue slipped across her with long, slow flicks, his eyes glancing up now and then to gauge her reaction. She approved. Oh yes, Carmilla approved.

When he finally met her clit, his hands slid around behind her butt so he could gain a little more leverage. His tongue circled her button, just the way she liked it, and her eyes closed as she reveled in the pleasure, her whole body humming. He brought her slowly to a crescendo, her voice hitching again as it so often did when Finn made her come, and she finally wailed into a pillow her joy and pleasure.

He slid up to join with her, sliding deep into her on the first thrust, and his ass flexed as he began to roll his hips, grinding up at her G-spot as best he could with his dick. One hand balanced on the bed next to her as she clasped the back of his head and brought Finn in for a kiss, but his other did things to her, devilishly clever things, things she loved, things she needed. Her second orgasm was more like an aftershock than the earthquake itself, but no less sweet for the pleasure and tenderness. Minutes later, he came with a soft, satisfied sigh deep within her before guiding her into the bathroom and taking his time there washing her down with a rag, kissing the backside of her body this time, making sure it was given its proper devotion too.

Unfortunately, the fun had to end there for a while. They both needed to head to work, but not before one last heart-stopping kiss on the front porch, neighbors be damned.

“Best birthday present ever,” she murmured to him as their lips parted.

“Just getting started,” Finn promised her.

At work, she was surprised by a cake from Debra and the rest of the crew, and they had a bit of fun at her expense, having heard now about her young lover. Carmilla fended off the comments good-naturedly. After the morning’s amazing sex, a bulldozer could have driven through her office and she’d have still been mellow and happy.

Her parents surprised her with flowers at work on top of a beautiful new dress they’d sent her a few days prior. Her mom, at seventy, still had great taste in clothes for her daughter, and Carmilla planned to wear it that night to dinner with Finn. She wished they lived closer. Her dad would love Finn and she was sure her mom would try to steal him away for herself as her cabana boy in Florida.

The whole day Carmilla wondered what Finn had planned. She hoped secretly it wasn’t too extravagant. He made good money painting houses but that had to last him through the college year. It was a strange thing worrying about a boyfriend’s scrimping and saving to last him through college, but she had to admit, the more physical benefits of his youthfulness were definitely a plus. She wondered sometimes if he would be happy with her when he was in his thirties and she was going through menopause, but for now, it was enough to worry about what would come when he had to go back to school and realized there were a million other women out there for him.

And was she really willing to wait for him? Yes, Carmilla realized. She was. It wasn’t forever. He’d be home, she could come visit him. She’d been single for longer periods of time than they’d be apart. It was doable. It sucked that this would have to happen for three more years of his education, but if they could endure that, they could endure anything.

She hoped.

Back home, she found a card on her living room table. It was a cute picture of a mutt nosing a much cuter poodle. The inside was blank, save for Finn’s handwriting.

Be ready for dinner at eight.

(Or text me if that doesn’t work. But I’m trying to be all sexy and mysterious here, so… go with it)

Yours,

Finn

She giggled and headed to her bedroom to peel out of her work clothes. On her bed was a simple jewelry box. She picked it up and opened it. Inside was a pair of tickets. She glanced at them curiously, and put a hand to her breast when she saw what they were.

Two passes to the Internet Art Expo, coming the next month. She’d talked a bit about wanting to go, but had meant it mostly as just that – talk, not believing Finn would want to go with her.

Under the tickets was a note:

Hope you weren’t expecting a necklace when you opened this. Suppose we could spend the evening robbing a jewelry store if you were, which would be the best birthday night ever. Food for thought.

She laughed. She cried. And finally Carmilla made her way into the bathroom, cheeks flushed, trying to hold steady.

* * *

At ten minutes to eight, there came a rap on her door. Finn let himself in, a present in hand, and Carmilla waited for him, seated on the edge of the couch dressed only in a cotton bra and panties, her makeup ruined by a flood of tears. She looked up at him, her whole body shivering, and she whispered, “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”

He rushed to her, dropping the present on the table and crushing her to his body first for a long minute before he asked quietly, “What is it, Carmilla?”

“Just the tickets… and the day… it’s been so long since I’ve had a birthday like this.”

Finn stroked her shoulders before settling on the couch beside her. “Was it too much?”

“No, no, it was perfect. I just… the last guy I dated, for my birthday, he bought me lingerie. And the guy before that, he thought a great birthday present was him naked on my bed. And it’s not about the presents, it’s not. I just… you just… you listened. You c-cared.”

He wrapped an arm around her, not sure what to say.

“And now I’ve gone and ruined the night because I c-can’t tell you what this all m-means to me and…”

“You didn’t ruin anything,” he said. “This is your day. You need a good cry? Hey, I’ll listen. Or make you tea. Or just be here with you. Whatever you need, Carmilla. That’s what I’m here for.”

“Aw crap,” she muttered, and started crying again, but this time she was laughing a little too, and she sank against him, getting it out. Her makeup stained his oxford, but it would wash out with bleach. Or it wouldn’t. It didn’t really matter.

As she settled into him, the tears flowing slightly less and less, he said quietly, “Did I ever tell you about the worst birthday I ever had?”

“No.”

“I’m in high school, freshman year. Just tiny, all head with no body, right?”

She laughed. “I remember. You had that fauxhawk with the frosted tips.”

“Oh God, don’t remind me. And the denim jacket. I think I still have that buried in the back of my closet. We should burn it. Or drop a nuke on it. Anyways, there’s this kid, Ramon Aguinaldo, he’s the only in the whole grade smaller than me. And there’s this bully, Dallas Dunham. We called him Double-D, but only behind his back.”

“Oh, I think I remember your mom mentioning him,” Carmilla said, tapping her lip. “I think she wanted to borrow a baseball bat to do things to his balls.”

“That sounds about right. Anyways, Double-D had this real hardon for Ramon. Easy target, and Ramon was kind of built for bullying. Zits, glasses, and he used to regularly stream games and just screech at the top of his lungs. You know the type.”

Carmilla nodded against his shoulder.

“Well, that day, Double-D had Ramon cornered during lunch, and was just going to town on him. He didn’t beat him up, not really, but what he could do was punch Ramon in the gut and slap him around a bit. Not hard enough to leave marks, but enough to really humiliate the guy. I tried to stop it, but like I said, tiny me versus Dallas, that was only going to go one way. But instead of beating me up, Double-D turns to Ramon and says, ‘I’ll leave you alone for a whole two weeks if you beat the shit out of Finn.’”

“Oh no.”

Finn nodded. “Ramon, he didn’t even hesitate. Two weeks without torture for him was a vacation, a dream. He started hitting me in the chest, the stomach, the thighs. Everywhere. And I can’t help it, I’m so embarrassed, I start crying. And there’s this whole group of kids coming, just laughing and ignoring us, but they had to see it, and all of a sudden, Ramon punches me hard enough that I puke. Right there in front of everyone.”

“Oh, Finn.”

“Double-D, he’s laughing, and Ramon’s kind of nervously laughing, and a few other people, they start laughing too. A teacher came out, he scattered everybody, and he treats me like I’m the world’s biggest baby, asking me if I need to go home or call my mom or anything. The whole afternoon, people in every class ask me the same thing, just mocking the hell out of me. By the end of the day, I was ready to quit school. I took the bus home, I went into my room, and I cried until I fell asleep.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I’m not done yet, Carmilla.” Finn turned to her and kissed her forehead. “My mom and dad, they came and woke me up a couple hours later. They’d heard from the teacher, and they were worried, but they’d also made plans. You see, this nice lady had just moved in next door, and she had volunteered to make me a cake and have a little dinner over at her house to celebrate.”

“I…”

“I didn’t want to go. I was miserable. I was an angry little shit. I was moody all the way up until I saw what you’d done. Here was this big dinner, all laid out. You’d asked my mom what my favorites were, and you’d made little trays of each of them. Fried ravioli, meatloaf, pinwheels, all of it. And here was this perfect cake, and I… I saw you. You had this hopeful look on your face, and I… I walked out.”

“I remember,” she said, squeezing his hand.

“I’ve never forgot that night. I was an asshole. I was horrible to you and I have always wanted to make it up. I can’t have that night again to do things right.”

“You were a teenager.”

“That’s no excuse. I was a dick. The point is, as long as you’ll let me, as long as you and I are together, I’m always going to try on your birthdays. On every day, I suppose. Maybe I won’t always be able to come up with something cool or beautiful or interesting, but I-”

She stopped him with a kiss, her eyes half-lidded as she brought his hand to her heart. When she pulled away, Carmilla whispered, “I love you. And it’s fucking me up so bad.”

Quietly, hoarsely, Finn replied, “I love you too.”

“I was crying because I meant to break up with you. I know it’s what’s best for you. But I… I can’t. I keep thinking about how hard we’re going to crash when this doesn’t work out and it hurts so much.”

“Don’t think you know what’s best for me.” His voice held an edge to it, and he stood up, folding his arms. “I’m younger than you, I know. But that doesn’t mean I don’t know what I want. And quit saying that it’s not going to work out. Because I’m going to keep coming home to you until you either won’t have me or until it’s time for us to be together.”

“Finn, I…”

“No. You’re insisting on treating me like the teenager you knew, but I’m not that kid anymore, Carmilla. Nineteen’s plenty old enough to know what is going to make me happy in life, and that’s you. So if you’re thinking in the long term this won’t work out, stop putting it on me by saying you know what’s best for me or any of that bullshit and just tell me this isn’t what you want. I’ll walk out that door right now. I won’t come over again. I’ll leave you be to whatever it is you need. But don’t go looking to put the end of this relationship on me before we’ve even given it a real shot.”

The glassy look in her eyes was replaced with something softer and she pushed herself to her feet. Their lips crashed together, their tongues dancing. He wedged one foot behind the other and used the toes as a shoehorn, kicking off first one shoe, then the other. Her fingers found his belt buckle, and he helped her, slipping the belt free of its loops and tossing it aside. The pants dropped to the ground, leaving him in his shirt and boxers. The shirt ripped easily, revealing his toned chest and abs.

“I’ll pay for a new one,” she gasped in between kisses, and he snickered.

“Fuck the shirt.”

In response, she fell to her knees, her makeup-smeared face turned up towards him as she gripped his boxers and yanked them down. “I love you,” she whispered, and took him in her mouth.

“I love you.”

The blowjob was wet, messy, and frantic. She bobbed her head deep down onto his prick, taking him as far as she could manage each time before sliding back across his flesh, stopping to lick and suck his cockhead furiously. Her hands wrapped around the base of his shaft, stroking him rapidly, and in no time, he was hard as rock.

“Are we going to try this, Carmilla?” he asked her as she stared up at him, her face streaked with makeup. “Really try this? Because if we’re not, stop it now. Don’t let me suffer.”

She popped off him long enough to whisper, “I’m yours,” and then sucked him greedily into her mouth again. Her cheeks hollowed out as she twisted and bobbed her head along his length, his cock hitting the back of her throat over and over again.

“It’s your birthday, you should be the one being treated,” he protested weakly.

She popped off him again, grinning. “I’m getting the treat I wanted.”

Still, he shook his head. “Come on. I’ve got a better idea.”

“I want this.”

“You’ll still get it. Trust me.”

She allowed herself to be pulled to her feet, and he quickly undressed her, the cotton bra and panties joining his clothes somewhere on the floor. Stroking his shaft to keep himself hard, Finn laid down on the couch. Catching on quick, Carmilla straddled his face, and neatly drove her pussy down onto his waiting, eager mouth.

Twice that day he made love to her with his tongue, but unlike the slow pace he’d kept in the morning, now Finn sucked, slurped, nibbled, and licked at her folds like a madman, his tongue flicking fast little rhythms against her most sensitive spots. She engulfed him again, wiggling her pussy against his face as she alternated between sucking his cock and stroking the most tender spot under the head. It was an unfair race, one she was already close to winning when the started, and it wasn’t long before he pinched her ass to make her rise up.

“Close,” he grunted.

“Mm,” she moaned in response, and returned to his prick with a feverish pace, stoking him hard as she aimed his head at her mouth. When she felt the first jerk, she sucked him as deep as she could go, letting him fire into her throat. His hips thrust up at her face, his hands gripping her ass down to him, and she felt more than heard his deep groan of pleasure.

Then it was all Finn. She swallowed him down, let his cock loose with a satisfied plop, and rose up, riding his face, rolling her hips down against his tongue. One of her hands rose behind her head, tugging her own hair back, thrusting her breasts out. The other hand slid across her belly, her pelvic muscles, her hips, his chest, then up to her breasts, her nipples. She sucked on a finger, then two, humping down at his expert tongue, closing her eyes, imagining coming home to this five years down the line, ten, twenty. This was the first birthday of the rest of her life with Finn, she told herself, and she was going to remember it forever.

Her fingers plopped out and her hips rolled harder and harder as his tongue explored her depths, flicking first deep into her as he ran his thumbs around her clit. “C-coming, Finnnn!” she wailed.

And she did, her warmth splashing his face, her thighs squeezing his head until he was pinching her ass so he could breathe again, gasping for air before he returned to her pussy, licking her clean, trying to get her off again.

Well, two could play at that game. Once she had her wits back, Carmilla leaned forward again, taking his cock between her hands and spat on his tip, giving her enough moisture to stroke him again to hardness. When he was ready, Carmilla rose up off his face to his protests.

“Shush,” she sat kindly, and spun around so she could look Finn in the eyes when she rode him. Slowly she made her way down his body, her pussy aimed just above his cock, and she grabbed him with one hand, squeezing gently as he grinned up at her, his face wet with proof of her satisfaction.

“Happy birthday, baby.”

Without a response, she slipped downwards, guiding him into her. She stayed just like that for a moment, closing her eyes and enjoying the exquisite fullness. Slowly, her hips slid up, rolling with him as he placed his hands at her waist. Carmilla’s eyes opened again and she smiled down at him.

Maybe they’d hurt each other someday. Maybe his years at college would prove to be too much. Maybe this would all end in ashes and tears.

But for now, for this summer at least, he was hers and she was his, and they moved together, their bodies shouting their passion, their eyes sharing their love. She rode him gently, slowly feeling the tides rise within, hitting the dam, filling it. He began to meet her with thrusts of his own, driftwood on her sea, floating with her, letting her carry him. And still the tides came, and she leaned down to kiss him, her ass sliding – up, down, up, down – and he whispered it again to her, I love you, I love you, I’ll always love you, and she whispered it back as the tides roared up, threatening to not just overcome the dam, but break it down entirely.

And when he leaned up to kiss her breasts, the concrete cracked, the water roared, and she cried out as the orgasm took her, held her, trapped her on top of him. When Carmilla had her pleasure, Finn took over, his work sure and steady, his eyes losing some of their humor as he concentrated on her, his grip tight as he battered down the last of what remained, and Finn came, his spurts not so fierce as with her throat, but it was still him within her, still beautiful, and she fell forward, crying, kissing him.

* * *

They lay together on the couch afterward, his arm wrapped around her as he nuzzled her shoulder.

“Open your other present,” he murmured, his thumb trailing lazily around her bellybutton.

“I didn’t even notice it until after.”

“It’s just something I thought… well, I thought it would be nice. That Skype call with my parents actually inspired it.”

She giggled. “Really? Now I have to know.”

She sat up so she could reach the package, and immediately flopped back down again, snuggling her ass against his flaccid cock. He brushed the hair out of his face and kissed her neck as she ripped the red paper open.

Inside was a picture frame. She flipped it around to look at the front, and gasped, “Finn, it’s perfect.”

It was a copy of their first photo together, the one she’d taken when they were cuddled up on that very same couch watching a movie together.

“Old-fashioned, I know, but…”

“Told you, I’m an old-fashioned kind of woman.” She turned her head and grinned. “You’re going to have to work hard the rest of your life to top this one, mister.”

“I look forward to trying. So you’re okay then? With us?”

Carmilla nodded, trying not to think about the voicemail on her phone. Another time. “A thousand times, yes.”

“Good.”

After a while, nature called, and she slid out to scamper off to the bathroom and to put the picture frame front and center in the collection in her bedroom. He joined her after a minute, and together they stared at picture, his arms wrapped around her, the two of them on the brink of something great and exploring it with the first few tiny steps.

* * *

They spent the 4th
 of July camping. As fireworks lit up the sky a dozen miles away, Carmilla’s barely-there shorts were around her ankles as she leaned over a picnic table, Finn fucking her vigorously from behind, his balls happily slapping against her ass with every thrust.

The weekend after that, they cuddled together in a movie theater, a bag of popcorn half-spilled on the floor as his fingers worked underneath her short skirt and brought her to a quaking orgasm.

At his place, sometime that week, they returned to his house for the first time in days in order to grab more clothes for him to keep over at her place. Instead, she wound up bouncing on his lap at the kitchen table as he sucked at her breasts. That one turned into another all-day marathon, and twice more he took her, once on the washing machine, and a slow, delightful doggy-style fuck on his bed.

They were insatiable. At work several times when she couldn’t stand the loneliness, she caught a couple of pictures of herself fingering her pussy under her desk. Fifteen minutes after one of these pictures, he showed up at her building, his cheeks red. She took an hour off, and they drove to a car park, her already working at getting him off. That was their most illicit, dangerous fuck yet, and also the least comfortable for both of them. They agreed from that point forward that car sex was probably better left to more flexible people.

That didn’t stop him a week later from laying her out across the hood of her car in her garage, the door wide open, and eating her to an orgasm so fierce she couldn’t contain her shout. A neighbor jogged over to make sure everything was okay, and Finn, his mouth still wet, had to come up with a lame, half-hearted excuse both as to why Carmilla couldn’t come around the car and why his chin was so wet.

The sex wasn’t the only amazing thing about that month. Together, they went to the Internet Art Expo, and while the panels weren’t Finn’s thing, it was easily bearable, and he liked being with Carmilla. She had a blast, and wound up spending a small fortune on prints and books, already flipping through them as they drove back to her house.

He got to know her parents, as least via the phone, and was pleased to find out they’d be coming to town that year for Thanksgiving. They were skeptical of the age difference, but since it was clear their daughter was hopelessly in love, they at least had the decency to pretend to be happy for Finn and Carmilla.

More of Finn’s friends came to town, and he met more of Carmilla’s coworkers and her inner circle. One of her best friends tried to corner him in the bathroom of a restaurant. Though she was a wildly attractive woman, Finn escaped without too much harm to either of their dignity, though Carmilla’s blow-up that night with her friend was nothing short of nuclear.

But hers weren’t the only friends that caused problems.

* * *

Carmilla allowed herself to slow down on the dozenth lap, pulling herself slowly through the water, breathing as she turned her head side to side. It felt good to relax, unwind. Work had been brutal as of late. With new fiber optic cables going up all around the country, everyone was reworking their networks, and she was being called upon more and more for special problems.

Oh well. It kept her in corn flakes, after all.

Finn was out grocery shopping and hunting down a new game they both wanted to try. His console now sat over at her house, and she’d slowly been reacquainting herself with modern games. She was growing fond of the hour or so they spent each evening playing together. Finn was rarely so childishly enthusiastic as he was when he was gaming, and it was infectious, reminding Carmilla of herself about that age.

Lost in thought, she didn’t notice the figure by the pool staring down at her until his shadow blocked out her sunlight. That did the trick. Startled, she sputtered upright. “I didn’t hear you come back, Fi-”

No. Not Finn. T.K. She knew him from his high school days, when he used to come over with Fin and swim. Where Finn’s crush had been kind of adorably shy, T.K. had never been one to avoid openly staring, his eyes predatory and glinting with naked lust. Now he held that same stare, though this was hardly the teenage boy she’d known. He both looked somehow thinner and fatter all at once, his skin sallow and sagging. Just a year’s time had changed him that much, and in a heartbeat, Carmilla knew what Finn didn’t want to admit.

T.K. was addicted to something. Seriously, hardcore addicted. This was the same face she’d seen on an uncle six months before he’d died from a heroin overdose. T.K.’s somewhat vaguely good looks had ten years added to them, his arms pockmarked with tiny scabs that came from itching himself.

“What the fuck?” she shouted. “What are you doing in my backyard?”

He held up his hands peaceably. “Relax, just looking for Finn. Hadn’t seen him in a while and I heard the splashing. Thought maybe he was over here.”

A gentle breeze reminded her she was wearing the two-piece flower print bikini, and though it was relatively modest, she still covered up her cleavage with one arm, shivering. “Well, he’s not here.”

“So I noticed. You’re looking good, Ms. Solomon. Real fit.”

She couldn’t help a shudder. “Okay, I know you’re Finn’s best friend, but that’s a really creepy thing to say and I’m not comfortable with you here.”

Something crossed over his face – confusion, sadness, something in between – and then he was grinning again, even wider this time. “I don’t mean to cause any trouble here. Just looking to talk to Finn, that’s all.”

“He’ll be back in a minute or two,” she lied. “Until then, you can wait in your car. I’ll let him know you’re around.”

“All right, Ms. Solomon. Hey, wait…” Something dinged in T.K.’s head and he grinned broadly. “You’re the one he’s been screwing, aren’t you? Yeah, you are. Talking about him being back soon. Shiiit. Good for him.”

“Thank you, T.K. You can go out the same way you came in.”

He turned and started walking away, but stopped and turned around. His grin was gone, replaced with a wide scowl. “You know, you don’t gotta be such a bitch. I was just trying to be friendly.”


Appease him. Get him away from you.
 “I know. And when Finn comes back, we’ll all get together, have lunch.”

“Have lunch?” His laugh was more like a donkey’s bray. “Riiiight. That’s not brushing me off or anything.”

“T.K….”

The man sniffed, and rubbed at an elbow. “I know your type. You steal a guy’s friend, and you want him all to yourself. You’re like a fuckin’…” He searched for the word, licking his lips as he stared at her. “Mosquito! Well, a stacked mosquito, but still.”

“I swear I’m not trying to keep him from any of his friends. With work and everything, he’s just a busy guy, T.K.”

“Yeah. Busy.” He hawked and spat. “I’ll see ya later, bitch.”

When she heard the gate close again, Carmilla darted out of the pool as fast she could, heading for the house, crying. The boy she’d known might have been a little bit of a leering asshole, but she didn’t believe he’d ever have called her a bitch. Addiction made him someone else, someone dangerous. She slammed the patio door shut, locked it, and raced for her phone on its charger in the kitchen.

As she headed for her bedroom to change, Carmilla called the cops first, asking for someone to please come by, that she’d had a very threatening guest and she was just worried he’d come back. Then she called Finn. Straight to voicemail.

Her voice shaky, Carmilla said, “Finn, it’s me. Look, your friend T.K. came by when I was swimming, right into the backyard, and I think he was tweaking, hard. He made some very threatening comments and I’m… I’m just a little scared. I called the cops.” She sniffed, and stared up at the ceiling, wishing he was there. “Come home. Please. I’m sorry.”

She dug through her drawers for sweats, dropping her bikini to the ground in a hurry. Something crashed outside. It sounded like glass, but not close, not within her own house. She checked the lock on the bedroom door and dug hurriedly in her closet for the baseball bat. Shivering, she waited by the door, tense, ready to swing if T.K. came barreling through.

More crashing, then silence. The seconds had never ticked by slower for her. Where the hell were the cops? She didn’t even hear a siren. Torturous minutes. What was T.K. doing? In some action movie, Carmilla would have raced over, determined to take on her boyfriend’s friend by herself, getting revenge for fucking with her and her man, but this was not an action movie. Carmilla was terrified, and she knew she couldn’t take a drugged-out young man without a fight – or worse, given the way he’d been staring at her. It may not have been the bravest thing, but she stayed put, shivering, crying, wishing Finn would answer, wishing the cops would come.

Her cell chirped. She picked it up, gasping, “Finn?”

“Are you okay?” he practically shouted.

“I’m fine, I’m locked in my bedroom. But I think he’s in your house, Finn. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, I called the cops.”

“None of this is your fault. Absolutely none of it. I’m the one that’s sorry. I’m five blocks away. Stay there. I have your spare key. Unless it’s my voice or the cops you hear, don’t do anything.”

“I know now’s not the time, but I don’t need my safety mansplained to me.”

He choked out an unexpected laugh. “Sorry. I’m just terrified for you. Be there soon. I love you.”

“I love you too. Finn, what are you going to do?”

But he was already off the line, and she sat down, burying her face in her hands.

* * *

Finn roared through the last of the stop signs. He’d at least slowed for the others, but this one he took his chances. An SUV hammered its horn at him, but they were nowhere near to crashing into one another so he ignored it. His mind kept reeling with a nightmare image – T.K. standing naked over Carmilla, her crying, bleeding, him grinning. He knew she was safe, but it still didn’t stop the sickness rising in his soul.

T.K.’s car sat in his driveway. Finn jammed the brakes at the last possible minute. They screech-screech-screeched, and he jerked to a stop. There was nothing in the car he could use as a weapon, nothing to defend himself with, but in that moment, he didn’t care. His fear for Carmilla boiled his adrenaline, sent it mainlining into his heart, and he was rolling, charging towards the house as somewhere not all that far away, sirens wailed.

One of the glass picture windows had been shattered, and a chair moved in front of it. One of Carmilla’s, Finn thought. He didn’t remember jamming his key into the lock, but the cops later found them still there, dangling from the front door.

Thumping from upstairs got his attention. “T.K!” Finn bellowed.

“Oh hey Finn!” T.K. shouted back. He appeared at the top of the stairs, a grin fixed in place. A plastic grocery bag dangled from one hand, filled halfway full. “Said hi to your girlfriend. She’s turned into a real uptight shit.”

“Don’t you fucking dare talk about her that way, asshole.”

T.K. looked baffled. “I… just wanted to be friendly, man. She was the one who got all bitchy.”

“You walked into her backyard. Without permission. What the fuck did you think she was going to do? And now you’re here, robbing me?”

“Just a few things, man, just came up short. That’s all. I got a fuckin’ fortune for the pills last time and it ain’t like your parents are around to complain.”

The pills. Scott’s muscle relaxants. “You stole my dad’s pills.”

“Uh. Yeah. Just said that. Come on, I’ll pay him back.”

“You fucking asshole.”

Without comment, T.K.’s face went ugly, and he charged down the stairs. “Asshole? Me a fucking asshole? She changed you, man. I’m your best friend!”

Finn was prepared for a fight, but not for T.K. launching himself from the fifth step from the bottom, coming at him like a missile. They both collided with the ground, hard, and Finn felt something in his back pop. For a horrific moment he thought he’d been paralyzed. His lungs didn’t want to work and he couldn’t move, but then his body sprang back to life and he rolled over as T.K. rose to his knees.

Carmilla. If it had been anyone else T.K. was talking about, Finn might have held back, let him escape, but as T.K. ran for the door, Finn grabbed him by the back of the shirt and swung with him, throwing his former friend bodily against the wall, sending pictures crashing down with little tinkles of glass shattering. T.K. rebounded and charged right back at him, but Finn was ready this time, and met him with a haymaker that dropped T.K. right to the ground.

The wailing sirens were close now, so close, but Finn was beyond anger and into a full-blown burn it all to the ground fury. “You son of a bitch!” he screamed. “You threatened her? You say that about her? I love her! I love her!” His words were punctuated by flailing fists. Finn wasn’t a fighter, had never been one, but enough of his blows hit spot on. T.K’s nose shattered, spattering blood across his chin and the floor. A fist to his eye broke the orbital bone. A knee to his chest broke one of T.K.’s ribs.

And then the cops were there, shouting, pulling him off T.K., and Carmilla ran out, shouting too, and Finn staggered backwards, two burly cops holding him back from his lost friend as he started crying for a world that no longer existed.

* * *

Meth. Painkillers. T.K. was on both. When the cops went through his trailer, they found felony weight hidden behind a panel concealed by his water heater. He’d been dealing for his manager at the pizza place he worked at, and had been doing so for nearly a year.

Finn was told all this by a young female officer, a friend of one of Carmilla’s coworkers. They stood together on Carmilla’s porch, his arm draped around his girlfriend’s waist. Next door, a carpenter worked to replace the window. Finn’s dad was on his way home, just to make sure everything was okay, and not-so-secretly to comfort his son.

“Can I see him?” Finn asked dully.

The cop – Millie – shook her head. “Not going to happen.”

“Please. He’s… he was my best friend.”

Millie rubbed the back of her neck and sighed. “I know the public defender they hired. If he agrees, and I’m not saying he will, expect a phone call sometime in the next few days. We’d have to log it from the jail, but if we can swing it, he’ll call you from a cell.”

“Thank you.”

When Millie left, Finn wrapped Carmilla in his arms. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry. I guess I knew. I just didn’t… he didn’t hurt you?”

He’d asked the question a half-dozen times already, and Carmilla shook her head again. Instead of speaking, she kissed him, tears rolling down her face. They checked in with the carpenter one more time. He assured them he’d come by when it was finished, and they headed back for Carmilla’s to collapse together on the couch.

“I was scared,” Carmilla murmured.

“I know, I’m sorry, I didn’t know he was that bad off.”

“That’s not what I mean. You rushing in like that. When the cops came and I saw how bloody you were, I thought he’d stabbed you or… or something.”

“Back hurts like hell and my knuckles are a little raw but-”

“Damn it, Finn, listen to me!” she shouted. He quieted, and she grasped his hand. “Please. Don’t ever get angry like that for me.”

“It wasn’t just about you. My parents’ house-”

“I know. But would you have been that angry if he hadn’t threatened me? Would you have gone in there without the cops?” When he didn’t answer that, Carmilla continued. “I love you, Finn. But never scare me like that again.”

They held each other, trading soft little kisses. They didn’t make love, not until the next morning before Finn had to drive to the airport to pick up his father, but that night, they huddled together, talking about little until the carpenter knocked on their door sometime just after nine. After he’d gone over the basics of what he’d done, shook their hands, and left, Finn guided Carmilla to her bedroom, where he held her until she fell asleep, the future keeping him wracked with doubt and worry.

* * *

Finn and Scott returned to Carmilla wielding a broom and a dustpan, a pair of thick, industrial gloves on both hands.

“I thought you had to work,” Finn said, taking her in his arms, unmindful of what his dad saw or thought.

Carmilla gave him a little kiss, blushing when Scott raised an eyebrow. “I did. I called off. Things being what they are, my boss wasn’t about to argue. They can deal without me for a day.” She gestured towards the new window. “Figured I’d make myself useful and come over to clean up a bit. I stacked all the pictures that fell down on the coffee table.”

Scott stepped over, his arms outstretched, and Carmilla sank into him, hugging him tight. “Thank you for taking care of my boy,” he said as he pulled away.

“He’s the one that took care of me,” she said, reaching for Finn’s hand. “I hope this, um, this between us, I hope it’s not a problem.”

Scott laughed. “Oh heck no. You’re about the best damn woman I could imagine Finn being with.”

“Me too,” Finn said, kissing the top of Carmilla’s head.

They settled in to talk about things from Carmilla’s perspective. The morning drew on, and eventually Finn rose up to make them all breakfast.

“He cooks now?” Scott asked Carmilla.

“Wait’ll you try his omelets. He’s fantastic.”

“Well, it’s official, you’ve somehow mind controlled him. Just don’t tell Irene your secret for my sake, please.”

She laughed politely. “How long are you back for? A while, I hope.”

“A couple of days. It looks like everything here is good, unless you can think of a reason Finn needs me around.” He almost looked hopeful at the prospect.

Carmilla sighed. “He lost a best friend. I don’t know that there’s anything either one of us can do for that, except give him time and whatever space he needs. I feel terrible about this whole thing. If I hadn’t pushed T.K.’s buttons or…”

“Hey, you can’t think like that,” Scott said, echoing his son. “This was a bad, crazy situation all around. I’m just glad the two of you are okay.”

After breakfast, Scott took a long, much-needed nap after the long flight, and Finn and Carmilla decided to go for a drive, nowhere in mind. Finn rested against the door, his eyes closed, listening to Carmilla hum softly along to a song on the radio. Out in the flats surrounding the city, he almost dozed off until his cell phone rang.

It wasn’t T.K. It was Allie. He grimaced, and Carmilla caught it. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. Allie.”

“Oh.”

“Hang on, I’ll tell her now’s not the time.”

“No, it’s okay. I can pull over and give you a few minutes.”

He reached out and squeezed her thigh. “No. Absolutely not. You’re my better half now. You get phone listening privileges, no questions asked.” Before she could reply, he answered the phone. “Hey, Allie.”

“Finn, there’s a rumor going around that you got in a fight. A bad one. People are saying you fought off a burglar?”

“That’s not quite right.” He told her an abbreviated version of what happened,

“He threatened your girlfriend?” Allie screeched. It was loud enough for Carmilla to hear. “That asshole!”

Finn fought back a biting comment about not knowing she cared, but instead said, “Yeah. It’s pretty messed up.”

“Is she with you?”

“She is.”

“Can you put me on speakerphone?”

Surprised, Finn obliged, glancing at Carmilla and shrugging. She raised an eyebrow, but said politely, “Hello, Allie. Finn’s told me a lot about you.”

“He told me a bit about you too. I… I kind of overreacted when he did.” Neither Finn or Carmilla could figure out what to say to that. “I was a bitch. And I assumed the worst about you. But this whole story about his friend, that scared me. I just wanted to say… I’m sorry. I’m really, really sorry. I hope you two are really happy together and really… I’m saying really a lot. I hope you two are just amazing together.”

“We are,” Finn said quietly. “Thank you, Allie.”

“Yes, thank you,” Carmilla said.

“Life is too short. Finn, I know I was horrible, but what I said, about us staying friends, I hope we can. Maybe I won’t call as much-”

Carmilla gave a thumbs-up, and Finn valiantly fought a snicker.

“-but I hope we can keep up online and what not. And Carmilla, I want to get to know you too. You… you take care of Finn, okay?”

“I will.”

“Goodbye,” Allie said.

* * *

The day Scott had to fly out back to Hong Kong was a busy one, but he made it a point to drive to thank Carmilla at work, stopping first to pick up a nice, friendly bouquet of flowers for her from him and Irene. A bored young man at her building pointed him to the right floor and the right office, and Scott headed up, smiling at the thought of his son and his girlfriend.

Carmilla! She hadn’t ever shown any affection for Finn beyond friendship when he was a teen, and it had taken him by surprise when Irene told him there had definitely been sparks between them when Finn came home. But now it was clear how smitten Finn was, and vice versa. The two of them together, when they forgot Scott was around, were as natural as him and Irene. It was adorable. It was more than that. It warmed Scott to his very toes. He couldn’t be prouder.

Carmilla wasn’t alone in her office. Another woman was in there, a loud one. Not wanting to interrupt, Scott stopped a few feet away.

“-got to be kidding me,” the woman said. “I know you wanted a little fling, but you’re really going to pass this up?”

Scott cocked his head. Pass what up?

Carmilla’s voice was much softer and he had to strain to hear. “I told you. I’m perfectly happy here.”

“It’s twice the pay! And you’d be in New York. Oh my God, Carmilla, New York!”

“And leave you behind, Debra? Come on.”

“Oh bullhonky. You can’t fool me. This is because of the boy.”

“Okay, a? Not a boy. Definitely a man.” There was a pleasant sigh. “So very much a man.”

Scott blushed furiously at that, and thought about coughing.

“And b?”

“So what if it is? I’m in love with him.”

“You think you are now, but what about in two months when he’s back in school and you’re kicking yourself for not doing this?”

“Then I kick myself for the best reason. I don’t want this anymore. My life is here. He’ll be here. Eventually.”

“You are certifiably crazy. And I love it. But don’t come telling me I was right when I am.”

The conversation was over, and Scott couldn’t duck out of the way fast enough to avoid Debra- the stranger – running nearly into him.

“Oh, excuse me,” she said, swooping around him.

Carmilla popped her head out around the corner, and sucked in a breath. “Oh no.”

Scott nodded slowly. “Can we talk?”

* * *

“Don’t say anything to him,” Carmilla said.

“I have to,” Scott said dazedly. “You have to. My God, Carmilla, Debra was right. That’s not an opportunity you pass up lightly.”

“I’ve had a month to think about it. This is what I want.”

“But you could work out there and he could come visit you-”

“No,” Carmilla said, shaking her head. “He loves the two of you too much for that. And I wasn’t kidding, I love this town. I love my friends here. I love where I live. Maybe someday when Finn graduates we’ll look at a different house, because Lord, I can’t imagine how embarrassing that will be for him, but my place is here. Every part of my heart is telling me that.”

“Then he’s a very lucky young man.”

“But you can’t tell him. He finds out something like that, he might sacrifice his future for me, and I can’t have that on my conscience. I just… I can’t.”

“But you’re sacrificing so much.”

“And? I’m not suffering. I’m plenty comfortable. This is just… more money. Finn… he’s what matters to me. I love your son. Heart and soul.”

“I know he feels the same way.” Scott sighed. “I won’t talk.” They embraced, and he kissed her cheek. “Thank you, Carmilla. You are an absolutely incredible young woman.”

“Have a good trip, Scott.”

* * *

The phone call from the jail came that same day. Finn waited for his dad, trying to focus on a video game when his cell phone buzzed.

He put the game on pause, rubbed his forehead, and answered the phone. “T.K.?”

“It’s me, bud. I’ve only got three minutes.”

Finn’s gut wrenched, and despite the scare T.K. had given Carmilla, he still felt a pull of that old friendship, remembering the guy who once loved to go paintballing with him, who learned to drive with him, who had been his teammate in basketball, who was witness to Finn’s first kiss way back as a kid. He said quietly, “I’m playing Gunstuff.”

“Oh yeah? You playin’ as a sniper?”

“You know it.”

“Pussy.” T.K. laughed shakily, and said, “Tell her I’m sorry. Holy fuck, am I sorry.”

“I will. I’m sorry too. How’s the nose?”

“Better. Not as bad as I deserve.”

“Are they… do you know how long you’ll…”

“Years, bud. I’m not gonna be out for a while.”

“T.K…”

“It’s okay, man, it’s okay. They got a rehab program. I… let shit get bad.”

“I wish you’d have told me.”

T.K. laughed softly. “I know. A different life, right?”

“A different life.”

“You love her?”

“I do.”

“Good. Hold onto her then. Don’t let assholes like me fuck this up for you.”

“When you get out…”

“When I get out, I’m a ghost. I’m sorry man. That’s the way I want it. I’m gonna get my shit together, maybe finally move to Omaha, if my aunt will still let me. I got years to plan, I guess. But you and Carmilla, you won’t ever see me again. I gotta go. They’re giving me the evil eye.”

Finn swallowed. “Good luck, T.K.”

“You too, buddy. I…”

But whatever T.K. was going to say was forever lost. Finn never talked to him again.

* * *

Soon, too soon, the summer ended. With the last weekend upon them, Finn and Carmilla spent much of their time in her bed, talking, making love, fucking, huddling together against the impending wave of loneliness that would crash through their lives.

The moment that would sear itself indelibly into his mind took place his last evening there before he had to drive back. She stretched out on the bed below him, just missionary style, but sometimes that was the sweetest. That wasn’t it though. What stuck with him was the way her hands were above her head, joined loosely together. His own fingers entwined in hers, and with every thrust, she squeezed and relaxed her hands. Every part of her was timing itself to him, he realized. Every part wanted to remember this. So did he.

He leaned down, kissing her cheek, her lips. And soon they were thrusting together, her crying out silently, him holding on a few minutes longer, emptying his feelings into her along with his warmth. Twenty minutes later, spooning her, Finn fell asleep.

Carmilla took a while longer. The force of her tears shook her. She didn’t want to wake him, but wanted him close. After a few minutes, she pried herself from his grasp and flopped over, kissing his forehead, his nose, his lips. He murmured something vaguely pleasant, and she said quietly, “I’ll love you forever. And I’ll be here when you come home.”

In the morning, his hardness woke her as the sun just barely started filtering in through the windows. Another hour and a half, and Finn would be gone. Softly she began to stroke him, and herself, getting herself ready to wake him one last time before the Thanksgiving break. He murmured something and turned over onto his back when she gently pushed him that way.

Carmilla rose onto her knees and slipped over him, rubbing her pussy lips all up and down his shaft. He was coming awake now, his eyes fluttering open, and she leaned down to kiss him, unconcerned about morning breath.

“Morning,” Finn mumbled, blinking through the fog, his hands finding her waist by instinct.

“Morning,” Carmilla breathed, and reached down to take him into her.

He stretched her so good. Finn always did. By now she was more used to him, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t keeping her nice and full. Little bobs on his dick soon turned to light bouncing, and now he was fully awake, staring up at her hungrily.

Her breasts jumped with every thrust, and he gripped her hips so he could sit up and kiss them. “I’m going to miss these,” he said. Then he kissed the hollow of her neck. “And this.” Her shoulders. “And these.” And finally her lips. “And you,” he murmured.

Then he was lifting her, his cock still in her as he carefully sat up on his knees, Carmilla still bouncing gently. His hands wrapped around her lower back and she leaned backwards, her hands around his neck as she held on. They’d never tried this position before, but somehow that morning, it felt right, it felt amazing. So much of their bodies were in contact with each other, and the way his cock thrust up into her, soon Carmilla was on the edge.

“So good, baby, fucking me so good,” she murmured.

“Carmilla, can’t believe…”

“Mm hmmm…”

He nuzzled her neck, her breasts. Carmilla thrust them out for him, offering them to him. They were his, after all, as his body was hers, and he ground his cock into her time after time, their hips rolling together, one final roar of passion flaring between them before he had to go for the fall.

After, they lay together, just staring into one another’s eyes.

“I can’t wait to have you here for Thanksgiving,” Carmilla murmured.

“Mm, yeah. And I can’t wait for your turkey and stuffing.”

She slapped his chest. “That’s all you can’t wait for?”

“Er… sweet potatoes? Oooh! Pumpkin pie. Definitely your pumpkin pie.”

Giggling, she kissed him again. And again. And again. But finally, regretfully, they had to pull apart, and he stood up. “You can stay there. If it makes things easier.”

“And miss one last shower with you? My boobs won’t be properly cleaned for months so I’d better take advantage of it while I can.”

They showered, dressed, and ate a quiet breakfast together. His bags and totes were already lined up at his house’s front door. They loaded everything quickly and quietly, and when they were finished, Finn took one last look around his parents’ house. “Thank you for watching the place for them.”

“Of course.”

She jammed her thumbs into her jeans, staring down at the hardwood floor. Funny. Little drops of water were falling there. Oh. Right. They were hers.

He turned her chin up, his lips right there. “Hey.”

“Hey.”

They kissed, one last time, and his arms wrapped around her. It was a very long time before they pulled apart again, and just like that, he shot for his car before he couldn’t.

* * *

School was different in some fundamental way Finn never understood. Where his last year there felt like a long series of vivid, cheery experiences, now his time in class felt detached, emotionless. He pulled in good grades, he went to work most nights at a part-time job, and he returned to his dorm. At least he didn’t have to deal with a roommate that year.

His social life became something of a crutch for him. He didn’t get particularly close to anyone, but the only thing that really connected Finn with Earth was laughing it up with friends at the school’s comedy nights, or playing pool at a nearby bar. Those nights were okay. Not great, but they almost staved away the loneliness.

Sensing the shift in him, one of his accounting professors took him aside and wanted to make sure he wasn’t depressed. Finn explained a bit of the crazy summer to Dr. Baker, and the professor gave him his office number just in case he ever needed to talk, an opportunity Finn took him up on. There were things he needed to know, plans he wanted to set in motion, and Dr. Baker was vital to them. Finn was forever grateful.

Days slowly yawned into weeks, and weeks stretched painfully into months. He counted down every moment. With a head for numbers, at any given moment, he could have told anyone how many weeks it was until he went home to Carmilla, then the days.

And finally, the hours.

* * *

Thanksgiving was a blur.

Finn came off the plane, immediately frantically searching for Carmilla. In a sea of waiting wives and husbands, moms and dads, anxious kids and friends, she wasn’t hard to spot in her pink cashmere sweater, her cheeks flushed, his name on her lips.

They kissed as though they’d never kissed before, hungrily, passionately, ignoring the whispers of the people around them.

“Hey,” he whispered into her ear.

“Hey yourself,” she said, grinning, crying.

They couldn’t wait to get home, so much was their need for each other. She sprang for a hotel room, and though Finn’s parents were back home and disappointed, they understood the couple needed the night together. And what a night it was. Finn was so anxious, so pent up, he came within minutes, groaning his frustration while Carmilla giggled softly, throatily. She told him she was happy he was so excited to see her, and almost made him believe it too.

His second effort left her much more satisfied, as did his third in the morning.

Five days together was too short, but they were happy ones anyways. On Thanksgiving, his parents brought over a few side dishes to Carmilla’s, and she made the bird and the stuffing. Joined by her parents, who took to Finn cheerfully if a bit bemusedly, they all ate too much, drank too much, and dozed a little too much, almost all of them sacked out in the living room, save for Irene and Carmilla’s mother as they cleaned up the leftovers.

And all too soon, Finn was being driven back to the airport by his dad and Carmilla. The two lovebirds sat in the backseat, trying not to be too obvious with their kisses and handholding, and Scott played along gamely.

At the airport, Scott found a moment to take his son aside when Carmilla ducked in to use the bathroom. “Everything set?” Scott asked.

“It is. Thanks for the support, Dad.”

“You bet. I’m so proud of you.”

“That means the world to me.”

They hugged, and when Carmilla came out and saw it, she joined them, her arms wrapped around them both. Scott excused himself to give them the last few minutes together. At the security line, before he had to go through, Finn whispered into Carmilla’s ear, “You’re going to love your Christmas present. I hope, at least.”

“Oooh. Ooh. Give me a hint. The Nutcracker?”

She’d been talking about the ice performance all week. Scott and Irene had, in fact, bought them tickets, but that wasn’t what Finn had in mind. “Nope. But don’t buy tickets for that. Just in case.”

She raised an eyebrow, her tentative smile trembling as she tried not to get emotional. “We only have to do this for two more Thanksgivings after this. We can do this, Finn.”

“We can. I know it.”

* * *

He raced through those last few weeks at school, impatiently drumming a beat to the minutes left until the Christmas break. Dr. Baker called him into his office almost every other day, and the two spoke at length. They became friends, better friends than just about anyone else Finn had met on campus.

“Stay focused through finals week,” Dr. Baker warned him. Now his advisor, Baker had an eye on his grades. “You’re in danger of slipping below a B plus.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

Dr. Baker waved a hand at that. “I’d be going nuts in your shoes too. Just keep it in mind, that’s all.”

And just like that, Finn was blowing through his tests one by one. Everything looked Greek to him on the page, but he forced himself to settle down and take his time with the tests, even on the last day, when he was so close. So very close.

That was it. Finn slapped the test on the last professor’s desk, shook her hand without really knowing why, and then raced out of there, unable to hold back a yell of pleasure. He was heading home. Home, to Carmilla.

* * *

Finn would be home Saturday. Carmilla could hardly wait. It was impossible to focus at work, and more than once, she thought about taking the last two days of the week off. Debra tried to keep her occupied, to keep her focused, but Carmilla was just too excited.

Two more Christmases like this. It was terrible, and the nights were so lonely it felt like torture, but she’d made it this far. A handsome new neighbor down the street made his affections very known to her when he showed up with dinner one night, but she’d told him no, very politely, and then more firmly when he tried to get her to go to a basketball game. A deluge of other guys tried to hit on her, tried to get her to stray, but it was surprisingly easy to tell them no, despite the longing for physical contact.

She was Finn’s. And Finn was hers.

Deb checked in on her one last time that Thursday night. “You getting excited?”

“Oh, you have no idea.”

“I think I do.” Debra waggled her eyebrows, and Carmilla blushed. “Are you doing anything fun with him on your two weeks off?”

“Yes! We’re going to spend Christmas with his family, but after that, through New Year’s, I rented out this little cabin. We’re going to, ah, be away from his parents for a while.”

“No explanation necessary.”

Carmilla sighed contentedly. “I just need to hold on. This isn’t so bad. It’s not.”

Debra nodded. “When you’ve got the right one, it’s all just a matter of time.”

“That’s it. Thanks for being there, Deb.”

“Oh, of course, hon.”

The workday ended, and Carmilla headed home, singing along to the radio, never happier. Just about two days, and Finn would be home again.

Except.

No.

When she pulled onto her residential street, a car sat in her driveway. A very familiar car. With a very familiar person leaning against the bumper. Carmilla gasped with pure, unfiltered delight, and pulled in beside him, nearly forgetting to put the car in park in her haste.

Finn grabbed the car door for her, and grabbed her hands, helping her out. Without saying anything, he kissed her, bending her nearly double in his earnestness.

When she came up for air, she said, “I thought you-”

“Christmas present time,” he said. “Come on. I was going to hold off until the 25th
, but I can’t. I have to show you now.”

“What?” she asked, confused. “Have your parents seen you yet?”

“Yeah, don’t worry about them. They know not to bother us for… well, a good long time”

He grabbed her hand and pulled her towards her house. Inside, draped along the floor leading to her bedroom were flower petals. She sucked in a breath. “Finn, what…?”

“I wanted to do this in roses but the weather was a pain and I just got here, so I had to grab the first flowers I saw. I’m sorry, in my head it was a lot different, but…” He shrugged, still pulling her. Her cheeks flushed. Was he proposing to her?

“Yes, Finn, yes, I’ll marry you,” she blurted, then clapped a hand over her mouth, giggling, crying.

He turned, his eyes sparkling. “Awesome. Not quite what I was going to ask you, not yet. Meant to save that one for New Year’s.”

“But the flowers, the surprise… wait, did we just get engaged?”

“Come on!” he shouted gleefully, laughing, pulling her with him.

In the bedroom were more flowers, arranged loosely in a heart around the throw they’d covered themselves with during their first movie together as a couple. In the center of the heart was… a letter.

Gingerly, Carmilla stepped towards it, not understanding, not having the first clue what was going on. She glanced at Finn with some trepidation, then reached out for the letter and picked it up.

It was marked from the local college. She opened it, read it slowly, and gasped.

“Finn. No, you can’t, no.”

“It’s done,” he said quietly. “You asked my dad not to tell me what you did for me turning that job down in New York. He never said a word. But he did tell my mom, and you should know, she can’t keep a secret for the life of her. When I found out, I started looking back home at courses here. A friend, a professor I’ve been talking to, we figured out some programs that I could slide right into. You were willing to sacrifice your whole future for me, Carmilla. I made up my mind to do something for us too. The college here has a good business management degree. It was too late to transfer for the spring semester, so I’m taking that off, and attending there starting next summer. My parents are doing another contract in Hong Kong. If, um, if you’re up for living together, they’re thinking about selling their place and renting something a little smaller when they come home.”

The letter dropped to the floor, and Carmilla dropped to the edge of the bed, her lips working. “Finn.”

He knelt in front of her, taking her hands, kissing her fingers. “Yes?”

“We’re really…”

“We’re really,” he said, grinning.

“We don’t have to wait…”

“No. We don’t.”

Carmilla pulled him to her, kissing him, falling backwards on the flowers, laughing, finally believing. And as he began to pluck at the buttons on her blouse, she stared up into his eyes, the boy next door, grown into a man, and she so deeply, crazily in love with him.

No more waiting. Their future together was now.


Coming Home

Contains: M/F romance, anal, a slightly different take on the millionaire playboy trope

At thirty-five, Elias Redman wasn’t so much a failure as a trainwreck.

When the disgraced actor pulled up in front of the house in his decade-old BMW, the realtor tried to put on her most charming smile, even if her skin crawled. Oh sure, he was plenty handsome – you don’t get to be the star of a trilogy of teenage girl-aimed werewolf movies if you weren’t. Elias should have been the tiny town’s greatest success story – boy makes good as a Hollywood actor and decides to come home after seventeen years. But everything the news said about him, the tabloids, the websites, it made her want to be done with this, and fast.

He lurched out of the car, pushing a pair of round vintage metal sunglasses high up on his nose. Unshaven, his shirt halfway undone, and one of his pants pockets hanging out, he looked almost like a chic hobo. It was hard to ignore his good looks, though, even under the slightly grimy exterior. A vertical jawline that looked as though it had been sliced from clay. Short, wavy brown hair. Rough-hewn muscles that couldn’t hide behind his panel shirt. An ass millions upon millions of women dreamed about squeezing just like his costar Mikaela Hollis had in the Beastly Brutal films.

“Good morning,” the realtor – Kim – said, trying to smile and missing the donkey with that particular pin.

“Huh,” he grunted. From a pocket, he withdrew a little metal business card holder, but instead of a card, he plucked out a toothpick and stuck it out of the corner of his mouth. The tabloids had him trying to quit smoking off and on for a decade and a half.

“This is the house you were talking about on the phone?” Kim asked. “I’ve got several more I can show you that would require less work. Some are even move-in ready.”

“It’s the place,” Elias said, shifting the toothpick around.

“Well, um…”

“Can you show me around inside or not?” the former actor snapped.

“Of course,” Kim said hastily. She’d already unlocked the place, so she just opened the door and gestured for him to go first.

The place was an old two-story home – three, if you counted the finished attic – and might have been beautiful once. From the side, it resembled a barn, with eaves drooping over the front and rear porches. The front porch was definitely the draw, rimmed by a stone wall topped with cracked and faded wood that would need to be replaced. Then again, “would need to be replaced” defined pretty much the whole home. Insulation would need to be replaced. Lighting fixtures would need to be replaced. Plumbing would need to be replaced. Windows and frames would definitely need to be replaced. The heating system would need to be replaced. Much of the flooring would need to be replaced.

But Elias walked around it slowly, examining every inch, taking dozens of photographs. Ignoring most of Kim’s practiced babble about houses she’d much rather show him – for a much higher cut of the commission – the actor sent the pictures to someone, and after a minute, received a phone call.

“Is it doable?” he asked. Someone on the other end spoke for a while, and the actor listened, yawning and scratching his neck. Finally, he muttered, “Got it.”

Kim, now irritated and a little pissed, waited with her arms folded. Elias turned to her and said, “I’ll take it.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to see the Victorian on-”

“Either you want to make a sale today or you don’t. And if you don’t, fuck off and find me someone who does.”

She bit back whatever she was going to say, but her wide fake smile grew teeth. “And what’s the price you’d like to bid?”

“No bidding. Just the asking cost.” He handed over a card for an accountant in LA. “Give him a call with the details. I’ll be back when it’s move-in ready.”

* * *

Six months later, Elias’s agent Mac handed over a cigar and a lighter. They didn’t give much of a fuck about the taste of butane. They weren’t the pricier cigars the agent kept around to impress assholes who didn’t know better, but the cheaper, more flavorful ones both men preferred.

“You’re the only guy left in Hollywood who knows what a good cigar tastes like,” Mac said, the breeze ruffling his gray hair.

Elias dragged deep on the cigar, holding the espresso flavored smoke deep in his lungs before he blew it out slowly. “So come out to visit sometime, and bring a few boxes of these with you.”

Mac gestured to the burning valley below them, lit in deep reds and oranges. “And miss this jewel? No thanks. Seriously, you’re gonna be bored out of your damn mind out there. You know this.”

“Boring would be nice right about now.” They puffed away for a while, not saying anything. Mac’s wife Svetlana slid open the glass door and brought them both a highball. Mac tried to kiss her cheek in thanks, but she waved at the stink of the cigars.

“What they’re saying about you is bullshit,” she said, staring hard at Elias. “You should stick around, just to jam your feet up people’s asses.”

Elias tried to smile. “It’s the way the game is played out here, Lana.”

“I know. Doesn’t make it right, though.” Despite ignoring her husband’s attempt at a kiss, she leaned up to peck Elias on the cheek before retreating inside again.

“Can you clone her? Make her twenty years younger and send her my way?” Elias asked.

Mac didn’t smile. “She’s right, you know. You’re letting Becky win.”

“I can’t do it anymore, Mac. Not with the kids in the news. Let her have it all, so long as they stop that shit.”

“Yeah, but your reputation-”

“Is already fucked. I don’t care what they say about me so long as they leave Hannah and Riley out of it.”

Mac drank the entire contents of his highball in one go, and threw the glass over the rail down into the shale and bushes below. “Damn it all to hell anyways.”

Sipping at his own drink, staring at the embers of his cigar, Elias shrugged. “Que sera sera.”

“Can’t I at least hook you up with a publisher? Get your foot in the door?”

Elias shook his head. “No. And if you tell anyone, Mac, I’ll… well, I’m not going to fire you, you asshole, but you’ll know who the flaming bag of dog crap came from.”

“Secret’s safe, my friend. But if you change your mind, I’ve got hookups. Professional editors, publicity people, we’ll get you on the bestseller’s list in no time.”

“No. Looking forward to doing this on my own. It’s the one thing I was good at before all this. And I’m going to enjoy working on the house, too.”

“You really are a crazy bastard.”

* * *

“Ohhhhh, mom, I’m sick.”

Completely unconcerned, Ava sipped dollar store brand coffee from her mug, wincing at the taste. Good coffee had been one of the first casualties of her fight to find decent employment, and now she was genuinely trying to figure out if she could do without even this. The caffeine propped her up, but could she function without it? It’d save them a few more bucks a month.

“Mom, I mean it. I’ve got new-minia.”

“Pneumonia,” Ava said, focused on the job listings on the phone. Nothing for thirty miles. With no car and just the work at the diner, they’d be out of her home in less than a month.

“Mooom!”

Ava exited the browser and tossed her phone aside. Probably for the best. She had to cancel the Internet a month ago and even something as simple as browsing for jobs ate up her usage plan.

Charlotte rested her little fists on her sides. Eight years old, but she looked three years younger than that. And so much like her dad it physically hurt. She had Clark’s grin, Clark’s eyes, Clark’s mannerisms. She even had his fondness for raw onions, as evidenced by her morning snack.

“Oh honey, don’t eat onions before school.”

“I was hungry,” Charlotte complained. “And all we had was that bad cereal.”

She pronounced cereal as “sir-all.” A speech problem, just a minor one, but also one Ava couldn’t pay a therapist to help. “Say it slower, hon.”

“Sir-all.”

“Charlotte…”

Her daughter huffed. “Cereal.”

“Good girl.” Ava stood up and glanced around in the pantry and cupboards. Half a jar of peanut butter from the food bank drew her eye. It humiliated her to take the food the first month, but by the sixth, she was grateful for the locals who kept her daughter eating somewhat healthy meals, especially since the school jacked up the prices of their lunches.

She grabbed a loaf of bread – one dollar eighteen cents from the discount section of the grocery store – and checked the last few pieces for mold. A little bit of discoloration stained one of them. That slice Ava kept for herself. The other two were okay, and she quickly made up a peanut butter and grape jelly sandwich for Charlotte. Half went into her little hands, replacing the onion slices, and Charlotte munched away, thankfully without an argument for once. The other half went into a plastic baggie, then into Charlotte’s dinosaur lunch bag. Three years ago, Charlotte had loved that bag. Now she claimed she was too old for it. Ava couldn’t blame her, but she hadn’t seen any at garage sales in town.

From the fridge, she added a tiny plastic cup of white rice and vegetables, doused liberally with soy sauce – it had been on the clearance aisle of the same grocery store as the bread, a tiny luxury Ava had almost cried about finding – and another plastic container full of canned fruit. Both went into the bag along with the last child-sized container of milk.

She sealed up the bag, and handed it to Charlotte. “Don’t trade the rice. You need to eat your vegetables.”

“Nobody wants it anyways.”

Charlotte’s words hadn’t been intended to hurt her, but they stung, and tears welled up in Ava. She fought them down as she knelt to kiss Charlotte’s head. “I promise, someday, you’re gonna be the cool kid who everybody wants to trade with.”

Charlotte thought about that and scrunched her nose. “I just want Oreos and onions.”

Ava laughed. Funny how her kid could do that – tangle her up in sadness one moment, irritation the next, make her laugh in a heartbeat, then melt her heart with a little “I love you” or something kind. She hugged Charlotte close, even as she struggled to get free, then scooted her into the bathroom to brush her teeth. Ava stuck around – sometimes Char didn’t do it, and with onion on her breath, Ava took no chances.

The walk to her kid’s bus stop was a morning ritual, and it was unbreakable. A car hit Clark as he was jogging one morning. No rhyme or reason to it – the driver hadn’t been drinking, nor had Clark been crossing the street at a particularly dangerous spot. The driver just hadn’t been paying attention, and ever since, Ava accompanied her daughter in the morning. No matter what job she was holding down, Ava made sure that little half hour was free. It was the only time she’d stamp her foot down if a potential employer balked. The afternoons were a different story, and it always left Ava on edge until Charlotte called the diner to tell her she made it home okay.

Charlotte ran ahead the last half block or so to catch up to her friend Julie. The two girls chattered away, Julie producing her phone to show the other girl a new game. A phone. At eight. Ava could barely afford her own, let alone one for Charlotte. At least that one particular expense she didn’t mind not being able to afford. Charlotte would never be off the damn thing.

“I’ll see you tonight, honey,” Ava said. Charlotte glanced up at her, mildly annoyed her little world had been interrupted, and Ave jammed her hands into her pockets, heading back home for one last cup of coffee before she had to go to work for the day.

Her house was a mostly nondescript duplex, most notable for the twenty-year vacancy in the other half of the unit, and for being surrounded by much nicer buildings. She had a suspicion that the house wasn’t anywhere near up to code – her fingers sometimes got a shock when she replaced lightbulbs, the sinks regularly clogged in the spring and fall, a discoloration in the bathroom wanted to spread its wings and fly, despite her landlord telling her no, it was just her imagination that it was growing worse seemingly daily.

The only really great part about it was her lease, which had a grandfathered price she couldn’t beat anywhere in town. Which was good, since Ava was too piss poor to make a fresh start anywhere else. Her paperwork for government assistance seemed forever held up at the state. Three separate times now in six months she had to file the same papers, show the same proof of income. It would have been a shitshow on an almost cosmically comic proportion, if it wasn’t her baby girl’s health and well-being on the line.

Not for the first time, her hand went to her phone to call her sister in Detroit. That was the last resort, the one line she hadn’t crossed yet, because Ava knew what Linda would say, would want her to do. Just temporary custody, just until she got back on her feet. Just steal little Charlotte away, because she was the Perfect Sister and Ava had always been a little bit of a fuck-up.

She trembled as she trudged into the house. No. She wouldn’t cry. She wouldn’t. She could do this. She…

Ava ran for the bathroom, the first cup of coffee roaring up and out of her into the porcelain, and then she did cry, falling back on her ass, head whapping off the what she was sure was a fungus-infused wall.

“Keep it together,” Ava muttered. “Gotta keep it together for her.”

She rose shakily to her feet, brushed her teeth with a tiny dab of the last of their toothpaste – another purchase from the dollar store – and abandoned the idea of a second cup of coffee, her stomach now thoroughly unsettled.

When she headed for work ten minutes later, a dusty BMW sat in the long, gated driveway of the house next door. The place had been abandoned long before Ava and Clark moved to town, at least until recently. Carpenters and the town’s lone electrician kept up a steady stream through the old abandoned house for months now, but things had finally settled down in the last few weeks. Much of the exterior remained the same – it still desperately needed a coat of paint, the yardwork was best described as nonexistent, and the sidewalk was flat out dangerously cracked and broken. But the new windows gave it a spark of something the place had been missing, and Ava was dying to find out what it looked like on the inside.

But rumor had it the place was going to be occupied by that sleazebag Elias Redman. Just her luck. A new neighbor – rich and handsome – and he was the tabloid’s favorite target of yesteryear, a falling star with a gorgeous ex-wife leveling accusation after accusation at him. Cheating. Bringing home hookers when his kids were there. Trying to convince his wife to fuck him in his werewolf getup from Beastly Brutal movies. Addictions. Rumors of orgies. Rumors he was in some kind of sex cult.

His fellow actors and actresses seemed split on him from all the interviews she’d seen. Some of them defended Elias Redman staunchly, claiming he was nothing but a gentleman, quiet and reserved, but always gentle to his female costars, even in the roughest of movie shoots. Others jumped to his wife Becky Aston’s side, demanding he own up to his faults and make amends. Six months ago, just after the property had been sold next door to Ava, Elias Redman called a press conference where he announced, quietly and stoically, he wasn’t contesting his wife’s divorce, that he was no longer going to be in his children’s lives, that he was done with acting, and that he was sorry about any harm he’d ever caused his two daughters. The gross jerk didn’t even have the balls to admit to whatever he’d done. It made Ava sick, and she felt terrible for the days when she ate up those stupid werewolf romance movies.

Apparently, Mr. Redwood had grown up in Barnhart Heights and was now returning there, his tail tucked between his legs. Right to her doorstep. Perfect.

* * *

Elias saw the woman walking from the ugly duplex next door, but didn’t think much of her, not from a distance. The upstairs spare bedroom looked out right upon her eyesore property. He wished he’d made an offer on it before ordering the necessary repairs on the inside of the house. Now the property value had probably doubled. Well, unless his name being attached to the restored house dragged it right back down again.

The bleak thought amused him a little, and he returned to the matter at hand, flipping rapidly through the carpet sample book. The guest bedroom would be made into his study where he hoped to write his masterpiece – or more likely where he’d crank out three hundred pages of pure shit. This had never been the dream, but it wasn’t the worst way to spend an early retirement, in pursuit of the great American novel – or at least a mediocre pulp suspense novel, anyways.

Settling on a textured warm gray, he marked it off on a sheet of paper, and studied the walls. It would have been easier to hire an interior designer for this, but along with the writing, Elias needed hobbies to keep his mind occupied. It had been over twenty years since he helped his parents paint the inside of their home, but he’d studied enough in the last six months to get the basics down. Didn’t hurt that he had the rest of his life to fix any mistakes he might have made.

Wandering through the house, he tried to picture in his mind what kind of a color scheme he wanted. Despite the rock bottom price he’d paid – only five digits – the place was damn near a mansion. An attic, three bedrooms upstairs accompanied by a bathroom, a bedroom on the first floor with another full bath. An office on the first floor was too small for his study needs, and he hadn’t quite figured out what he wanted to do with it. Storage, probably. It was too much house for one person, but in Hollywood, he dreamed of this place more than any other, and it was his now.

His stomach growled. This was his first day at the new house, and he hadn’t yet had a chance to stock the cupboards or the fridge. Time to go grocery shopping, he supposed.

In the BMW, he took off towards the heart of Barnhart. Funny how little things had changed, but how every little nuance made the town feel alien. His childhood, his teenage years, they all crawled back to him in a nonstop wave of half-remembered moments. Here he’d fallen off his bike, scraping his knee. There he’d seen his first play, acted out by touring college kids in small town parks. Here he’d walked with his mom a day after his dad’s funeral to get ice cream, because that was all she craved, day after day until her heart quit on her years later.

That one wrecked him. He pulled over in front of what had been the ice cream shop in his youth and was now a bustling diner. His hands shook too hard to keep going, and Elias was hungry anyways. Slowly he stepped out of the car, inhaling deeply, trying to steady his soul, wondering not for the first time why he’d come back here.

Because you come home when there’s nowhere left to go.

A handful of people sat around the diner, scattered in little chatterbox groups. Most of them glanced up – small town, so that was expected, and he saw at least two people with glints of recognition. Quickly, his head down, Elias darted for a booth in the corner, sitting with his back to the entrance, the black leather squeaking like he’d just let one loose. A menu helped hide his face, and he engrossed himself in the bullshit typical Americana food every diner west of New York and east of LA seemed to share. Barbeque bacon cheeseburger? Check. Buffalo chicken sandwich? Check. Philly cheesesteak? Check. A token fish and vegetarian offering? Check and check.

“Hey there, welcome to Chip’s! What can I get you to drink to start you off?”

Elias settled the menu down, and glanced up. The smile on the woman’s face fell, and he realized this was the woman he’d just seen walking out of her house half an hour ago. The distance had been too great to make out the details before, aside from the wind-swept blonde hair. Now he saw she was tall, thin. Pretty, in a down-home sort of way, with an oval face barely touched by make-up and soft, sultry blue eyes that tilted just a little down towards her nose. Lines around her eyes and mouth, just a few, but they were there. Somewhere near his own age, he guessed, or maybe a few years younger if life had ridden her hard.

“Oh,” she said, trying to find the smile again. “My new neighbor. Hello.”

Clearly she knew him and his reputation. Elias didn’t bother fighting down a grimace. “Anything at all on the menu surprising?” he asked.

The woman’s faked smile fell apart as fast as she’d put it on. Her nametag read Ava. Pretty name. “We can add a little sriracha to any sandwich, and the cooks use aioli. It’s very nice.”

He’d asked for surprising and got aioli. Small town life. At least he didn’t need to worry about carbs or a diet anymore. No need to look cut for movies or auditions anymore, though Elias did want to buy a new set of dumbbells and a workout bench for the garage. That part of things had always been fun.

“Steak sandwich if it’s not too early. Fries. Iced tea.”

She scratched that down on a little pad. “I’ll just put that right in for you.”

When she turned and headed for the kitchen, Elias glanced over. Thin though she might be, his neighbor had a spectacular butt straining against her jeans. He looked away again, settling the menu back in its rack. As he dug out his cell, the waitress came back and plunked an ice tea in front of him so hard it spilled over the edges.

“Sorry about that,” she said, sounding anything but, and then she whirled away again to tend to her other customers.

A couple of tissues took care of the tea. Elias wondered if this was the way it was always going to be. Ever since Becky started talking about divorce, doors had closed to him in Hollywood. He’d expected that. Embraced it, even. It was nice to see all his friends’ true faces for once. All the restaurateurs he’d helped out with a little PR or word of mouth now didn’t want to know him. “Oh Mr. Redman, sorry, we’re all booked up tonight,” was a phrase he heard constantly.

It had been foolish to come back to a town where his face was just as well known, but he’d held out some glimmer of hope that Barnhart remembered him as a teenager, not the man he was now.

For the dozenth time that day, he unlocked his phone and stared at the two coded contacts on his list. With all the celebrity hacks going on, he’d changed Hannah and Riley’s names to Patty and Marcie. Taken apart from everyone else on his phone, someone might have got the joke, but the two were just a sea in a list of names. Thoughts about dialing flittered through his mind, but… no. That part of his life was over.

The plate thunked down in front of him, and he jumped. That was amazingly fast, just a few minutes. The waitress dropped a set of silverware on the table next to him. “See if that’s surprising enough for you, Mr. Redman.”

Elias glanced down at the platter of food, and picked up the sandwich. One bite in, and he spat it back onto the plate, trying not to gag. “Raw?” he asked.

“Sorry it’s probably not the steak tartare you’re used to,” Ava said, just as pleasant as pie, and the room erupted into laughter.

Elias slid out of the booth, taking his time to dig in his wallet and drop a twenty on the table. “For your excellent service,” he said, and the laughter doubled as he headed back out into the sunshine.

* * *

Still smirking, Ava collected his plate and his untouched tea as the laughter started to finally die down around them.

“How dare you?” a quavering voice asked, barely heard above the resuming chatter. Ava turned, and a few people elbowed each other to shut up.

Mrs. Gillespie, all of eighty-five or so, leaned on her crutches and stared at all of them balefully before locking her gaze on Ava. “He’s a good boy.”

“And a goddamn pervert,” one of the men at a booth said.

Mrs. Gillespie shuffled towards him, waving a liver-spotted finger in his direction. “That’s what the news says, and that wife of his. But little Elias delivered my papers. He used to help his daddy work around your houses, God rest his soul. When that poor Lizzie girl overdosed, Elias was the one that drove her to the hospital.”

“Mrs. Gillespie, we don’t need his kind in this town,” Colette Turner said from another table, her immense jowls shaking as she leaned forward.

“You don’t even know what his kind is,” Mrs. Gillespie said, firing the words out with a fine spray of contempt and spittle. “You all ever heard a little saying called judge not, unless you wanna be judged?”

A few yes’s and yes ma’ams greeted her sullenly.

“Our little community’s better’n this.” Mrs. Gillespie turned towards Ava and jabbed that finger at her. “You’re better than this. I know you are. For shame, Ava.”

Her back as upright as she could manage, Mrs. Gillespie headed for the door. A man rose up out of his chair to hold it for her, but she slapped his hand away. “Don’t be pretending now you actually have manners, you laughin’ hyena,” she snapped, and with a shaky hand, propped the door open far enough to wedge herself and her walker through.

No one in the diner looked in Ava’s direction. They all slowly returned to their meals, and a low buzz of conversation started again. She stared at the twenty in her hand, walked over to the till, and rang up Mr. Redman’s bill. Laughing as she might have been just a minute ago, she wasn’t too proud to stick the eight extra bucks in her pocket, hating herself a little bit for a lot of reasons.

* * *

At the grocery store, at least no one tried to throw raw meat at Elias, aside from the butcher – and that was wrapped and priced. Five pounds of chuck he could toss in the freezer. The ribeye he’d pan-sear tonight, along with a baked potato and all the sour cream and cheese he could dump on it. Feeling self-conscious, he stopped only to grab a few more essentials and an ice cream for breakfast. Apart from a few cones with his daughters, this was the first time Elias could remember in recent memory he’d bought ice cream, and it took all his willpower not to eat it right there in the store.

On the ride home, Elias idly turned down a few side streets, knowing where he’d eventually wind up but dreading the trip all the same. It was why he’d bought the ice cream. The memories haunted him, whether he realized it on a conscious level or not. He finished his treat, crumpled up the wrapper, and stuffed it into his pocket as he headed to the edge of town, the BMW rolling slowly across quiet, almost barren roads to the cemetery.

The last time he’d been out here was nearly twelve years ago. Nothing much had changed. Some of the big pine trees had grown even bigger, a few more stones marked the slow shuffling march of man, and someone had put up a glaring “No Smoking” sign at the entrance. That was about it.


I should’ve bought flowers.
 The thought almost made him turn around, but he knew in his heart it was just an excuse to cut and run from what needed to be done. The BMW crunched down the lanes until he found the right row.

It was only right to turn the car off. A few mosquitos swarmed him, but he left them be. Let them eat him alive. He deserved it. Twelve years, and he hadn’t come once to say hello.

Their grave marker was one big stone. One of his first purchases when he made his first half a million on the werewolf movie was to pay for his father’s simple marker to be replaced. His mom had appreciated that. Eventually, the blank half under the Redman name had come to include her name too, and all the relevant bullshit no one but the immediate family ever cared about. In Eternal Rest. Names. Dates.

He stuffed his hands in his pockets, not saying anything for a while. No one had been out here to cut away the slightly higher grass around the stone, but then again, who would? His uncle Travis and his cousins had their own lives. Elias’s grandfather couldn’t. He was taking a permanent vacation in a nursing home down in Arizona, a nice one where they hopefully didn’t treat him like a piece of furniture.

That left Elias, and that might as well have meant no one. Barnhart might have been his home, but it had been far too easy to pretend this place was too far to get to on a long weekend between shoots. Then, when the acting gigs started drying out, it became too shameful, too painful. Now, only at the most down-and-out of his life did it feel even remotely right to be back here. He drew his hands out of his pockets and knelt, pulling the grass away from the base of the stone.

“Hey Mom. Hey Dad,” he whispered quietly. “Don’t know what they told you up there but I’m sorry about all of it. Never meant for the name to get dragged through crap like this.” He plucked a few more blades of grass and tossed them aside before turning and sitting on the ground beside the headstone, wishing he had a beer. “You’d like the girls. The one thing I did right, and I can’t…” Elias couldn’t finish the sentence. When was the last time he’d cried that wasn’t thanks to bottled fake tears? Fuck. “They look like you, mom. It pissed Becky off.”

A pigeon cooed somewhere in the trees over in the next lane. He closed his eyes, listening to it, focusing in on a little bit of everything. About everyone telling him he wouldn’t succeed, except his dad, who told him repeatedly Elias might have to grind it out, but he was good on the stage, a good kid, had a good head. He’d make it. Elias’s dad had been so sure, but he never lived to see his son land his first movie role almost like it was magic, followed just weeks later by the werewolf audition. Two months into California, and he’d already accomplished more than most actors out there dreamed about, all because he was still a little bleary-eyed from a night drinking and reminiscing about the one man who’d had faith in him, who had died just days after Elias fled to California because he didn’t want to see his father, the best man he’d ever known, die in a hospital bed a withered shell of his former self.

And then his mom. God, the poor woman had all but died the day her husband did. The bullet just took a while to find her heart. She ate herself to death – two hundred pounds gained in just a few years. They’d talked every few days. Elias could try to fool himself early on that he couldn’t have known how bad things were with her, but he knew. He just didn’t want to deal with it, wrapped up in his own successes and the worldwide attention he was receiving.

Such a fucking idiot.

After an hour, maybe two, Elias finally stood up and dusted off the seat of his pants. “Love you both,” he murmured. “I… I’m sorry, Mom.”

* * *

The carpet swatches picked, Elias settled in to write out a list of everything he’d need to grab at the hardware store the next day. Painting was the first priority before he laid the carpet down and finally bought furniture other than the king-sized bed, his one concession to comfort apart from a recliner in the living room.

Someone rang the doorbell. He stood up, cracked his neck, and shuffled to answer it. Probably another angry neighbor or someone leaving a burning bag of dog shit on his porch, or whatever the kids did to people these days. Instead, a woman stood on the other side, as familiar to him as his family. Mrs. Kemper was still a stunner in what had to be her late forties even in sweats that hid her mountainous breasts and shapely ass.

He held the door wide, grinning. “Well, hell, I didn’t realize you were still around town.”

“Oh yes, no escaping Barnhart.” She smiled, her soft lips gleaming from a fresh coat of lipstick. Then his brain caught up to him and he noticed the rest – the heavy makeup, the perfume, the high heels.

The unfulfilled teenage version of himself roared in approval as he moved aside and gestured at the interior. “Not a lot of furniture at the moment, but come in.”

She did, and he shut the door behind her, locking it and glancing out to see if anyone was watching. Old habits. When he turned, the trench coat slid to the floor, revealing to Elias the body he’d have done anything to see in high school, clad only in a black lace corset that did nothing to hide her modesty or her hourglass figure, still in terrific shape even seventeen years later.

“It’s Ms. Kemper now, actually,” she said as she turned, her nearly-bare bottom in full display. Shucking off his shirt, Elias stepped up behind her and placed a hand at the small of her back, taking only a moment to kiss her bared shoulder before he pushed her towards the bedroom.

“I don’t feel like being kind,” he warned her.

“Good. Because I’ve wanted a serious fucking from you ever since you were eighteen.”

God, she looked good. Cellulite around the ass, sure, and she wasn’t fooling anyone with the dark brunette dye job, but she still had it and she knew it, glancing over her shoulder with her smoldering, playful eyes, the same ones that had winked at him once when he was getting measured for a costume and grew a hardon right in front of her. He’d just turned eighteen then, and though he’d slept with plenty of his classmates, he had no idea how to read the signals of an older woman. That had sure changed.

In the bedroom, he spun his former drama teacher around, hands going for the cups of her corset without any subtlety. He’d wanted his hands on those tits for far too long to be denied now, and when he bared them, he grunted his approval. As big as he’d imagined. Sure, the corset had done wonders to prop up the sag, but for her late forties, the breasts were still impressively full. He leaned down to take one brown nipple in his mouth, sucking, licking, biting just a little.

“Yeah,” Bianca murmured. “Like that, Elias.”

His hands reached around to her ass, and Elias hefted her up before tossing Bianca down on the bed. It was a top of the line mattress, with hardly any spring. Her breasts bounced joyfully when she collided with the soft down comforter. There was a second part of her he’d wanted too, and just like with her breasts, he didn’t fuck around, gripping the string of her panties and ripping them away, revealing her neatly trimmed brunette bush – maybe she hadn’t dyed her hair after all – and her swollen pussy lips.

“Spread your legs, Ms. Kemper,” Elias ordered her.

“Call me Bianca.”

“Fuck that, you’re still the hot teacher to me and I’m living out this fantasy as long as I can.”

Laughing, she complied, folding her legs and spreading her knees apart, the high heels resting on the blanket. He fell forward, his tongue like an arrow as he delved into her pussy, licking her length up and down, relishing the slightly buttery taste of her. Oral was one of his greatest pleasures, and one of the few things Becky loved about him in their last tumultuous years together. Having a big dick was great, but knowing how to treat a woman right with tongue and fingers, that helped set him apart.

“Oh, ohhhhh,” Ms. Kemper moaned, reached down to grab his hair and shove him further into her pussy.

His nose brushed against her clit as he waggled his tongue side to side, exploring, finding her little pleasure spots. One of his hands slid underneath her ass and squeezed, while the other trailed up and down her inner thigh, finding a sensitive little spot an inch or so above her knee that left her kicking the air convulsively.

“Yessss, yeesss, right there, lick my clit, please,” she begged.

Elias complied, tracing his tongue one more time up her length to her hood, then bringing around both hands to spread her wider. Her little button gleamed from her desire, and he flicked it with his tongue, light brushes that left her writhing.

“Just… like… that,” she said in between heaved breaths, her heels digging little holes in the comforter. Worth it to live out this moment, this teenage wet dream come to life. His teacher, the woman responsible for setting him on the path, one of the greatest fantasies completely his.

She lifted her head to watch him work. His gaze held hers with all the cockiness and arrogance of having fucked some of the most beautiful women in the world, and she reached for him, her hands trembling, her fingers squeezing as her back hitched, her breath came shorter and shorter, and she gasped, “Elias, oh fuck, now, now, noowwww….”

Her first spasms left her quaking, but Elias kept on going, slipping two fingers into her, sliding deep, adding a third on the next stroke. She arched as he fingered her, still suckling at her clit, still reveling in her wetness.

He pulled away long enough to say, “Did my sexy teacher come for me?”

“Mmm hmm,” she whimpered, bucking to meet his fingers.

“Are you ready for me, Ms. Kemper? For your student’s big fat prick?”

“Show, don’t tell,” she said.

With that, he withdrew his fingers and gave her one last longing lick, promising himself he’d eat that pussy again someday. He rose, slipping off his belt and casting it aside, then dropping his pants and boxers unceremoniously. There was no need to stroke his ego and look for a response to his prick. He knew he was big, had known since the first time he tried to screw someone and couldn’t get his cock more than a few inches inside her.

After grabbing a condom out of his wallet, he crawled up on the bed as she scooted backwards, her eyes locked on his groin as he slipped on the rubber. “I heard the gossip in high school,” she murmured as she hit the two pillows at the head of the bed and laid down. “But I thought they just didn’t have much to compare it to.”

“I don’t want you like that,” Elias said, ignoring the compliment. “Flip over.”

She complied, her ass thrust high in the air. He slid up to her, his length running across her pussy lips, still drenched from his mouth and fingers.

“Don’t tease,” she whispered, and he grabbed his prick and fed it to her, quickly, deeply. Her arms shuddered and as he began to thrust, Ms. Kemper’s strength gave out. She pitched forward onto her face, her knees bent, ass high in the air as he gloved himself in her as deep as possible, and that was pretty deep. Definitely not the tightest he’d ever had – there were something like three Kemper kids running around somewhere – but oh fuck, this was Ms. Kemper.

“Do you still work at the school?”

“You want to m-make small t-talk now?” she asked, turning her head so she wasn’t speaking into the pillow.

He slapped her ass hard enough to leave a red welt, and she yelped in surprise. “Don’t talk back when I’m giving you a lesson, Ms. Kemper.” He thrust hard into her now, pounding her face into the pillow. “Are. You. Still at. The school?”

“Yes, yes,” she howled. “Spank me again, please, fuck, you’re so deep!”

“Good. One of these days-” smack! “-I’m going to call you-” smack! “and you’re going to let me in.” Smack! “And then I’m going to fuck you-” smack! “bent over your desk-” smack! “on the stage-” Smack smack! “or wherever the hell I decide to.”

“Oh fuck, Elias, ohhhh, I’d be in so much trouble.”

He licked his palm and spanked her harder this time, jamming his cock to the hilt. “You think I care? This pussy is mine now. This ass is mine now. I say blow me, you’re going to blow me. Understood?”

“Just don’t stop, please, so close again…”

He gripped a handful of her hair and pulled, jerking her head up off the pillows and arching her back as he wrapped his other hand around her waist, hammering into her, flesh slapping against flesh. “Tell me. Tell me if I call, you’ll do whatever I want.”

“Yesss, oh God, yesssssss!”

The hand around her waist slipped down to her slit, massaging her clit again as he kept thrusting. The other hand let go of her hair, grasping around at one of her jiggling breasts. He tweaked her nipple, drawing a mewl from her. Ms. Kemper wasn’t capable of much more than that.

“So close,” she whimpered. “My Elias, my student, you’re fucking me, you’re really fucking me.”

“I am, Ms. Kemper. So goddamn sexy. My cock is in my teacher.”

“Your tea…” she said, then her body went boneless for a moment, her voice silent. Like she’d been shocked back to life, her whole body jolted, and she wailed, “So goooood!”

Her second orgasm rolled through her fast, and before he could catch her, Ms. Kemper slumped forward, plopping off his prick. He was close himself, but he didn’t want to keep going if she’d passed out. Quickly he climbed to one side and rolled her over. Her eyes were fluttering. Shell-shocked, he realized, or as close to it as he’d ever seen a woman after a climax.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

She blinked slowly, and focused on him. “You haven’t…”

“Not yet. Wanted to make sure you were good.”

She reached up with a wavering hand and patted his face. “Good,” she affirmed.

He knelt again over her, but now he didn’t want to finish in her at all, he realized. Elias stripped off the condom, and gripped his cock. Slowly he stroked himself over her chest. There had been a fantasy of his, all of the guys from one of the plays taking gangbanging her, and that one always ended with them finishing all over her face, her tits, her ass. He grinned thinking about it now, and it pushed him close.

“Open your mouth,” he said.

“Do you have a present for your teacher?”

“Uh huh.”

“Good. Give it to me then.”

Elias did, his toned ass flexing as he stroked himself. His balls tensed, and he jammed his prick against her lips. She opened wide just in time as the first shot punched out the tip. He came and came and came, and her neck pumped as she swallowed every bit she could.

Finally sated, Elias fell on his side as she wiped her mouth clean, sucking her fingers for show. He reached down to stroke her still-quivering pussy, and she gently shoved his hand away. “Too much,” she said, smiling.

“Was I too rough? I didn’t mean a word of it.”

“I hope you did. The thought of you taking me over my desk? Christ, I think I had a mini-orgasm just from that.”

“Yeah?”

Ms. Kemper nodded, a drowsy smile stretching across her face. When they had a moment to recover and slip under the covers, she said, “My God, I haven’t been laid like that since… uh… ever.”

“You inspired me. In more ways than one.” Elias frowned. “But what are you doing here? You know what’s going on. You have to.”

Ms. Kemper – Bianca – glanced over at him, amused. “Come on, Elias. People change, but they don’t change that much. You? A sex cult? Demanding to sleep with your wife dressed like a werewolf? I could almost believe the orgies and the cheating, if she hadn’t said you got caught just to upset her. That isn’t you. At all.”

“How do you know who I am?” he asked, much angrier than he intended. He rolled over and dug out a toothpick from his business card holder and jammed it in his mouth. “Maybe I was a monster to her. To our kids.”

She reached over and patted his stomach. “Sure. Tell me one part of that’s true, and I’ll believe you.”

Elias didn’t say anything, but folded an arm over his eyes. “What happened with you and your husband?”

“What happens to every couple who holds a marriage together for the kids. They got older, we got divorced. I don’t know why we didn’t do it sooner. They saw we were miserable. Probably screwed them up more to stay together. But we tried, I guess.” She turned and draped a leg over his thigh, the warmth of her sex rubbing lightly against him. It was pleasant. “You didn’t answer my question.”

“Ask another one. You don’t get that one.”

Bianca circled his chest with her fingers, then leaned in to take one of Elias’s nipples in her teeth. It was a curious sensation. He wasn’t sure anyone had ever just sucked on his nipple before. Bit on them, sure – a costar had nearly ripped his right nipple off in a love scene gone a little intense. After a little more teasing, she pulled away, her lips still practically brushing the dark nipple.

“What are you here for?”

“Retirement,” he said.

“Really?”

His arm slipped free of his face, and she lifted her head so he could slide it under her. “Yeah, really.”

“So… just going to hang out in this dumpy old place and knit for the next forty years.”

“Something like that.”

She sighed irritably. “Some things haven’t changed, I see. Still can’t get more than a grunt or two out of you.”

“Yeah, well… you know being with me here, people are going to talk?”

“You see a whole lot of paparazzi in Barnhart?”

He reached down and pinched her breast. “Talking about the people here.”

“Let them talk.”

“That’s easy to say. It’s another thing to deal with.”

“I’m a big girl. I can handle it. Relax. I parked a few blocks away and if I leave when it gets dark, no one’s going to know.”

He grunted noncommittally. “All right. How’d you know I was here?”

“Aside from the realtor telling everyone in town practically the moment you’d be moving back here?” Bianca grinned. “Apparently you had a friend at Chip’s Diner today. Dianne Gillespie, you remember her?”

He frowned. “No. Should I?”

“Used to be a clerk at the gas station, oh… twenty years ago. Anyways, never mind. She apparently knows you. Called me up after you got served some food raw there, and she cussed out everyone after you left. Really let them have it, too.”

“She shouldn’t have said anything. Fuck them.”

Bianca reached down under the covers and stroked along his belly until she found the five o’clock shadow of his pubic hair. Normally he kept himself trimmed down there, but lately he’d been slipping. “They only know what they’ve been exposed to. You’ve still got fans here. Some of us, we remember what a good kid you were.” She reached further still, grasping his cock. “And they’ll find out what kind of a man you are. If you show them.”

With that, she rolled on top of him, her breasts dangling in his face. He reached up and cupped one, but any fun they were about to get up to was interrupted by the doorbell.

“Perfect timing,” he groaned. He grabbed the toothpick out of his mouth and tossed it in the garbage can. “Stay under the covers. I’ll be back in a minute.”

“Mm. Guess what I’m going to be doing while you’re gone?” Bianca asked. He stared at her for a moment, debating on just letting the visitor take off without answering, but then the doorbell rang again and his reverie was broken.

“I want to watch when I get back,” Elias told her. She grinned and winked.

He rose, tossed on his pants, and headed for the door. Whoever it was had already started off the porch and down the sidewalk to the gate. When he opened up and turned on the porchlight, she spun around, looking like a thief caught in the act.

“Help you?” Elias asked, then groaned when he realized who it was – the waitress from earlier, still in her uniform. “Oh, for the love of…”

“Wait, I-”

“You got about five seconds before I grab my baseball bat and chase you out of here.”

She held up a plastic bag, loaded with something squarish. “But I-”

“Five. Four.”

“I came to say I’m sorry!” she shouted.

“Three.”

Instead of leaving, his neighbor stormed back up the sidewalk and thrust the bag at him. “Here. A grilled steak and cheese, with caramelized onion, I used green chiles, too. It’ll give it a little bit of that surprise you were looking for.”

“And I suppose it’s raw too?”

She dropped the bag at his feet. “It’s not. I made it. I stayed an extra hour to wash dishes so I could work off what I was using. I said I’m sorry and I meant it.”

“Sure. Bye.”

Elias ignored the bag of food, turned back inside, and slammed the screen door shut. As he swung the interior door closed, his neighbor said quietly, “That wasn’t me.”

The door stopped mid-swing. “Excuse me?”

“What I did today. That wasn’t… I didn’t… I don’t do that to customers. I really am sorry.”

She turned and started back down the sidewalk again, and he came back onto the porch. “No. Uh uh.”

“What?” she asked, stopping again.

“What’s your name again?” Elias asked, knowing damn well what it was but riding out his anger.

“Ava.”

“Ava, that was most definitely you.”

“I said I was-”

“Sorry. So you keep saying. But you’re not. You weren’t then and you aren’t now. You apologizing? That’s your act. Sure, you put in the effort, but right now, you could give a big greasy shit if I lived or died. You don’t care about an apology. You care about making peace with yourself.”

“I-”

“Nope. I don’t like to talk, but I earned my minute or two of chewing your ass out, and I’m going to take it. You in that diner, you throwing that raw meat in front of me? I’m guessing that’s you as real as you’ve been in a while. That was you throwing aside whatever daily bullshit walls you put up so you can smile and nod at everyone in town and act like civilization matters, but you thinking you know me and throwing shade, that’s the real Ava. That’s you. Naked. So don’t tell me it wasn’t. If I’m gonna be spit on without you knowing a goddamn thing about me or what I’ve been through, at least hold your head up and do it honestly.” He leaned down and grabbed the bag. “Thanks for the sandwich. Now get off my property.”

Ava did.

* * *

Days later, with the painting upstairs finished and the fumes almost making the place unlivable, Elias made it a point to take a full day and do some much-needed yardwork around the property. First things first, he dug out his new riding lawnmower from the garage, a tedious process given the number of boxes he had to move out of the way. Then came the realization he had no gas, and so a trip to town for a gas can and fuel was in order.

The property sat on a few acres, just enough to give the house some privacy. Some yardwork had been done in the six months since he bought the place, but whoever did the bush trimming must have been blind, as dreadful as it was. Not that Elias was really an expert – the last time he had to prune trees or bushes, he’d been a teenager there in that very town.

Whoever had done the mowing flat out sucked. They hadn’t bagged the clippings, leaving them to rot right there in the yard, and Elias guessed the last time anyone had run a mower over it had to be a month ago, at least. Oh well. His new mower sputtered to life pretty easily, and with a toothpick clamped between his teeth, he took it for a few test loops around the yard before lowering the blade. Painting had been pleasantly mind-numbing, but this… this was just pleasant. The thrum of the motor was too loud to do much more than think, and he let himself drift away as he cut swaths across the yard, stopping every now and then to empty the bagger. A few high patches remained around the house and close to the shrubs along the decorative iron fence, but he hadn’t thought about a weed-eater. Time for another trip to the hardware store, he thought, amused. Pretty soon what remained of the Elias Redman fortune might just belong to them.

He stopped at one of the town’s other restaurants for a chicken wrap and a milkshake, carefully avoiding Chip’s again. He’d seen his neighbor Ava pop out of her duplex often, sometimes accompanied by a little girl, but he had no desire to talk to her again. The sandwich she’d brought by had really been decent, but the thought of stepping back into that lion’s den so the waitress could embarrass him in front of her crowd again just somehow didn’t appeal to Elias.

The hardware store guy – Joe – guided him to the weed-eaters. If he was aware of who Elias was, at least Joe had the decency to keep up a steady stream of regular conversation. It was almost enough to make Elias feel like a real person again, if just for a few minutes. They talked a great deal about what else he planned to do outside that day, and Elias ended up with a carload of lawncare items, a bit amused at the whole exchange. Joe was a hell of a good salesman, that was for sure.

At the counter was a tin can accepting donations for the restoration of a community center damaged over the long winter. While Joe was busy ringing him up, Elias tried to discreetly drop a trio of twenty-dollar bills into the jar. It wasn’t quite fast enough. Joe caught the movement, dipped his head a touch, and Elias nodded back.

Back home, the weed-eater chewed through the hard-to-get cuts of grass, and another couple of hours spent working on the bushes left him more or less satisfied with the general shape of the shrubbery along the fence line. That left the last big project he wanted to work on before the day was done.

The wrought-iron ornamental gate at the foot of the long driveway had long been rusted nearly shut. It was a fight to get it open, but with any luck, he could sand some of the rust off it and oil it down. Elias was determined not to call someone in for this. He’d spent much of the previous night looking up how-to videos on how to remove rust and repaint the gate. Doing the work himself was important to him.

As Elias worked a paint scraper around the hinges of the gate, little footsteps approached, crunching on the gravel where the concrete sidewalk had crumbled into rock and dirt. “What are you doing?” a soft child’s voice asked curiously.

Elias turned. Apart from the blonde hair, the little girl barely resembled her mother. The face was all wrong – mannish almost, if a child’s face could be said to be that. Her mom’s eyes were soft blue, the child’s a hawkish brown. Even the child’s body seemed in defiance of her mother – short and somewhat stocky compared to Ava’s tall, thin frame. Not fat, just squarely built.

“Don’t think you’re supposed to be talking to strangers,” Elisa grunted, and turned back to work on the gate.

“We’re neighbors,” the girl said flatly, as if this was a logical argument.

“Does your mom know you’re over here? She wouldn’t want you talking to me.”

“Why?”

Why did you cheat on Mom, Daddy?

The paint scraper slipped and nearly nicked his finger. “Because I’m not a very nice man.”

“I saw you. In a movie. Mom told me you’re an actor so I told Julie and she searched you on the Itternet.” She pronounced it just like that – “Itternet.” He nearly smiled despite himself. “You were in Stardog,” as if this was a fact Elias did not know about himself.

“I was.”

“That was a bad movie.”

He snorted. “Not shy, are you, kid?”

“Well, it was.”

Working a bit of sandpaper over the patch of rust he’d just removed, Elias thought about that and finally said, “Yeah, it was pretty much garbage.”

“So what are you doing?”

He sighed and glanced at her. “Getting the rust off this old gate so it shuts right.”

“Huh.”

“Thrilling stuff, I know.”

Somewhere close by, a voice called, “Charlotte? Where are you, sweetheart?”

“Over here, Mom!” Charlotte shouted.

Elias grimaced. This was going to go well.

Ava sprinted for his property as he resumed sanding, eyes focused solely on his work. “Charlotte Brooklyn, you come home right now and stop bothering him.”

“I was just telling him I saw one of his moobies. I said it was bad and he said so too.”

“Charlotte!”

“Fine, movies,” the little girl said, scuffing her foot in the dirt.

“You do not talk like that to Mr. Redman!” Ava scolded her. “Go home, now. To your room.”

“But Mom-”

“Go!”

Charlotte broke into tears and darted away back towards her house. Elias kept scratching at the rust while Ava just stood there. A couple of times she started to say something, but nothing much more than a little half-formed word came out of her mouth.

Finally Elias glanced over his shoulder, annoyed. “You wanna help, or just watch?”

“If you hurt her in any way, I’ll gut you. Not an empty threat.”

His attention drifted back to the gate. Only about, oh, a thousand more spots of rust to fix. At least he almost had the hinges sanded down. Soon it would be time to paint them. “Whatever the hell they’re saying about me now, the one thing I’m not is a threat to your kid, Ava.”

“Any monster could say that.”

Elias gripped the wrought-iron and rose to his feet, the paint scraper in hand. He reversed it and shoved the handle at Ava. “If that’s what you think I am, jam that son of a bitch right into my gut and twist it around. Tell the cops I was harassing you or your kid, and no one’s going to think twice. Do it. If the world’s got me pegged as someone who would hurt a kid, then there’s no point. Come on.”

She took it, and for a long, almost relieved moment, Elias thought she would, that this whole almost cosmically comic shitshow would come to an end at the hands of an irate waitress. Instead, she looked between the scraper, then him, and finally held it back out again.

“She won’t bug you anymore.”

“Thanks.”

* * *

But Charlotte did.

In that curious way of clamping onto people children tended to have, Charlotte was determined to make friends with Elias, much to Ava’s constant irritation. Whenever he was outside working in the yard or repainting the porch, Charlotte would come over, watching him work, sometimes even picking up some of his tools until he scolded her to leave them alone.

When the interior painting was finally finished and Elias and two construction guys started laying down the carpet, Charlotte wandered over, damn near giving one of the crew a heart attack when she stepped out of the kitchen pantry, chewing on some of Elias’s cookies. That led to him walking her back to her house, where Ava went red in the face with fury and embarrassment.

But the incident opened Elias’s eyes, and he began to notice little things about the child. The afternoon hours spent alone at her house, without a babysitter. The way Ava always cooked for her daughter first when they were outside grilling on an old charcoal barbecue, and the usual much smaller, almost non-existent portions she allowed herself only when Charlotte had eaten. The lack of a car. The hand-pushed unpowered mower Ava pushed around her yard.

When a burly pair of movers helped Elias with his new office furniture and Charlotte wandered in, Elias took a moment to offer the guys milk and cookies. They looked as though he’d lost his damn mind, and he muttered quietly for them to go with it. They each accepted two chocolate chip cookies and a small glass of milk, and Elias, feigning reluctance, offered some too to Charlotte if she helped move a small box of cleaning supplies into the bathroom for him.

From that point on, Elias didn’t complain – much – when Charlotte found her way over to his place. As much as he might dislike Ava, any fool could see she was trying to raise her daughter the best she could with the shitty hand she’d been dealt, and he could respect that. So when he worked on removing the fence’s rust, when he ripped out dead bushes, when he put together his new furniture, when he filled in the cracks in the concrete down on the sidewalk, Elias tasked Charlotte with little chores. Some of it was blatant make-busy work, but she didn’t complain. Instead she watched him, studied what he was doing, and more than once, he caught her imitating him, rubbing down rust spots with sandpaper or trying to rip up little bushes with her bare hands.

When he lay underneath his car, trying to change the oil, Charlotte sat down next to the car. He warned her not to get underneath it, and she listened, but she watched him as best she could manage. He pointed out what he was doing, why he was doing it, never talking down to her. It reminded Elias of the best days with his daughters, the days away from movie shoots and PR runs and all the other bullshit he thought he needed to do. Hannah had loved to get her hands dirty while Riley was less enthused.

Charlotte was no substitute for them. He didn’t want her to be. Instead, in her, he found… well, if not a friend, at least someone to talk to.

Ava walked over to his property, mostly to check and make sure Elias hadn’t somehow corrupted her daughter. For about the dozenth time, she was surprised to find he was actually being decent to Charlotte, talking over oil pans and hand tightening filters. His legs jutted out from under the BMW, while Charlotte sat just a foot or so before his feet, listening as raptly as she had when Ava used to read her bedtime stories.

Her daughter glanced up at her, grinning, and just as quickly returned her attention to the actor. Ava thought about saying something, maybe thanking Elias for being patient, but instead, she slipped back home, crying and not really knowing why.

* * *

That night, when Charlotte was sleeping soundly wrapped in her robot-themed blanket, Ave browsed the tabloid sites for the latest news on her neighbor. Elias Redman had a hot career from eighteen to twenty-five or so, then he hit a long slump of box office failures. Anyone in Barnhart Heights knew that. Over the last ten years, he’d struggled to find his footing, starring in some ill-advised indie bombs and passion projects that didn’t click with viewers. She’d watched some of the bigger hits. Hell, Ava even performed some pretty wicked things to her then-boyfriend in the movie theater during the first Beastly Brutal movie.

Elias defined hot in those films. Powerful, Coiled. Tense. Eyes that could convey icy anger moment and soft worry the next. In that regard, not much had changed, though now he kind of had the hot dad look to him to boot – a little salt to his hair, a few well-placed wrinkles, just a hint more authority to his stance and demeanor.

But his later films saw him all over the place. A few were cult favorites of college kids and some of the townspeople, particularly the charming slapstick action movie Toby Labeoux, Mercenary Attorney, which drew the hatred of critics and theater-goers alike, but had seen a massive jump in sales and popularity when it hit DVD. She’d loved that one. The theater in town showed it regularly during their 24 Hour Redman Film Festival, held once a year like clockwork. Or it had, anyways. There had been utter silence from the theater on this year’s festival, and rumor had it they were going to do a similar marathon run, but devoted to women’s empowerment movies with the proceeds going to women’s shelters across the state. A great idea, she thought.

In the last couple of years, it looked like he had been cutting way back on his schedule, mostly amounting to guest appearances and cameos. Probably making time for all the cheating with hookers
, Ava thought, but the thought had no venom to it. She’d seen Bianca Kemper sneak in and out of there a few times, and she was most certainly not a whore. Perhaps sleeping with an ex-student was a little questionable, but it wasn’t like she was robbing the cradle.

Unless she fucked him when he was a teenager, then… ew. Still, there were no rumors around town that Ms. Kemper was like that, at all, and Ava most certainly would have heard about that at the diner.

She started looking up the dirt Elias’s ex-wife slung at him during their messy, very public divorce. Becky Aston, Hollywood royalty going back three generations. She was a stunner, no two ways about it, with such richly dark auburn hair it was almost black, a pair of breasts that seemed to give the middle finger to the gravity that came for most women in their thirties, an ass that had its own pop song devoted to it, and a strikingly symmetrical face, with its lines just so and her smile always perfect. She’d found a steadier stream of successes than her ex-husband, but without the wild highs of his career. If you needed an actress for a rom-com, Becky Aston was your woman. If you needed anything with some real emotional depth to it, however… well, you looked elsewhere.

It wasn’t so much that she was a bad actress – far from it. She was just a character actress, born to play the sweet, slightly goofy female lead, usually with her head in the clouds and ready for a pratfall. She and Elias seemed to have a great marriage, until one day she came out with a bombshell allegation of him cheating on her with prostitutes. This was followed in the weeks to come with dozens more stories from friends of the couple, all coming forward to spill the dirt on what a horrible, sex-crazed pervert Elias was. Some of the people involved were less than credible, but there were some pretty famous names in there.

It was strange, though. For all the stories, Elias had only fought back in the beginning. After a devastating interview with Becky and Elias’s two daughters about their dad’s exploits, he’d quit talking to the media at all. The girls – Hannah and Riley – said they’d never seen anything, but the interviewer pried it out of them that Elias was rarely home, traveled a lot, and had missed more than a few of their birthdays. That sent the younger girl into fits, and the interview quickly wrapped up after that.

It was after midnight when Ava got a text message warning her about her data usage. She swore under her breath, closed out the browser, and lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling for a good long time. Images drifted up in her mind of that first day meeting him, of Elias standing on his porch shirtless, berating her. He was still remarkably fit, though she hadn’t really noticed it at the time. Now the idea of his toned abs and downy chest danced around with the gentler, sweeter images of him being so good with Charlotte.

Despite how things had started off, despite the testiness still between them, Ava had to admit to herself she wanted him. Of course she did. He was fulfilling a paternal role to her daughter, he was still ridiculously hot, and he had a raw, untamed bluntness to him she would have liked if it wasn’t for his history with his wife.

The bed was too warm. She cast back the blanket, and the sheets, and she fought the urge to slip off the long tee shirt she loved to wear to bed. It had been Clark’s, and sometimes she imagined she could still smell his aftershave in it. There had been a couple of men since him, but none she grew to adore, let alone love.

And now here she was, her thighs pressed tightly together, trying not to tease her pussy by squirming too much. Her fingers brushed down across her stomach, and Ava stopped herself. No. She would not get herself off to Elias Redman. The man was a monster by everyone’s accounts save his own, and even then, he didn’t deny it.

The urges whispered to her late at night, teased her, pricked softly at her sensitive breasts, her little pleasure on her collar, the junction of her thighs. But Ava fought them, and somehow night bloomed into day. Whether or not she’d actually slept, she had no idea.

* * *

The accident happened while Ava was at work. Of course it did.

The last food pantry box had come with a bag full of dried craisins, one of Charlotte’s favorites. Ava separated them out into little snack baggies, and usually set one on the table for her after-school treat. But that day, Ava forgot, so Charlotte figured she’d climb up on a chair and grab the craisins herself from the pantry.

Bad luck tended to group itself like an expert darts player looking to throw bullseyes, and for Charlotte, several things happened all at once. As she reached up, tongue poking out of the corner of her mouth, the back of the chair snapped. Charlotte had exceptional balance and caught herself on one of the pantry’s shelves, but the shoddy dowel holding the shelf up decided it wanted to join its broken wooden brother and snap too. She toppled sideways, crying out as cans rained down around her. One landed on her hand, popping something, and Charlotte screamed with the first great big jab of pain.

At his desk, trying for the dozenth day in a row to finish the first paragraph in his novel, Elias thought he heard a shout. “Oh, what now?” he muttered, but using the distraction as an excuse to quit typing the same crappy words over and over again, he stood up and opened the window.

There, yes, someone was screaming.

Charlotte.

Without any other thought, he bolted for the hall, the stairs, the door. He didn’t remember sprinting down his driveway to the gate, but he did remember hitting Ava’s front door with his fist, shouting for the little girl.

“Charlotte? Charlotte! It’s Elias! Are you okay?”

She was still screaming inside somewhere. He gripped the doorknob. Locked. Good girl under most circumstances, but not now. Grimacing, he reared back and prepared to kick the door, not caring if anyone saw him.

It looked so easy in television and the movies. He’d done it a few times in some action movies and a cop show in which he’d guest starred as a detective gone too far over the edge. But even a flimsy door like Ava’s still had some strength to it, and he kicked once, twice, three times before he knocked it far enough off its frame to slip through, his crazed eyes darting everywhere for Hannah and Riley.

No, that wasn’t right. Charlotte. He was looking for Charlotte.

Seated in the middle of her pantry next to a fallen shelf and a bevy of cans, the little girl cradled her arm to her stomach, screaming, streaming tears. Something was wrong with her hand. He pulled her arm gently towards him, ignoring her reflexive lash with her good hand. A deep, angry red welt spread from her wrist to her pinkie. He knelt down next to her. “Charlotte. Charlotte! I’m going to take you to the hospital, okay?”

She didn’t respond, so Elias just scooped her up, lifting her under her knees and her back, trying not to jostle her hand. He raced out of there. One of the other neighbors eyeballed him from their front porch across the road. Elias shouted, “I’m taking her to the hospital. Call them up and tell them to expect us in the ER.”

The woman nodded hesitantly and went back inside. Elias walked as briskly as he could manage without jostling Charlotte. The keys for the BMW were inside. He settled her down on the front porch’s steps, ran inside, grabbed them and his cell phone, and headed back out to pick up Charlotte and help her into the back seat.

No car seat. Dangerous, but he didn’t see much other choice. He wrapped the seatbelt around her, clicked it home, and uncertainly, kissed her forehead. “It’s going to be all right, Charlotte. I’ve got you.”

“But it h-h-hurts!” she wailed.

He dove into the driver’s seat, tried not to gun it down the driveway, and raced as fast as he legally dared, making for the rural clinic on the outskirts of town. At a stop sign, he punched up his car’s hands-free device, found a number for Chip’s, and called.

To Charlotte in the back, he said, “Hang on, honey. We’re almost there.”

She whimpered, her eyes closed. He winced as he rolled over a pothole and returned his attention to the road. Someone at Chip’s picked up – not Ava.

“Thanks for calling Chip’s-”

“Tell Ava her daughter had an accident,” Elias snarled. “I’m taking her to the clinic.”

“Hang on, I’ll put her on.”

A block, maybe two away, Ava came on. “Who is this? What’s wrong with Charlotte?”

“It’s Elias. Looks like she was climbing up on a chair and she fell. She hurt her hand, but she’s tough, she’s going to be just fine, right Charlotte?”

“Uh huh,” she said through faltering tears.

“Oh my God, I’m on my way.”

He hung up, and soon they were there. The parking area in front of the emergency room was clear of any vehicles, so he aimed for that, not caring if he bounced up on the curb a little. He put her in park, grabbed the keys out of the ignition, and jolted out to help Charlotte out of the car.

“Good girl, Charlotte, you’re being very brave.”

“You d-don’t need to talk to me like I’m th-three,” she sniffed, and he laughed helplessly.

“All right. Come on.”

He guided her in, and a heavyset nurse strode down the hallway. Despite her snarkiness outside, Charlotte hid behind Elias and only held her hand out when she was prompted.

“All right, I need to know what happened,” the nurse – Melanie – said.

“I think she leaned too hard on a shelf, and something fell on her,” Elias said.

Melanie glared up at him, a sneer on her face. “Uh huh. We’re going to take her into an exam room, then we’ll get an x-ray done when the lab’s ready. You can wait here.”

“But I-”

“Mr. Redman, you can wait here or we’ll have someone escort you out.”

“I didn’t do anything to her!” he snapped, then held up his hands in defeat. “I’ll wait here. Please at least keep me…”

But Melanie was already scooting Charlotte to the clinic door, telling her it was okay, she could tell the nurse and the doctor anything she needed to. Elias crumpled into a chair. Hollow numbness rolled through him. Charlotte needed him and he couldn’t be there for her because of who he was perceived to be. His trembling hand against his forehead, he shook his head and tried to figure out what he could do.

A car pulled up out front a few minutes later. Ava popped out of the passenger’s side and hustled for the ER. Elias rose to greet her.

“Where is she?” she asked, tears rolling down her face.

“Back with a nurse and the doctor. They wouldn’t let me stay with her. They thought… it doesn’t matter. That room there.” He pointed at the room.

Ava whispered, “They’ll take her away from me. This is the last straw. They’ll send her to my sister’s and-”

“Tell them I was supposed to be watching her.” Ava stared at Elias, cold realization making her draw a deep breath. He shrugged. “Tell them I was supposed to be babysitting and I ran home to grab my cell.”

“I can’t do that to you.”

“You really think they’ll call Child Services?”

She nodded slowly.

He reached out and grasped her shoulder. “Then you can. My name doesn’t mean shit anyways. Do it for Charlotte. I know you’re the best thing for her.”

After a long moment of staring him in the eyes, Ava murmured, “Thank you.”

Then she was racing for the clinic room, Charlotte’s name on her lips, and he sank down, already digging out his cell phone to shut it off. The PR shitstorm was about to wind up again.

* * *

Mac called five times while he was off the grid.

Three reporters had shown up at Elias’s door that evening, all looking for the story. For once, he gave it to them, standing on his porch and explaining to each of them that he’d been neglectful in watching over the little girl next door and she’d paid the price. He even slipped in a line for Ava’s benefit, stating that she was a great mother who unfortunately couldn’t hire a sitter that day and had to rely on him. She wouldn’t make that mistake again.

Only one of the reporters actually interviewed Ava for all of about a minute. She and Charlotte were an afterthought to Elias’s continue downfall. He was grateful for that. Her life could have gone up in embers if someone had pressed too hard. Instead, sated with their latest Redman story, they took off, heading back to the city.

Finally, on his fourth beer and feeling mildly buzzed, Elias crashed on his front porch and called Mac back.

“What the fuck were you thinking?” Mac shouted at him. “You’ve got me to hold press conferences for you, dummy.”

“Had to, Mac.”

“Want to tell me why?”

“No.”

“Then let me guess. The woman?”

Elias took a long, deep drink. “Not the way you think it is.”

“What is it, then?”

“She’s good people. Didn’t deserve the attention me hauling in the kid would’ve given her.”

“For the love of… would you stop being so goddamn noble?” But there was no heat behind Mac’s question. He sounded tired, showing every minute of his near seventy-plus years.

“You all right, Mac?”

“I don’t know. Yeah. Sure. I just… I wish you’d let me off the leash sometimes. That’s what I’m here for.”

“Not the way I want it, Mac.”

“I know, I know. How’s the book coming?”

“Good,” Elias said, thinking about that damn first paragraph.

“Meaning like shit.”

Elias snorted. “Yeah.” His gate creaked, and he sat up. “Someone’s here. Gotta go.”

“Call me tomorrow morning.”

“Uh huh.” But Elias’s attention was on the figure walking up his driveway. Ava kept her head down, a baseball cap on her head. He hung up and said, “It’s okay. The roaches left the building.”

“Oh. Good.” She freed her head from the ballcap. Ava’s blonde hair spilled down across her shoulders like a fountain caught in time, and he openly stared. It wasn’t a sexually charged gesture, but for the first moment, he realized just how attractive she was. Down homey beautiful. Real.

She walked up to his porch, then when he didn’t object, hesitantly climbed up the steps and joined him. “Do you mind?” she asked, gesturing at one of his cushioned iron chairs.

“Please.”

“Thanks.” She settled in, her hands nervously playing at the edge of her knees. “I don’t know what to say to you.”

“How’s Charlotte?”

“She’s okay. Sleeping hard now. I feel bad for slipping away from her for even a minute, but she’ll be out for hours.” Ava’s hand rose to her chest. “I’m such a… a fuck-up.”

“Nah. You’re just a woman in a shit situation trying to swim her way out.”

“She could’ve been…”

He sighed. “There are a thousand ways things could go horribly wrong for that kid.”

“Not helping.”

“I know, but just listen. My kid Hannah, when she was, eh, maybe five or six, she fell up a flight of stairs. Up them. Not a bit of snow or rain or anything. She just up and fell across them. Broke her arm in two spots.” Elias shrugged. “They’re going to get hurt. No matter what we do or how much we try to protect them. Best we can do is be there to help them back up.”

Ava nodded, staring off and listening to the bugs in the cooling night. “What you did… you… I… I can’t repay that.”

“I don’t expect you to.”

“Are you going to be okay?”

Elias shrugged, reached down, and fished out another beer. He passed it over, and she cracked it open as he grabbed another for himself. “I’ll survive. Always do.”

“The people in town, they know the truth.”

“Will any of them talk to the news sites?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. Probably.”

“Fuck.”

She nodded and drank a third of the beer. “But thank you. For trying. No one’s done anything that nice for us since… well, since Clark died.”

“Her dad?”

Ava nodded. “Car accident. He was walking, and someone hit him.”

“Was he a good man?”

Her smile was a ghost. “The best.”

“Sorry.”

“Yeah. Me too.”

They finished their cans of beer in silence, and then Ava rose to her feet. “I should get back,” she mumbled. He nodded and she headed down the stairs.

Before she could get too far, though, Elias stood up and leaned over the rail. “When is she done with school in the afternoons?”

“Three-thirty. Why?”

Elias shrugged. “She’s over here all the damn time anyways. Could watch her.”

“I can’t.”

“Look, whatever it is you think about me, I’m not a freak when it comes to kids. Thought you’d know that by now.”

“No, I mean, I can’t impose on you like that,” said Ava.

“You wouldn’t be. The house is too damn big anyways. Needs some noise.”

“Yeah, well, she’ll definitely help you there.” Ava cleared her throat. She might have been crying. He wasn’t sure and didn’t look too closely. She came back up the stairs, and utterly shocking him, Ava kissed his cheek, then his lips softly, her tongue probing his. His cock lurched, but her eyes were huge, and terrified. When she broke away, she whispered, “I… the only way I can pay you is…”

“No,” he said, gently but firmly, pushing her back with the tips of his fingers. “No.”

“But I…”

“Ava, I’m looking out for a kid. That makes me happy for a reason I don’t care to ever discuss. Take the kindness. Go home. Be with her.”

She nodded, her breath coming in little gasps, and she headed back down the stairs. He thought that was the end of it, but before she disappeared into the night, Ava turned one last time. “Now I really am sorry. For everything.”

He grinned. “Now that feels like an honest apology.”

* * *

Her landlord Julius came by the diner the next day to cuss Ava out about the door. She had to take a fifteen-minute break early to stand in her living room and fight back the sobs when he called her a shitty mother, a shitty tenant, and a shitty human being in general. With a hint of good cheer, he told her she could do one of two things. Take her thirty days notice, or blow him, right then, right there.

She chose to protect her daughter. To keep a roof over Charlotte’s head. And when Julius finished, he pulled up his pants, called a contractor, and gave the go-ahead for the new door.

All the while, Ava sat on the edge of her bed and wept.

* * *

At her desk in the big theater room, Bianca Kemper glanced up as the doors creaked open and shut again. She frowned, and rose halfway to her feet, hands balanced on the desk. “Mr. Redman, you’re late for detention.”

He groaned. “Don’t do the whole naughty teacher thing. I don’t need it to get hard around you.” That was the truth. The cream colored sleeveless shirt she wore wasn’t overly sexual, but it did put her breasts in a nice profile. And the skirt she wore, while knee-length, was loose enough that it could be bunched upwards, just what Elias planned to do.

“Buzzkill. Anyone see you come in?”

Slipping the buttons on his shirt slowly through the holes, he shrugged. “You mean did anyone in a town full of trucks and crossovers notice the BMW parked behind the bus barn? Who knows?” She laughed, he didn’t. The shirt unbuttoned, he tossed it aside.

The room was a big chamber, meant to carry the voices of actors and singers. Used both for classes and smaller performances, it didn’t have traditional desks, but simply a couple of rows of chairs pushed against one wall, with a riser at the front of the class. Her desk sat to one side between the chairs and the riser. He’d spoken his first few muttered lines in there, to this very teacher and a room full of barely-teenage boys and girls.

“I fucked a girl in the costume closet once,” Elias mused.

“Yeah? Who?”

“Julie Goodwin.”

Still seated in her chair, Bianca reached out for his pants, and helped him out of him. “She’s still around. Married now. Five kids.”

“Jesus. Pumping them out.”

“Mm. Shut up.” With that, Bianca jerked down his boxers and grasped his semi-hard prick.

“Yes, ma’am.”

She blew him like it was her sole purpose to make Elias come. She sucked the tip first, getting him harder before she started making little circles with her tongue, bathing the head and getting it nice and slick. Little remained on her desk – she’d unplugged her computer and settled it on the ground along with a basket of her office things. Elias sat on the edge of her desk as she rolled with his movements, keeping him within reach of her soft pink lips. Almost without warning, she sucked as much of him as she could down, and he shot from hardening to concrete in no time.

“Goddamn, you are amazing at this,” Elias moaned.

“Gworck gworck gworck!” affirmed Bianca slid him deep three more times, coming up off him with a mad grin before she spat on his cock and stroked him with her hands. “Like your sexy teacher sucking your big thick prick?”

“You know I do. Get back to it.”

“Say please.”

For a response, he grasped the base of her ponytail and pushed her face forward. She grinned as she stared up at him, his cock going halfway in again before she clamped her lips around him, returning her focus to his freshly shaved base. Her hands stroked the shaft where she wasn’t sucking, and he let go of her hair to stroke her shoulders.

“Bianca, you’re sexy when you do that.”

She popped off him and licked the sensitive base of his prick, her tongue playfully lashing him now and again before she took him deep yet again. She bobbed up and down happily, gasping and making it a good, wet, and loud blowjob. Nobody was around to hear. School ended five hours ago.

The sight of her head working him so good nearly sent him over the edge, but Elias didn’t want to come like this, and they had to make this fast. “I want you,” he growled.

Bianca’s mouth slid off him, and she murmured, “Where?”

“Stand up. Lean over the desk. Spread your legs.”

When he’d slid away, she complied, thrusting her ass out for him. He lifted her skirt and grinned. “No panties? Please tell me you didn’t have them the whole day.”

“I didn’t. And I was so wet, too, thinking about this. Condom, top drawer.”

Elias knelt and gave her a few long licks before he stood back up, hand stroking his cock. He took a moment to grab the condom out of the drawer, rolled it on, and finally he slid into her slowly, taking his time for the moment and enjoying this. She really was wet too, practically dripping, and Bianca’s back arched.

“Fuck me, lover,” she begged, and he did.

Their sex was never love-making. It was raw, uncorked need. Elias thrust into her and jerked back, his cock striking deep, his concern for her pleasure second to his own out of the cocky knowledge he could last longer than she could. He jerked her shirt up, revealing a black lace bra which he promptly unfastened and tossed aside. Her breasts jiggled with every pump, her nipples brushing against the cool grain of the desk as she started to pant out little exclamations.

“So… deep!” she cried. “You set me… on fire. Play with my clit, please, oh God, play with my clit.”

Elias reached under her and obliged, nearly shoving her face against the wood as he fucked her hard and fast. Her hand joined his a moment later, and she flicked her button with him, their fingers brushing often. She started to rock back into him, her ass jiggling every time it hit his thighs, and he loved it.

“Want to… lay back on the desk…” Bianca gasped.

Grunting his irritation, Elias slid out of her. She spun and kissed him, a brief, needy thing before she scooted backwards and hopped up on the desk, her wet pussy streaking across the wood. She laid back and spread her legs remarkably wide, her feet resting on the edge of the desk.

“Limber,” he said appreciatively.

“Pilates. Needed a hobby after the kids-”

Elias didn’t want an explanation, so he quieted her by guiding his cock home deep in her folds. It was the perfect way to suck at her tits and fuck her too, so that’s what he did, circling her breasts with deft, slow fingers, drawing little gasps of pleasure from her as he slowly slid back out and thrust in again, finding a rhythm and driving her wild with the double sensations.

Her juicy ass rose up off the desk and slapped back down each time, trying to meet his cock, trying to get more of him deep within her. He grabbed her hips and leaned over, sucking one of her nipples into his mouth.

“Mmm, yeah, like that, Elias, suck me.”

Their pace quickened, and soon he was hammering into her, him grunting, her panting out her need.

“Fuck me deep Elias oh God my pussy feels so good, fucking your teacher, so naughty, so fucking taboo, oh shit oh shit ohhhhh shit!”

Her feet kicked out and her ass smacked against the desk as she writhed, her orgasm rippling up and down her whole body, her lips forming an “o” as Bianca came. His need became a sprint, and he slammed into her, groaning, grunting, his abs flexing, sweat starting to form on his brow. Minutes later, he grasped her hips even tighter, and plunged his cock one last time deep into her depths, spurting hard into the condom, gasping for air and finally falling back into her chair, his naked ass squeaking against the leather.

When they’d had a chance to clean up, Bianca stood up shakily and slid her skirt into place. She watched as Elias fetched his shirt and slid it on, doing up the buttons.

“What was on your mind?” Ms. Kemper asked him.

He frowned. “That obvious?”

“Please, give me some credit. We knew each other a long time.”

He nodded and sat on one of the students’ chairs, slipping on his shoes. “My neighbor. Ava.”

“Oh right, that. Meant to ask you if Charlotte was okay.”

“You know her?”

“Mm, a bit. The high schoolers did a joint play with the elementary kids last year. She was nervous. Forgot all her lines.”

He smiled. “Poor kid. I know how that goes. She’s fine. Or will be. Fractured hand.”

“And you? I saw you take a hit on the chin for the mom.”

That stopped him, and he nearly dropped his shoe. “It wasn’t like that. I was watching the kid, went home, and-”

“Come on,” Bianca said gently. “It’s okay. I know enough about the woman to know she struggles. People are talking about you, you know? She serves you up a raw sandwich, and then you go and do something like that to protect her?”

“The town knows?”

“What, that you fell on your sword for her? Of course they do. They’re yokels, but they’re not stupid.”

He sighed. “Shit. She’s scared as hell the state’s going to take the kid away from her.”

“That’s rough.”

“Ava’s a good mom. Charlotte’s a good kid. They deserve to be together.”

Bianca stood up and walked over to him. Inches away from his face, she cocked her head side to side, and pressed a finger to her chin. “You like her.”

“The kid’s adorable. And sharp. Picks up most everything I’m doing. She’s always asking why, too.”

“Not Charlotte. Ava.”

“What?” he asked, and shook his head, laughing. “No. The warm welcome she gave me? We… we’re just neighbors.”

Bianca grinned, and leaned forward to kiss him gently and softly. “You do. You like her.”

“I… she’s a good mom and…”

“It’s all right. I don’t mind sharing. I don’t want to be tied down ever again. But I don’t know if she’d want to share. And if she doesn’t… you be kind to her, Elias Redman. We’ve had our fun, but that’s all it is.”

“We have,” he agreed, and reached around to squeeze her ass and pull her to him. The next kiss was longer, more languid, and he finally let her pull away. “Thank you for making a very fun fantasy a reality.”

“Same to you, Elias. You have no idea how hard I came fingering myself to some of your movies.”

“Stardog?”

Her nose crinkled. “Maybe not that one.”

* * *

Charlotte sat at his table, her math homework laid out in front of her as she nibbled on a pencil. Her hand was in a tiny cast, littered with her friends’ names and doodles. Elias sat with a new laptop across the table from her, trying to drum up inspiration for the third chapter. His characters were having a very hard time getting off their asses and actually doing something.

“Do you have the Internet?” Charlotte asked, blinking up at him from her books.

“Hm?” he asked, pushing away the laptop. “Sure. Yeah, of course. Do you need it for your homework?”

“Sometimes. We used to have it, but now I have to look things up on Mom’s phone and it’s hard.”

“I’m… uh, sorry to hear that.”

She nodded and returned to her homework. Elias tried to focus in on the big murder that would set his heroes off on their worldwide adventure, but it just wasn’t happening. Instead, he jumped onto his daughters’ social media pages, browsed their newest pictures for a while, and closed the browser before the sadness could really sink its claws into him.

“Done with matt,” Charlotte said, settling her pencil down.

“Am I supposed to check it?”

“Mom does. Do you know matt?”

“Math,” he corrected absently. “I guess I could look and see.” She pushed the workbook over to him along with her answer sheet, and Elias studied them both. “Oh, division. Sure, I know division.”

The math problems weren’t terribly complex, and she only had twenty of them to do. Charlotte’s writing was precise – large, but neater than his own. At the end of the paper, he pulled her chair closer to his, and showed her where she’d made two mistakes. He had no idea if he was supposed to walk her through them or not, but Elias figured she’d gotten enough of the right answers that Charlotte could get the gist of what he was explaining.

She rubbed out her work, redid it, showed it to him again, and high fived him with her good hand. As she dug in her backpack for a book for her reading assignment, Elias stood up and stretched, yawning. His stomach growled and he realized he hadn’t eaten anything all day save for a few handfuls of peanuts.

“Hey, you hungry?” Elias asked.

Charlotte stretched the book out on the table, mashing the spine so she could hold it with one hand. She didn’t meet his look. “No, Mom said I’m not supposed to eat anything here.”

“Huh? Why is that? Too many cookies?”

Charlotte looked up, staring at a bowl of fruit on the countertop. “I’m not supposed to tell.”

“Well, I’m going to fix myself something. And since I always make too much for myself, you can help me out if you want to, okay?”

“Mom said… Mom said we shouldn’t take at-vantage of you. That I should just come over here, do my homework, and be good.”

“It’s not taking advantage of me. Especially if I’m offering. You ever have hummus?”

Charlotte crinkled her nose. “What’s that?”

“It’s a dip. For crackers. Tell you what, you try a little bite and see if you like it.”

Shifting on her chair, she looked down at her book. “I don’t want to make Mom upset.”

Sensing her unease, Elias relented. “Okay. I won’t push. But when your mom comes home tonight, I’ll talk to her and let her know I think it wouldn’t be taking advantage of me. If she says it’s okay, tomorrow night, I’ll make up a little appetizer tray and we’ll see what you like.”

That seemed to calm Charlotte, and she nodded. “Okay! I want to try humbus.”

“Hummus, you goof.”

She laughed easily. The table was no place for a good reading session, so they retired to the living room. The child took up one of his recliners, and he showed her how to push the legs out. Within a few minutes, she had her feet up on the leather, absorbed in a book about mysterious libraries. Elias settled in back at the kitchen table, determined to get another five hundred words written and failing miserably. Instead, he started writing up two separate lists – his favorite snacks that a kid like Charlotte would like, and what he’d need from the grocery store.

When he finally glanced at the time at the corner of the computer screen, a half hour had passed, and for the first time, he noticed the soft, even breathing from the living room. Amused and on his tiptoes, he snuck out to spy on Charlotte as she lay slumped in the chair, the book on the floor beside her. He picked it up, dropped it into her backpack in the kitchen, and dug out an extra blanket from his bedroom, making a mental note to grab some throws, pillows, and sheets if this was going to be a common occurrence.

Carefully, he lifted Charlotte and laid her down on the couch in a position that wouldn’t wreck her back in twenty years. Then he draped the blanket around her. When was the last time he’d done something like this for his daughters? Four years ago? Five? It was strange how the warmth of this child’s innocent slumber and the pain of remembrance danced together in his heart at the same time.

You hurt Mom. You broke her.

Everyone says it’s true.

He settled into the recliner Charlotte had been occupying, letting the memories boil in his mind. Of that terrible day when he realized the truth of what Becky had done. Not the cheating or the lies about him, but the real damage, when he realized she’d convinced their daughters that he was a bad guy, a monster.

Charlotte was not his daughter. Nor would he ever treat her like one. But she was a chance to do a little better. He’d be the best friend to her he could, he vowed.

Elias thought of Hannah’s goofy obsession with hair scrunchies. He thought of Riley groaning at his dumb dad jokes. Of the two of them attacking him with swimming noodles before he tossed them into their pool. Of taking them to the zoo, of the good days and the worst days.

And soon he slept.

* * *

Kimberley finished at the till as Ava put away the mop and bucket. Usually the last two there, they fell into easy chatter about the worst or best of the day’s customers, what their kids were up to, or the other safe small-town topics and gossip. But Ava didn’t hear Kimberley ask a question twice, only jumping the third time.

“Ava. Hey. Extra work? Sunday? If you can’t, just say so.”

“What? Yeah. Sure.”

“What’s with you? You’ve been a thousand miles away the last few days.”

Ava thought of Julius’s grunts as he neared his finish and shuddered. “I’m… I’m okay. You, uh, got the rest? I need some fresh air or I’m going to go crazy.”

“Yeah, sure, hon. Thanks for Sunday.”

“Of course.”

Ava wandered outside and down the sidewalk. The muggy, warm air left her feeling sweaty even when it was an easy mile walk to the house. Traffic was light, and someone in a Taurus stopped to ask if she needed a ride. A man. Of course it was a man.

You’ve got nowhere else to go.

“No thanks,” she said, trying to smile.

The guy waved and pulled back out as she tried not to run into the bushes and vomit. She had to hold it together. For Charlotte. For herself. Things would get better. They had to.

Elias’s house was rimmed with hedges lit by faint, gem-like solar lights. She liked the mellow, understated look to it. It was a bit strange that the actor so loved to do his own yardwork, but she supposed everyone needed their hobbies, and restoring the old Wentworth house was his, for whatever reason. At least it was harmless. She guessed it could have been much worse.

The gate no longer squeaked when it opened, but it did set off a motion sensor light. It helped her navigate the driveway’s potholes, one of the last few major projects Elias needed to finish before the house was truly done. What was his game? She wondered. Why had he so taken to Charlotte when he didn’t seem to be attached to anyone else in the town? One minute he could be a total asshole to her, the next he was teaching her daughter how to screw in cup hooks into the walls to hang lanterns. Elias was a strange one.

She clomped up his steps. The living room was lit up, but none of the other lights inside were on that she could tell. The shades were drawn, but from an angle as she approached the door, Ava could see his couch. Ava lay curled up under a blanket, her hair spilled around her head.

Something so simple as that image melted Ava’s heart in a flash, and she erupted into tears. They fell hard down her cheeks, rolling off her chin and falling to her uniform. They burned her eyes, and she accepted it gladly. One victory. That was all she’d needed that day. One good thing for herself or Charlotte and here her daughter was okay, better than okay. She looked content.


This will pass
, she told herself.

Her soft knock warranted a grumbled response somewhere in the house. A few moments later, she heard footsteps across the wooden floor, and Elias opened up. Ava almost laughed. So usually composed and good looking, she’d clearly caught him in the midst of a nap himself. His hair stuck up like a duck’s, and he had a bit of a glazed look to his eyes, the mark of only the best kind of sleep.

“Shhh,” he whispered. “She’s sleeping. And we need to talk.”

They walked halfway down the long driveway, and Elias stopped her with a hand on her arm. “What’s this about not inconveniencing me about food, Ava?”

“She told you?”

“Look, I was going to fix the kid some hummus and crackers. That’s not the end of the world. I’m not trying to step on your territory here, and I’m not trying to be her dad. But if that kid wants something to eat after school, well, I’m damn well going to get her something. I promise, it won’t all be cookies and junk food, but–”

“Why are you being so good to her?” Ava blurted.

That stopped him. “I…”

“What do you want from me? From us?”

“We went over this,” Elias snapped. “If this is you thinking I’m going to demand you sleep with me or something, I’m not.”

“Then what? Are we your projects? Some way to make you feel better about yourself?”

He rubbed his forehead. “I can’t believe this shit. One minute you’re grateful I’m looking after your kid, the next you think I’m a bad guy again. Make up your mind, Ava.”

“You’ll have to excuse me if I don’t exactly have the highest fucking opinion of what guys actually want from me right now,” Ava said, jabbing a finger into his gut. Then she realized how close she’d come to talking about Julius. About the worst of it, and she started towards the house, almost running.

Elias grabbed her arm. “Hey. What do you mean?”

“Nothing. Forget it.” She turned and glared at him. “I’ll tell her it’s okay.”

“Then why do I have the feeling it’s not?”

“Because…” Ava blew a breath out that, if it had been steaming, he could have believed was her boiling over. “Because the men in our lives don’t do anything for us without something in return. That’s just how it works for me. For us,” she corrected quickly.

“What happened?” he asked, but Ava was pulling free.

She stormed inside, and woke Charlotte up from her slumber. The child groggily allowed herself to be led out of the house, book bag over Ava’s shoulder as Elias watched from the door, his expression dark and unreadable.

* * *

“Where are we going?” Charlotte asked Elias as she buckled in.

Elias glanced back at her in the mirror and grinned. “I told your mom I’d go easy on the sweets after school. But I got permission to sneak you over to get a frozen yogurt from Elliston.”

In truth, Elias had to spend ten minutes of back-and-forth hissing with Ava about taking her daughter to the nearest bigger city, but she’d finally acquiesced, mostly because she was on break and couldn’t afford to argue about it any longer. This was a week or so after their weird argument on his driveway, the dark undertones of which still left him uneasy.

Elliston was about a thirty-minute drive. They listened to a nineties rock and pop channel along the way, and Elias was amazed and horrified to learn Ava and Charlotte were more country fans instead. Charlotte received her first bit of education on the classics that trip, and more than once he caught her bopping along to a few guitar riffs. Good girl.

They stopped for the frozen yogurt, that much was true. Hers was maybe actually a third yogurt, and two-thirds gummy bears, sprinkles, maraschino cherries, and brownie bites. His was a bit more mundane, but he spooned in a few bites of cookie dough. They ate in the sun, little Charlotte stretching out luxuriously as she reached the halfway point and couldn’t continue with her massive treat. Once he’d finished his own, they hopped back in the car, but that wasn’t the real purpose of the drive.

One of the best parts about Elliston was anonymity, at least for Charlotte and Ava. If he’d gone grocery shopping for them in Barnhart, tongues would have been wagging the moment he left the store with Charlotte. Instead, they hit up a big grocery store on the edge of Elliston, and Elias grabbed two carts – one he pushed around and filled, the other one for Charlotte to fill with anything she wanted aside from sweets. It took a surprising amount of prodding to get her to pick out anything at all. Charlotte was overwhelmed by the possibilities, and everything she pulled off a shelf came with a questioning look at Elias like she didn’t know if it was okay she wanted macaroni and cheese or a big box of cereal. He was gentle with her, and soon she got in the spirit, loading up the cart with hot dogs, chicken patties, and frozen pizza before she stopped in the middle of the vegetable aisle, an onion in one of her tiny hands.

The onion dropped to the ground, and she started wailing.

Elias fell to his knees immediately and clutched her to him instinctively before he asked, “What is it, hon?”

“I didn’t… I didn’t pick out anything for Mom,” she snuffled. “I’ve been picking stuff out for me.”

Despite the deep, welling need in him to crack up at the mispronunciation, Elias picked up Charlotte and hugged her tight, letting her wail into his chest until she’d settled down. “Hey,” he murmured. “Hey. Why do you think I got the big cart?”

“Huh?”

“Because that’s the mommy sized cart. And we’re going to fill that too. But I need your help, okay? I need to know what her favorites are, and I can’t figure out what you’re saying if you’re crying. So think you can help me out?”

She nodded, and he settled her down on the ground again. As she dried her face with the sleeve of her shirt, still snuffling, she took his hand for the first time, and he glanced down, shocked at the simple human contact. They wandered the store together in a zig-zag pattern, taking another full two hours, loading up on everything Charlotte thought her mom might want, along with a bunch of essentials and basics Elias quietly added to the cart to supplement the kid’s choices. After they loaded the passenger seat and empty rear seat of the BMW and she was strapped back in, they stopped for a take-and-bake pizza for Ava too. She called while they were in there.

“Where are you?” she asked in a panic. “Was there an accident?”

“Hey, sorry,” Elias said. “Didn’t mean to worry you. Just had some grocery shopping I needed to do. We’re stopping for a pizza and then we’re on our way.”

“Oh thank God,” Ava breathed. Someone masculine said something in the background, and Ava hushed him. “All right, well… um…” She sniffed, and whispered, “Take your time. Please.”

Baffled, Elias said, “I will. See you in a bit.”

On the ride back, Charlotte received more of an education on the greats, but it was clear form her closed eyes and soft huffs of easy breaths she just wasn’t interested in finishing that particular lesson. Oh well. It left him time to think, to tap away at the steering wheel. Happy. He was happy. That was…weird.

Ava didn’t come to the door when they pulled up. Charlotte grabbed two of the lighter bags full of bread and skipped up the sidewalk and into the house. Elias busied himself trying to grab as many bags as possible, and was soon joined by the child again.

“Mom’s crying,” she said quietly. “She’s been doing that a lot lately.”

Elias kicked himself. He’d probably freaked Ava out, keeping Charlotte away from home that long. “Is she all right?”

Charlotte shrugged uncomfortably and took two more bags. Her walk back up the sidewalk was more subdued. Elias followed after her, at least six bags strung out on his hands, and when he managed to wrestle the door open and haul them inside, Ava was starting towards him.

Her makeup had been wiped completely clean, but a few drips of smeared mascara had found their way to the neckline of her uniform. “What is this?” she asked dully.

“Groceries,” Elias grunted, and pushed past her to settle them down on the kitchen table.

It was the first good look he’d had at the duplex. Sure, he’d been through like a tornado when Charlotte got hurt, but that had been an extreme circumstance and he hadn’t looked for anything but her. Now he took in the mismatched kitchen chairs, the boxy TV. The only decorations were a few framed color photos of Ava, a toddler-sized version of Charlotte, and a smiling man, handsome and young. Painfully young. A few other black-and-white print-offs of pictures hung beside them, thumbtacked to the walls. These were almost exclusively of Charlotte and Ava, mostly the former.

Ava stared at him long and hard, and finally whispered, “For us?”

“For you,” he confirmed.

“I picked you out some oranges!” Charlotte shouted gleefully, grabbing her mom with her good hand and banging her head against her waist. Ava tried to smile, but it couldn’t touch her exhausted eyes.

He expected a fight. He expected some kind of blow-up. But instead, Ava pulled on her shoes, stepped out with them both, and helped them haul in the other dozen bags. She never once stopped staring at Elias whenever he drew near, and more than once, he saw her rub her eyes, trying not to cry.

* * *

When Clark and Ava first moved to town, Eileen Sonders struck up a conversation with the couple in the hospital clinic’s waiting room. They’d all been victims of a terrible flu that year, and became fast friends first over their shared human misery, solidified later thanks to game nights at their houses with Eileen’s husband Vic and loads of beer and red wine. Despite the wide difference in the Sonders age – they had nearly twenty years on the young couple – they became something of a little tribe unto themselves. When Clark died, Eileen propped Ava up, keeping her going for Charlotte’s sake.

Now they sat together on a bench at the kids’ park, watching Charlotte swing freely, her hair blowing out behind her as she grinned madly up at the sun. A chorus of other kids’ voices neatly masked their conversation.

“Call the cops,” Eileen said flatly.

“I can’t. I can’t afford a lawyer, and they’d believe him anyways. His brother’s a deputy.”

“Well, then, I’ll call Vic. He’d beat the shit out of Julius.”

“And then what?” Ava asked. “I don’t have anywhere else to go, Eileen.”

“If I didn’t have Mario…”

With her own three kids off on their own adventures as adults, Eileen and Vic had taken to hosting a foreign exchange student every year. This time it was Mario, a surly young man from Greece.

“I know,” Ava said, her jagged broken smile not doing much to lift the corners of her mouth.

Charlotte jammed her feet down and skidded the swing to a halt when she saw a friend across the park. “Mom, can I go say hi to Paul?”

“Sure hon. Just stay in sight, okay?”

Charlotte puffed up her cheeks and blew out an exasperated sigh. “Of course, Mom.”

When she’d raced away, Eileen put her hands on her hips and mimicked the child. “Of course, Ava.” Her friend’s smile was a little more genuine this time. “What about Elias?”

“What about him?”

“He’s a nice guy. And he’s just rolling around in that big house of his all alone.”

“I… that wouldn’t be…” Ava flushed, then frowned. “What do you mean, he’s a nice guy? You know him?”

“Well sure. You should have seen him as a high schooler. Just a giant head on a skinny little frame.” Eileen giggled. “Guess he filled out some. But no, he was a sweet kid. Mowed our lawn for us when he must’ve been… oh gosh, twelve?”

“You know we had our differences.”

“Yeah, the raw sandwich thing was pretty harsh.” Eileen caught Ava’s wince and shrugged. “Sorry, honey, but it was. Anyone who knows Elias knows the truth.”

“And what’s that?”

“He might be a lot of things. Who knows? But whatever that ex-wife of his is saying, he’s still gotta be that good kid somewhere underneath. I don’t know what his personal life was like out there in Hollywood, but I don’t buy for a second half of what she’s selling.”

Ava folded her hands in her lap and stared down at the ground. “Charlotte loves him. He’s been so good to her.” She explained about the bond the actor and the kid had formed, about her coming over to visit him when she got out of school, about the groceries he’d brought to their door. She left out the part about him taking the fall for her at the hospital, though she badly wanted to tell someone.

Eileen considered all that and nodded. “Yes. You’d be dumb not to tell him about what Julius is doing. Maybe he can do something.”

“But when do I stop taking from him, Eileen? Where does it all end?”

“When he tells you it’s enough? When you get back on your feet with that little girl?”

Ava thought about that and shook her head. “I can’t. It’s too much. I don’t even know what he’d say.”

Eileen stood up abruptly and turned, frowning. “So you have a solution in front of you to stop your greasy landlord from making you suck him off, but you don’t want to actually take it.”

“That’s not fair. Charlotte needs a roof over her head.”

“Really? What she needs is a role model. How you been doing on that front lately, judging a man you never met and practically sleeping with another one that’s borderline abusing you?”

Eileen stormed off, and Ava stood up, meaning to go after her. But the strength in her legs failed her, and she plopped back down on the bench, hands trembling.

* * *

His walk took him on a nice, nearly five-mile loop around town. It was the sort of day where the shackles on his heart felt a little looser, and Elias wanted to take advantage of it, soaking up the sunshine.

More than a few people had the same thought. At the public park, three families occupied the barbecue pits. One of them, a beautiful redhead maybe in her late twenties or early thirties, elbowed her husband and said distinctly, “Oh my God, Elias Redman.”

Elias waved politely, smiling. The husband jogged over, and Elias was struck by the man’s youthfulness. Not that there was a huge difference between the couple, but it was noticeable. “Hey, man, I don’t mean to interrupt you or anything, but my wife is a huge fan and she’s super shy. Do you mind just saying hi? I know you probably get this a lot and you can tell me to piss off, but… hey, I have to try.”

Elias scratched the back of his neck. He’d been so used to mudslinging and swearing from people who recognized him that he was a little taken aback. More than a little. “Uh. Tell you what, you got a beer in that cooler?”

“Sure do.” The man held out his hand, and they shook before they trotted over to meet the missus.

“Hi,” Elias said, already reaching his hand out to her too. “I’m, uh…”

“Elias Redman,” she breathed. Then, to her husband, “Honey. I’m leaving you.”

Elias was shocked by the laugh that burst out of him. It felt like something had popped inside, and he let loose with it. The couple introduced themselves as Finn and Carmella. He was a handsome young man, maybe twenty-one, twenty-two, and she was a little older, but definitely striking herself, with coppery red hair and a wide, heart-melting smile.

“Our honeymoon,” Carmilla explained as the two guys cracked open a couple of cans of beer. “And we’re celebrating his graduation.”

“From high school?” Elias asked, a bit confused.

Carmilla damn near cried laughing at that, and Finn glowered good-naturedly. “College. Business administration.”

“Grad school next,” Carmilla said, beaming.

“So why honeymoon here?”

“Just passing through,” Finn said. “We’re headed to Seattle. She’s got a cousin living out there. She’s going to get married soon. Or go through some kind of… what’d they call it?”

“A bonding ceremony,” Carmilla said, shaking her head and sighing.

“Sorry?” Elias asked, confused again.

“Oh, her cousin’s in a three-way relationship. Apparently they’re all madly in love with each other thanks to a road trip or something. I say let them be happy.”

“You say that because you’re hoping to get me in a three-way,” Carmilla said, reaching out and poking his arm.

“A man can dream,” Finn said. With a stage whisper, he added, “She’s damn near enough to kill me in bed anyways. A third and you’d be looking at a skeleton.”

Elias grinned. “Well, I hope you two have a long and happy life together.”

“We will,” Finn said, now openly staring with adoring eyes at his new wife.

Elias had no doubt they would. He finished off his beer, and dug in his wallet, much to their protests. “Please,” he said, laying down a hundred-dollar bill. “Take her to a nice dinner. Or upgrade a hotel room or something. Do… something nice for her.”

The way I should have done for Becky.

As he parted and started walking off, Carmilla jogged to catch up to him. “Mr. Redman,” she said.

“Hm?”

She leaned up and brushed his cheek with her lips. When she pulled away, she was smiling softly. “Everybody deserves a chance to be good, sir. I think you’re doing just fine with yours.”

Mystified, he watched until she returned to her husband, wrapping her arms around him and planting a long, slow kiss on him. He waved at Elias one last time, and the actor turned, amused and headed off again.

His walk took him down along Magpie Creek, and he stopped to toss a few rocks into the muddy depths, feeling a bit like a kid again. An old bridge took him to the road where his childhood home once stood. An industrial park was supposed to come into town ten years ago, and the house had been razed to make way for it. But the company pulled out at the last minute before ground was broken, and now nothing marked the old place except a sea of overgrown grass.

He wandered through it, feeling good, feeling mellow, half-hoping to find some trace of his childhood jutting out of the ground. But no, the construction crews had done their jobs well, and he didn’t find a trace of anything. Maybe it was better that way. Still, Elias wondered if the nursery in town might not have a rose bush or something he could plant there. No one would mind. The nearest house was a quarter of a mile away.

That walk took him another mile, beyond the old movie theater and the gas station. He stopped in at the movie theater for a box of chocolate covered raisins, and found a flyer advertising a twelve-hour movie festival centering around powerful female leads from around the state and its neighbors. Back outside, he texted Mac and had him arrange a donation to the event anonymously. As he upended the box of raisins into his mouth, Elias had another thought and texted Elena Villaneda, an old costar, now retired. She’d been loved in her long and storied career, and was now the stuff of meme legend for various candid photos of her flipping off the paparazzi or strolling around at parties with bottles of all sorts of liquor in tow. Moments after Elias texted, she called him back.

“You know I don’t text, Elias. I’d much rather hear your sexy voice in person.”

Elias grinned. Elena pushed nearly eighty these days, and was still a firecracker. “And me yours, but I didn’t know if you were busy.”

“Oh yes, very much so. I’m entertaining my grandchildren’s Corgis. What’s up?”

“There’s a movie festival in town, centered on women’s achievements. I was hoping I could talk you into making a little surprise video for their organizers. Keep my name out of it, obviously. I’d be happy to pay you, or…”

“Nonsense, I’m happy to do it. Elias, did you know you apparently tried to finger Sapphire Rodgers at a charity fundraiser last year?”

“News to me,” he grunted, fighting back a smile. “I can’t believe anyone is still trying to beat the Redman bush.”

“The fire’s almost out. When are you coming back?”

“I’m not.”

Elena sighed breathily. “My naughty parts are so disappointed. Still, I shall suffer on, I suppose. Get me the information on this video and who I should send it to.”

“I will. Let me know how I can pay you back.”

“A picture of your smiling face is all I need. And if you happen to be shirtless, all’s the better.”

Elias laughed and hung up. Okay, so he did miss some parts of Hollywood. He continued on his stroll, finishing off the raisins and dropping them into a garbage bin. Almost too late, he remembered the flowers for his parents’ property and ambled in that direction.

The nursery didn’t have rose bushes, but they could special order them and have them within a week. He gave them his contact information and headed home, the day’s heat finally getting to him. The route took him around to the opposite side of Ava’s from his place, and as he walked up the sidewalk, a thickset man with only a smattering of hair left on his head closed the door to her house behind him, grinning widely.

Elias frowned. He’d seen this guy around once or twice, but this was the first time they’d been close to one another. His red cheeks, his short breaths… this guy had just been laid.

For some reason, that sent a spike of jealousy through Elias. It wasn’t like Ava was his or anything. Apart from the kiss she’d tried to give him on his porch after he offered to start watching Charlotte, there had been nothing physical between them. He had no right to be jealous, but here he was, glowering at this intruder.

“Hell of a day,” the man said, winking at Elias.

“Uh huh,” Elias grunted, thinking about Ava’s long blonde hair, the peaceful look on her face when she saw Charlotte was safe and sound every night, the long legs, the tiny handfuls of breasts.

Shit. Now Elias wanted Ava. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he heard Mac’s voice clearly say, “Of course you do, now that you can’t have her.”

He watched the man get in his car and take off. Thought about bursting in on Ava. Thought about telling her he wanted her and she shouldn’t be with anyone else.

But he’d already put her reputation on the line by publicly associating with her, even if it was what was needed to keep her and Charlotte together. More attention, and Ava would be ostracized. Cast out.

His good mood soured, he headed home.

* * *

She came to him the next night, a tinfoil wrapped plate in hand.

The novel was entering into its sixth or seventh chapter, depending on if Elias decided to gut a meaningless sex scene that had somehow stretched into a whole chapter. It was going a little easier now, but he still couldn’t connect with his characters in any meaningful way. The hero was obviously a Mary Sue archetype and the love interest a sexual fantasy. The problem was, he couldn’t think of anything better, no matter how much he spitballed.

The knock was lost in the downpour hammering at his roof and his patio, but the ding-dong of the doorbell woke him from his writing reverie. Elias latched onto the excuse to take a break, and headed downstairs for the front door.

Ava shivered with the food held out, draped in a blue slicker, the hood almost over her eyes. “Tuna noodle,” she said. “It’s the best thing I know how to make.”

“Where’s Charlotte?”

“At my friend Eileen’s. I wanted to… talk.”

Wordlessly he stepped aside, taking the plate from her as she came in, shrugging off her slicker. He pointed at a row of coat hooks on the wall, and she nodded, tossing it over one of his jackets. They walked together to his dining room, and he dug out another plate and a pair of forks.

“No, I’m not hungry,” Ava said quietly.

He stared at her critically. “Ava, you’ve lost five pounds probably since I met you. I’ve seen the way you give Charlotte the lion’s share. Eat with me. Please.”

She held his gaze wearily, and finally nodded. “All right.”

“I have wine, beer, or I think there’s a bottle of whiskey around here somewhere.”

“Wine would be great. Please, nothing too expensive. I couldn’t handle that right now, okay?”

“Sure. I don’t buy anything just because it’s pricey. I mean, have you seen this house?”

That drew a wan smile from Ava. He fetched a bottle and two long-stemmed glasses. Their glasses nearly filled, he unwrapped the tuna noodle and doled it out onto the plates. Ordinary, down-home food had never smelled so good, he thought, and said as much.

“My mom’s recipe. Cream of chicken and Colby-Jack cheese, that was her special ingredients. And cayenne pepper.”

They ate in silence. The casserole tasted as great as it smelled, and both of them focused on their plates until it was gone. Ava nearly guzzled her wine, while Elias barely touched his. Without asking, he rose to fetch a second bottle when after emptying the dregs of the first into her empty glass. When he returned, she had that thousand-yard stare again, peering at nothing so interesting as his wall.

He sat, refilled her glass properly this time, and said quietly, “Why does she say you cry sometimes, Ava?”

Ava’s trembling hand batted the glass aside on accident, splashing wine all over the table, a chair, and the floor. She rose, cursing. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”

He rose too, and grabbed her arm. “Fuck the carpet. Talk to me.”

If she’d been trembling before, her skin was now almost vibrating. From fear, desire, Elias didn’t know, but her eyes glistened and she licked her lips, almost as though she were about to kiss him. He almost leaned in right there, almost did it himself, but the moment slipped away and she glanced down.

“I’ve taken so much already,” she whispered. “That’s what I do. I take and take and take until it hurts so much.”

“You haven’t taken anything I haven’t given up,” Elias murmured, finally letting her go. She grabbed a handful of napkins and wiped up what hadn’t settled into the carpet already. Ava on her knees in front of him brought to mind a dozen delicious images, and he forced his gaze away from her blonde hair spilling down her shoulders, slightly frizzy from the damp night air..

“Do you have white vinegar? And dish soap?”

He nodded. “Vinegar’s in the kitchen pantry. Uh, top shelf, I think. You’ll see the soap.”

She darted in there, bustling around for a minute and turning on the taps. When she came back, she held a big bowl full of frothy liquid and one of his sponges. Ava settled the bowl on the chair she’d been occupying and knelt again to wipe up the wine, dipping the sponge occasionally into the liquid.

“There will still be a stain, but… it’s the best I can do,” she said, so quietly he almost couldn’t hear her.

“It’s fine. Really. I’ve already spilled soda and beer upstairs in the office when I’m writing.” Inwardly, he winced. No one knew about the writing except for Mac. Thankfully, though, Ava didn’t even seem to notice what he’d said. “Gives the place character. Never wanted to live in a museum, you know?”

She nodded, intent on her work. After scrubbing for a few minutes, she rose, examining the stain critically, and finally nodded. After dumping the contents of the bowl into the sink and washing up, she returned to the dining room.

Elias grasped her by the shoulders loosely. “Hey. Talk to me. What were you going to ask me for tonight?”

“I can’t,” she said hollowly. “It doesn’t matter.”

“It does. Is Charlotte okay?”

That brought a small, secret smile to Ava’s lips, leaving his heart beating a little faster. This was new, and somehow more honest than any other smile she’d given him. It pushed her past good-looking and into the range of beautiful. “Yes. Thanks to you.”

“Does it have to do with that asshole I saw coming out of your place?”

Ava’s smile fell away. “I… I shouldn’t have brought it up.”

“All right. All right, Ava. But whatever it is, you can ask. Maybe I’ll say no. But it stays between us, whatever you ask.”

She surprised him by leaning up and brushing the side of his mouth with a kiss. Unlike their other one, this one was honest and heartfelt, if chaste and over too quickly. “Thank you, Elias. For everything.”

He guided her out, watching her walk down the driveway, knowing he should run after her and incapable of doing it.

* * *

Eileen walked with her part of the way home, sipping on a strawberry milkshake from Chip’s.

“I’m telling you, it’s a great job, and you’d be perfect for it. You could sell the hell out of some cars, honey.”

“It’s worth a shot,” Ava admitted. “The walk in the winter is going to be brutal, though.”

“Why, yes, Ava, I would love to give you a ride to and from work every day. Thank you for asking so politely,” Eileen said, nudging her friend with her elbow.

“Oh hush, I wasn’t fishing for that and you know it.”

“I do. But someone’s gotta give you crap, and that’s me. Want to go early tomorrow?”

“Sure. You know that flower-print dress, the one I wore for…”

A car came around the corner behind them, its muffler choking out gasps of exhaust, and Ava tensed immediately. Eileen caught the hackles on the back of her friend’s neck, metaphorically, and turned. It was Julius. He rolled to a stop beside the two of them, grinning as the window came down.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Ava told Eileen, her voice strong and steady, if emotionless.

“But-”

“It’s okay. Really.”

Eileen nodded doubtfully. She trotted on ahead, glanced back, and finally crossed the road to head towards her place. Ava turned towards Julius, fury and disgust rising in her in equal waves.

“In public? Really?”

“Come on. I got something I need to show you. Get in.”

She glanced around, thinking about calling Eileen back, but Julius leaned over and opened her door.

“Get in or I come around when Charlotte’s home.”

The threat, vague as it was, left her cold. She swallowed hard. “You leave her out of this, Julius.”

“Then I guess you’d better get that fine ass in here,” he snapped.

She complied and pulled the door shut behind her, leaning against it in an attempt to get as far away from him as possible.

“She still at that actor fag’s house?”

Ava bristled at that. “Elias. Yes. She stays there until I get home from work.”

“Good. Call and tell them you need another couple of hours.”

Ava wasn’t a fool. She knew what this was. Knew it had gone beyond blowjobs and handjobs now. Her fingers didn’t tremble as she dialed Elias. She was very proud of that.

“Hey,” Elias said gruffly. “You up for fast food tonight? Charlotte mentioned it and now it’s all I can think about.”

“I can’t tonight. Things are… um, complicated. Can you watch her for a while longer? I’ll come by when I’m done.”

“What’s this about?”

“Please?”

Elias sighed. “Yeah. Yeah, of course she can stay here. Long as you need.”

“Thank you.”

A few minutes later, they pulled around the block on the other side of Ava’s house, and walked together down the sidewalk. She thought for the briefest moment she caught a flash of movement from Elias’s second-floor windows, but she hoped she was mistaken.

Don’t watch this. Please, Elias. Don’t watch me do what I have to do.

“The bedroom,” Julius grunted when they entered

“I don’t want to,” Ava whispered.

“Like you got a choice.” He dug out a crumpled letter from his back pocket. “Repairs came in on the door. Either you can make up the amount in cash, or ass. One of the two, Ava baby.”

He advanced on her, pushing her slowly back towards her bedroom. Julius’s breath smelled like an armpit, and sweat dampened his undershirt as he licked his lips furtively.

“I’ll pay you off. In installments. I promise. Uh, fifty extra bucks every month.”

“The fuck you gonna get that from?” Julius laughed.

“There’s a job opening up at the dealership. I’m going to apply tomorrow, it’s at least a few more bucks a month, maybe better please don’t do this-”

Julius darted forward, his fleshy hands shoving her backwards into the bedroom, and Ava couldn’t help it.

She screamed.

* * *

For the rest of his life, Elias never figured out why he’d gone upstairs that day. It wasn’t a conscious decision to spy on Ava’s house. It wasn’t out of need for anything from the office. With Charlotte playing a game on his laptop, he was on autopilot, his brain powered down, his instincts taking over. And his instincts told him to wait and watch.

Peering out from behind the office’s blinds, he saw them come around the corner. The opposite side of Ava’s faced a street. They must’ve parked there. Ava glanced up, frowning, her eyes glistening, and he pulled back. Had he been seen spying? Did Elias care?

He waited another couple of minutes, then peeked out again. Nothing. They were inside now, doing the world’s oldest dance. Fury rose up in him. If the two were going to fuck, they could do it on their own time. Charlotte was waiting for her mother, goddamn it. Elias thought about marching over there and depositing Charlotte on her mother’s doorstep, but he cared too much for the child. If Ava wanted a good screw instead of being a good mother, to hell with it. He could watch out for the kid. Probably better off with him anyhow, even with his own problems.

A scream.

Faint. Almost so faint he wasn’t sure he heard it, but Elias’s fingers hit the window latches and he jerked it open.

Nothing, then another shorter, quieter scream.

Elias ran.

Charlotte glanced up at him when he barreled down the stairs. He stopped only to kiss the top of her head. “Honey, listen. I need to go check on something. Stay here. If anyone other than me or your mom comes to the front door, I want you to go to the bedroom upstairs and lock the door, okay?”

She blinked at him. “But-”

“Charlotte. I need you to repeat what I just said to me. Can you do that?”

She did, her eyes brimming with tears, and he darted out of there, popping the lock before he slammed the door shut behind him.

* * *

Julius cut the first scream off with a slap hard enough to spin Ava into the dresser. She rebounded off it, bruising her hip, and came at him with a high, looping punch that bounced off the side of his eye.

“You bitch!” he screamed, and rammed into her with his shoulder, sending her flying against the side of the bed.

Her daughter was right. Next. Door.

Ava screamed again, but this time, the fear gave way to anger. She drove up and at Julius again, scratching at his ears, his eyes, his neck. The punch she’d hit him with had been the first of her life, but now she was throwing wild rights and lefts, trying to hit anything she could, and in Julius’s case, there was a lot to hit.

He scattered backwards, his slimy grin turning into a frown. Back she pushed him, through the living room and into the combined dining and kitchen area. His fleshy ass hit the table, and he reached behind him absently, coming up with a coffee mug Ava left there that morning. His own strike was wild, whacking her cheek and making her see stars.

Julius started to snarl something, but the door flew open. She’d forgotten to lock it, and there in the dying twilight was Elias, hunched, a wild, manic gleam in his eyes Ava had never seen even in the most intense of his action scenes. Elias hurtled towards Julius, his fists coming up as he shouted at Ava to run to his place.

She did no such thing, but darted to one side before Elias’s huge right fist smashed just behind Julius’s ear. The blow staggered the landlord, but he spun back towards Elias quickly, the mug still in hand. Elias took the ceramic square on the shoulder, shrugging it off like he’d been slapped by a baby, and delivered a haymaker to Julius’s chin, dropping the big man on his ass.

“Get the fuck up,” Elias snarled.

Julius waved at the air in front of him as if to say no more, but Elias was there again, grabbing fistfuls of his shirt and hauling him upright. Two more quick and hard shots to Julius’s fleshy gut, and he leaned over, vomiting up a thin yellow stream. Elias circled around behind him and planted his foot in Julius’s ass, shoving him towards the door.

“Get the hell out of here,” Elias shouted, “or I finish you the fuck off.”

“You wouldn’t,” Julius gasped. “I’ll sue you… every dollar… you have.”

“You stupid son of a bitch, you know me, then you know I’ve got absolutely nothing left to lose. If you come around here again, I’ll break your fucking face like china. Get out. Get out!” Elias roared.

Julius stumbled for the door, fell, got up to his hands and knees, and shot out of there like a sprinter coming off the start. Elias didn’t watch him go. Instead, he turned for Ava.

“You okay?” he asked, panting.

She crossed the room, hugging him, crying into his shoulder. “My landlord, he was my landlord, he kept threatening to kick us out, I had nowhere to go, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

Into Ava’s ear, Elias whispered, ‘You have nothing to apologize for. Grab whatever you and Charlotte need. You’re staying at my house tonight.” He pulled away and brushed her cheek with his thumb. “No sex. Nothing like that. You, Charlotte, you’re bunking up with me until we figure this out.”

A car screeched away. He ran to the door to watch it go, and nodded to himself. The landlord was gone.

* * *

Ava slept.

Elias insisted she and Charlotte take his bed while he dozed on the couch. The mother held the daughter to her throughout the night, her chin tucked in above Charlotte’s, her arm draped around her little one, protecting her even in sleep.

Nothing helped Elias settle down that night. He prowled the living room, the adrenaline having finally given way to a caffeinated-like high of sleepless exhaustion. At four in the morning he took a walk over to Ava’s, just to check on the locks and make sure nothing had happened in the night. At dawn, sitting on his porch, he finally dozed, a half-finished cup of coffee by his side.

Charlotte woke up first out of the three of them, and padded out to the living room to look for Elias. She heard his snores outside and slipped out there, startling him awake. Without a word, she climbed up on his lap and hugged him again. He kissed the top of her head, and carried her back into the house and the kitchen to make her breakfast, a great big one. Eggs, bacon, sausage, toast, half a muffin, hash browns, sliced fruit. She ate delicately, but consumed two platefuls, stopping to belch appreciatively. He scolded her with a weary smile.

While she prepared a bath for herself, Elias ventured outside and sat down in his car to make a call. Bianca picked up on the second ring.

“Hey Elias. What’s up?”

“I need a favor.”

“What’s that?”

Quickly, without talking about the details, he explained that Charlotte was going to need the day off from school. Possibly multiple days. Bianca was concerned until he explained that Ava was there too.

“It’s… complicated,” he finished.

“Are they all right? Do they need anything?”

“I don’t know. But when I do, I’ll let you know.”

“All right. I’ll talk to administration. They’ll need to speak to Ava sooner or later.”

“If she doesn’t call in today, it’ll be tomorrow morning.”

“That should work. Elias?”

“Yeah?”

“It was fun between us. But I don’t think I should be coming around anymore.”

He cleared his throat. “It’s not like that, Bianca.”

“Ms. Kemper, remember?” She laughed prettily, and hung up.

* * *

He and Charlotte spent much of the day outside. Ava had only brought her one change of clothes, so their first mission was to head back over to their place and fetch some necessities for the little girl. He didn’t know how long the two of them would be staying, but the thought of Ava being alone in that house if the landlord came back made him feel ill.

A sheet of paper had been taped to the door sometime during the early morning hours. He snatched it off, and opened it, shaking his head even before he’d actually read through the eviction notice. “Son of a…” he muttered to himself. Charlotte glanced up at him and he folded the piece of paper, stuffing it into his back pocket.

They took a slow sweep through Ava’s home. He cleaned up the debris from the fight the day before while Charlotte dumped her favorite clothes, toys, and books into a trio of plastic bags on the couch. Then without being prompted, she began to grab some of her mom’s favorite things – a picture of Ava, Clark, and Charlotte from next to her bed, her favorite shampoo, the blue rain slicker Ave wore when she came over after Charlotte broke her hand. It was a hodgepodge of sweetness, and it warmed Elias a little even as his mind was fixated coldly on the future.

Back at home, he enlisted Charlotte’s help reorganizing the last of his boxed things in the garage. Not exactly a pressing chore, but Elias didn’t want to drag Charlotte downtown when Ava might wake up at any time. Together they worked for a few hours in the garage, opening boxes, making lists of what was inside, and then picking spots where each box should go, sorted by rooms and purposes. When he got to a box of old photos, Charlotte stopped to look through them curiously. She held up one of Riley and Hannah, all bundled up against a snowstorm at a gorgeous old stone-fronted chateau in Norway.

“Who are they?”

“My daughters. That one’s Hannah, and that one’s Riley.”

“Oh. They’re pretty.”

“I think so too. And very smart. Hannah took third place in her science fair project this last year. And Riley is already doing Shakespeare.”

“Where are they?”


Too far away
, Elias murmured internally. “They live with their mom too, like you do.”

“Are they going to come visit? I want to meet them.”

Elias was very glad he’d had lots of practice faking smiles. “Not for a while. I wasn’t a very good dad.”

“Oh,” She dug out another picture, this one of Mac, Svetlana, and a few of Mac’s other clients at a charity event. Elias had taken that picture himself and he was proud of it, forever having caught globs of Mac’s champagne in midair as he waved a glass around. “And this?”

Elias laughed. “The old guy with the drink is Mac. He’s my agent. When I was acting, he was the one who was supposed to tell me what movies I should do, but I was never a very good listener.” Elias winked. “That’s why I was in Stardog.”

Charlotte giggled and put aside the picture to look at more. He dragged over a couple of camping chairs, unfolded them, and they started going through the old photos together. When she pulled out a picture of Becky, Charlotte clapped a hand to her mouth. “Oh my gosh, Mikayla Michaels.”

“I told you I was married to Becky, goofball.”

“I know,” Charlotte said, and if a child’s voice had ever sounded more like the vocal version of rolling her eyes, Elias had never heard it. “But this is the costume.”

And it was, too. Of all the rom-com roles Becky ever had, Mikayla Michaels was the… well, rom-commiest. Featuring her as a hilariously bitter ex-romantic, Mikayla – of course – eventually remembered what it’s like to fall in love all over again. Despite its immense quotability, it had only pulled in twenty million at the box office in the same month when one of Elias’s action movies did over double that. Outwardly and to the media outlets, they’d forced a laughing rivalry between the two of them, but the divide between their successes and their paychecks might have been the ember that set fire to their whole marriage, the heat from which he was still feeling.

“She had a lot of fun with that shoot,” Elias said, trying to brush past the sudden pang of sadness. “Two weeks in Italy, who wouldn’t?”

“Did you get to go?”

“I snuck over there for a few days with the girls.” For the PR
, a dark corner of his mind whispered. “You have to try lasagna someday over there. They don’t use as much tomatoes as we do, so it’s a lot meatier.”

“Mm,” Charlotte said. “I love lasanna.”

“Charlotte.”

“Law-zah-nyuh,” she corrected herself absently.

“Well, I think I just figured out what I’m making for dinner tonight.”

Her eyes sparkled as she put aside the picture and picked up another one. “Really?”

“Really.”

The next few were of his family, mostly extended ones. Only a few pictures remained of his older brother, who died when he was five from a terrible fight with pneumonia. A picture of his grandparents reminded him he’d yet to visit his uncle Travis. That was not a wound he looked forward to ripping open again.

Finally sated with her thousand questions about his family, friends, and the memories in those pictures, Charlotte yawned and headed inside to read. With nothing pressing going on, Elias wandered up to his office and booted up the computer to work on the novel. An idea had started to form in his mind, a good one, but it’d mean starting over again. Not like that was such a big deal, he mused to himself, digging out a notepad and a pen. His action novel hadn’t so much stalled as belly flopped.

Loose ideas about the two main characters started as a dribble, but his mental walls wore down fast and that dribble became a stream. His hands cramped as he wrote page after page of detailed notes and history, only stopping now and then to venture downstairs and peek on Charlotte as she flipped through the channels on his TV.

Sometime late in the afternoon – or maybe it was the early evening, Elias noted with some amazement – the master bedroom door creaked open, and he heard Ava’s tentative voice calling for Charlotte. Quick tiny footsteps thumped across the ground downstairs, and Charlotte cried for her mom.

Elias dropped his pen on his desk and stood up, grimacing at the tightness of his muscles from sitting in one spot too long. He’d need a timer, he thought, if he was going to continue on this new novel idea. And he would. It was too good not to try it out.

Ava and Charlotte climbed halfway up the stairs, but their footfalls stopped halfway up. “Let’s make sure if it’s okay we come up,” Ava told her daughter.

“It’s fine,” Elias called. He slid the notepad under a stack of printer paper and minimized the work he’d been doing on the computer. Charlotte bounded up first, grinning ear to ear, followed by Ava, who looked exhausted but much happier than he’d seen her in a while. She’d thrown on some sweats and a loose tee shirt, and he noticed uncomfortably her nipples poking at the fabric.

“Thank you for… stepping in last night,” Ava said, glancing meaningfully at Charlotte. The signal was easy to read – not a word in front of her daughter. He nodded slightly.

“How’d you sleep?”

“Oh, so good. I’m sorry for taking your bedroom all day. Woke up and I thought it was morning, not sunset.”

“Mom, Elias said we’re having lasagna for dinner.”

“Oh, honey, we need to go home. We can’t take advantage of Mr. Redman forever.”

“But moooom…”

“Actually, um…” Elias thought about the eviction notice in his pocket. “Hey, tell you what. Let me cook you dinner, and we’ll talk about it, okay? Otherwise you know Charlotte. I’ll never hear the end of it.” The little girl stuck out her tongue at him, and he stuck his out right back. “Hey, we need to go grocery shopping for noodles and cottage cheese. Why don’t you go get your mom’s coat you brought her and we’ll be down in a second, okay?”

“Okay,” Charlotte said, and raced downstairs.

“Really, Elias, we’ve taken too much,” Ava said as he stood up and dug in his back pocket. Wordlessly he handed over the document, and she scanned it, her hand coming up to her mouth. “I… I suppose I knew it was coming, but…”

Charlotte bounded back upstairs already, and Elias muttered, “That was faster than I thought.” Ava chuckled, but her face was ashen.

They drove together to the store, Charlotte bouncing in the back seat to the rock Elias played. Ava sat with her hands folded, staring ahead at the road, and when he thought the coast was clear and Charlotte wasn’t watching, he reached over to take one of them in his hand and squeezed.

“It’ll be okay,” he said. “Trust me.”

She glanced at him, then down at their hands, and blushed. Charlotte peered up at them and asked with a crinkled nose, “Are you two holding hands?”

“Playing thumb wars,” Elias said.

“You shouldn’t do that when you’re driving,” Charlotte said.

“You are absolutely right,” Elias said, completely straight-faced. Ava couldn’t hide a snort though, and Charlotte’s suspicious gaze watched them the rest of the trip.

* * *

He wanted to talk to Ava while they cooked, but Charlotte apparently had other designs on both their attention, insisting on cooking alongside them. She helped him make layers of the pasta, sauce, meat, and cheese. Ava was responsible for washing up the pots and pans as they worked, and settled in against the counter, sipping wine and smiling to herself now and then, despite the eviction notice. Whatever weight Julius had put on her shoulders seemed to be lifting now, whatever she thought was coming.

Charlotte ate so many noodles and little bites of meat she barely touched her actual lasagna, but she did manage to put down a caramel-swirled brownie after dinner, heroically finding the room in her stomach somehow for sweets. They finally found their chance to talk when they washed up dishes together afterwards and Charlotte asked to play on his laptop.

As he rinsed and Ava stuffed them in the dishwasher, Elias said quietly, “If you don’t mind the gossip sites talking about you, stay here.”

“Elias…”

“The place is huge. It’s too big for me. You and Charlotte take the second floor, and I’ll move the office down here.”

“I… I don’t…”

“I know my reputation, Ava. You’ve got a right to be worried and I don’t blame you if it’s too much.”

Her rag licked across a water glass, and she lowered her head nearly to her chest. “It’s not that,” she said quietly. “I was wrong to treat you the way I did when you came back to town. You’ve been nothing but good to us, Elias. And for a person like me, that puts a lot of guilt on my shoulders. It makes it hard to say yes, even when I desperately want to.”

He shrugged. “If it helps, pay rent. Or help out around the place. I suck at cleaning. You can stay regardless of if you do or don’t. I don’t really care. But I get it. We all want to pay our way. If it makes you feel better, we’ll figure something out.”

She thought about that and nodded. “All right. I like that idea. How much are you thinking for rent?”

“Won’t take more than a hundred a month.”

Ava laughed. “Wait, are you serious?”

“Very much so. That’d leave you enough to help get you on your feet, right? A hundred bucks will pay for the water bill, I think so…”

Ava couldn’t help herself. She turned and grabbed him. It was less a hug than a tackle, and he whacked against the countertop.

“Ow,” he grumbled.

“Sorry, not sorry,” she said, her voice trembling despite the levity of her words. “Thank you, Elias. You’re a good man.”


No. I’m not
, his mind whispered. But I’m trying.


* * *

Eileen called her early the next morning. “I’m at the gate. Should I wait here on her ladyship or am I allowed on the premises?”

Chopping up cantaloupe next to Elias, Ava snickered. “Elias, do you mind if I let Eileen Sonders up? She’s driving me to a job interview today.”

He glanced sharply at her. “Mrs. Sonders is still around?”

Eileen must have heard that. “I’m not that ancient,” she grumbled.

“Yeah, invite her up. Haven’t seen her in forever.”

Eileen knocked a minute later, and Elias opened the door. “Hey, Mrs. Sonders.”

“Don’t hey me, Elias. Give me a hug.”

The screen door banged open and he scooped up the older woman, and she giggled against his chest before he set her down again. “You’re about the first person in town who’s wanted to hug me, not punch me.”

She patted his chest. “Oh shut up. You definitely still have your fans here. Especially after everything you’ve done for Ava.”

Ava popped out around the corner. “You didn’t…”

“I maybe let a few details slip here and there,” Eileen said primly. “He’s a good man and people deserve to know that. Nothing about you and Julius, but people will figure that one out on their own quick. Word’s already spreading he’s walking around with a black eye and anybody with a bit of sense is going to know who did that and why.”

“Oh no,” Ava said quietly.

“Can’t be helped, honey.”

“Elias, I’m so sorry. I know you’re just trying to be left alone.”

He shrugged. “She’s right. Wouldn’t change a thing that happened anyways, apart from stepping in sooner.”

“We should go,” Eileen said. “Elias, darling, I’m having you out to dinner. All of you. Vic will be so happy to see you again. He must have watched Toby Labeoux a dozen times. Not an exaggeration. A dozen.”

Ava grabbed up her purse, and Elias held the door for her, standing there stupidly, unsure if he should give her a hug or not. In high heels and a calf-length flower print dress, her long legs were emphasized and he had a hard time not staring at them. “Uh. Good luck.”

She smiled tentatively at him. “Thanks.”

* * *

The interview went well. Surprisingly so. Jim, the dealership’s owner, was a big, kindly man, one she recognized from around the diner. They chatted for a few minutes about mutual friends at Chip’s as he reviewed her resume.

The interview had been a standing offer – come on in, bring a resume, and bullshit for ten minutes. Eileen and Vic arranged the whole thing, asking him to be flexible due to the long, extra shifts Ava frequently picked up. Jim was fine with that. Not a whole lot of people wanted to sell cars in the current economy, but it would be a step up for Ava and since Eileen was a friend of his too, he was happy to do her the favor even if he warned her it might not be Ava he chose for the job.

When they settled in past the initial chitchat, Jim turned semi-serious and began prodding her about her sales experience. Besides waitressing, Ava didn’t have much, but she was a fast learner and Jim already knew she was good with people.

“Now, I have heard a certain rumor you tried to give someone at the diner some raw meat when you were, ah, upset with him,” Jim said, folding his hands together.

“Ah. Elias Redman,” Ava said, smiling softly. “I apologized to him later. We’ve patched things up since. I don’t regret standing up for women everywhere, but I know in my heart now he’s not that man, and I regret not getting to know him first before making that kind of judgment. I won’t say as I wouldn’t stand up to someone who did that sort of thing again, but I’d give them the benefit of the doubt first.”

Jim thought about that and nodded. “Your driver’s license?”

“Still good. I may not have a car but I keep it current.” She dug it out and showed it to him. He examined it and pushed it back across the desk.

For a while, he checked his notes, re-examined her resume, and finally glanced up again. “All right, everything looks good on my end. I’ve got a few more potentials coming in through the week, but I’ll let you know as soon as possible.”

She stood up, her hand already moving to shake his. “Thank you, Jim. I know I’m not the most qualified, but I appreciate you taking the time with me.”

He rose, shook her hand, and guided her out. Eileen waited outside, peering into the windows of a brand-new SUV. Heels clicking across the pavement, Ava joined her.

“How’d it go?” Eileen asked.

“I bombed, I think,” Ava said. “He asked about Elias at the diner that first day. I think he’s worried my temper would get the better of me.”

“Honey, if that’s the worst thing one of his applicants has done, then Jim’s pretty well off. You did great, I’m sure.” Her hand came to rest on Ava’s shoulder. “Ready for the next part?”

“No.” Ava sighed. “But I suppose we should go anyways.”

The job interview wasn’t the only chore Ava needed to take care of that morning. Eileen drove her to the hospital clinic, both of them silent the whole trip. When they pulled up in front, Eileen said, “Call me when you’re done.”

“I will. Thanks.”

“Good luck.”

Ava headed inside. The receptionist inside handed her a clipboard and a few sheets of personal information to fill out. In the waiting room, only two other people sat around reading magazines. She recognized one of them – Tully from the city road crew – but only meekly said hello to him before focusing on her little world – and her very big concern. In another fifteen minutes, a nurse poked her head out and called Ava’s name. She set aside the magazine she’d been unsuccessfully reading, and stood up, palms shaking as they gripped the hem of her shirt.

The tests took about that amount of time. The nurse was friendly, though more than once Ava thought she caught a glimmer of something to the other woman – conceited judgment, her mind thought, but maybe that was just the circumstances. Ava needed to know if Julius had given her anything.

The results would take a few days. Ava thanked the nurse, slung her bag over her shoulder again, and called Eileen. All in all, Ava thought she held it together that day pretty well, all things considered.

* * *

Elias moved his computer and his supplies down to the house’s “real” office, mentally groaning about the narrow, tight area where he’d now be working on his novel. Getting everything unhooked, moved, plugged back in, and set up just right took him the better part of the morning. Ava came home sometime after eleven or so for a change of clothes before she headed into work for the day.

“Really, Elias, you should keep the upstairs. Charlotte and I could stay down here and we wouldn’t bother you, I promise,” she said, slipping on her sneakers.

“The two of you would stay in the one bedroom down here when there’s a whole floor I’m not using?” he asked, arching an eyebrow. She looked particularly beautiful that morning, even in her work shirt and black pants. Her makeup was a bit different than normal – elegant, emphasizing her smoky blue eyes while masking the crinkles. He didn’t mind those so much, but Elias had to admit, Ava looked three or four years younger when she hid them away.

“It’s your house.”

“Well, it’s yours too. Until you get back on your feet or you decide you’ve had enough.”

She knelt to tie her shoes. “Well, thank you.”

“Oh, how’d your interview go?”

“Uh, could’ve been better. The questions he asked were fair, though. Mostly about my temper and that sort of thing. Something about serving some guy a bad sandwich out of spite came up.”

Elias grinned. “Wonder who that poor bastard could have been. You want me to swing by there and talk to him? Tell him we’re cool?”

“No. Not that I don’t appreciate the offer, but I want to get this on my own terms. I know, I’m squatting in your house and I’m talking about being too prideful to get a boost up, but…” She finished tying and stood up.

“I can respect that. They won’t hear a word from me then.”

“Thanks. How’s my hair? Presentable?”

“You look beautiful,” Elias said. “I like your hair like that. Parted in the middle, kinda layered. It fits you. And your makeup. You have great eyes anyways, but your makeup makes them… blue-ier.”

She burst out laughing, but Elias was pleased to see a brush of crimson break out on her cheeks. “You were doing so well until blue-ier.” Her fingers went up to the edges of her hair and she curled a lock around them. “But thank you. Shit, I gotta get going.”

“Want a ride? Really get people talking?”

Her eyes crinkled. “That’d be fun, wouldn’t it?”

“Let me get my keys.”

“Wait, you’re serious?”

“Sure.”

“Elias, if the news got out about you dating a… a waitress… oh God, did I just say dating? I meant if they thought, you know., we were, it would be, uh, bad for you… I just…”

He drew closer, enjoying Ava’s flustered words. Barely a few feet away from her, he stopped, giving her his best grin. “Would that be so bad? Us dating?”

“Um. Um,” Ava murmured. “Um.”

“Um um um?” He shook his head. “Okay, okay, your words have convinced me. Run away with me, Ava. We’ll make love in hammocks and sip little foofy drinks out of coconuts.”

“Um,” she said again as he drew closer, his lips just inches from hers. Her flush was now a deep red, and she parted her lips, staring at him as one of her hands pressed against the wall.

But instead of kissing her, Elias slid around Ava instead, reaching for the door. “Come on. If you’re not afraid to be seen with the actor who wanted his ex-wife to sleep with him while he was in full-on wolf costume, then I’m certainly not afraid to give you a ride.”

“Um. Um. Right?” she asked, then her eyes focused again. “Uh, right.”

* * *

On the way there, her purse clutched in her hands, Ava asked, “Okay, I have to know. Did you really want to have sex with Becky freakin’ Anson in a werewolf costume?”

His roar of laughter forced him to pull off the road, and soon they were clutching each other, in tears from the force of it.

* * *

Having an eight-year old girl around the house was not a new experience for Elias, but he’d been gone for almost all his girls’ formative years on one shoot or another. He’d forgotten – or missed – the drama.

For starters, Charlotte was a bathroom hog, even more so than her mom, and she wasn’t even wearing makeup yet. Ava had allowed her to have her ears pierced when she was seven, but put her foot down on makeup until Charlotte was twelve, something that Charlotte equated to torture. What or why the kid took so long in the bathroom was a mystery to Elias, but Ava damn near had to drag her out of there every morning to get dressed and come down for breakfast.

Second came the boys – not that Charlotte had any crushes or little would-be boyfriends yet, but two of her best friends were boys and she wanted to bring them over to play one afternoon after school. The decision left Elias utterly flummoxed, and Ava was too busy at work to answer his texts frantically asking if it would be the end of the world if Charlotte had her friends over. He settled on them playing outside while he sat on the porch and watched them, wondering if he wasn’t being crazy. When she got home that night, Ava informed him that yes, yes he was.


Charlotte was also incredibly finicky about what she ate, and whatever she liked seemed to change moment to moment. One day he fixed bumps on a log for her after-school snack, and she scarfed them down like she was starving. The next day she shoved aside her cereal bowl because there were raisins in it, and shouted at him when she found out that’s what was in her snack. Ava calmed her daughter down after that one, but it left Elias feeling like he’d jammed his finger in an electrical socket.

Then there were the clothes. The kid had the damnedest habit of leaving them all over the house, and in the most unusual places, too. Once Elias found one of her shirts draped over the milk carton on the inside of the fridge. Then he found one of her socks in the fruit bowl.

“How do you lose a sock in the fruit bowl?” he asked Ava.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” she said. “I found her undies once in the toilet tank. Explain that one to me.”

She was a baffling, sometimes maddening little ball of energy and emotion, and Elias thought several times about selling her to a circus if they happened to still have those anywhere in the United States – and that was just within the first few days of Ava and Charlotte staying at his house.

But there were good moments too. Charlotte loved to try to help with the cooking, and actually had a great eye for measuring out precise amounts for baking. He swore up and down that the kid had done something to the banana bread he cooked one morning to make it better, but if she had, Charlotte didn’t say. He liked having her in the kitchen with him. She grumbled sometimes about rinsing the dishes before having to put them in the dishwasher, but she was careful and generally did her chores without too much prodding. Ava insisted that was freakishly weird behavior for her daughter, but with him, Charlotte seemed to mind herself and did her part.

She was also terrifically sweet to her mother. Sure, they had little arguments about bedtime and going to school and not eating raw onions for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, but by and large, their banter lacked the intensity of the arguments he had with Riley and Hannah at that age. He was sure Ava and Charlotte had their bad days, of course – that was a given for any parent. But in those initial first few, Charlotte understood life had taken some bad twists and turns for her mom. They cuddled together on the couch watching cartoons. They weeded out in the yard together, teaching Elias what needed to be pulled and what was healthy for the yard. They took walks together, hands joining not because Ava was afraid for her child running across the street or anything, but simply because they were a team, and that was what they did.

It brought about a sad jealousy in Elias, one that couldn’t go fulfilled. Not that he wanted to horn in on their closeness, but he bitterly wished he had these kinds of moments with Hannah and Riley. He couldn’t remember the last time they wanted to hold his hand, or asking them to do anything without it starting a fight, or when they might’ve curled up for a movie night together. Those opportunities passed Elias by when he made the decisions to fly off to London, Paris, India, China. Those decisions had been made for him when he decided his stardom was more important than giving his daughters his love. Maybe he tried to justify it back then with the money and how much his two daughters could have in life if Elias just worked harder, but that was a lie. He’d stayed away from home, from his family, because he loved the lifestyle. He loved traveling. He loved bullshitting with interviewers all over. He loved premier parties. He loved being on location for shoots. He loved the grueling hours, the early morning chats with his makeup crew, the first coffee of the morning with his director. He loved closing out a scene well into the late hours, dragging out his castmates for beer and tacos at godawful hours of the morning.

And at some point, Elias realized he loved all that more than he’d ever loved his family, and the knowledge broke him.

The eyes with which he watched Ava and Charlotte then hid his pain, stuffed it away, and he smiled, and laughed, and sometimes scolded, and all the while he thought to himself, “This should have been me.”


This should have been me.

* * *

Ava trailed Elias just a little bit, studying his frame silently from behind as he talked about his plans for possibly building stairs leading to the attic.

“I mean, it’s this full finished room, right? And it’s nice up there, it really is. Needs better lighting, but I think it’d make a great little area for Charlotte or you. But the only way to get to it is that stupid-”

Her cell phone buzzed. Elias cut off as she checked it. The clinic.

“I have to take this,” she said. “I’m sorry. I’ll catch up.”

He nodded and kept walking. “You’ll miss out on all this sexy attic talk, I know.”

She laughed nervously and answered the phone when he was far enough away not to overhear. “Hello?”

“Hello! Is this Ava?” It was the cheerful nurse with the questionable eyes from the tests. Ava sucked in a breath and blew it out.

“Yes, this is her.”

“Just wanted to call and tell you your tests came back all negative.”

Ava’s heart crashed. Negative? All of them? That fucker Julius had given her all the STD’s? Then the realization hit her, and she nearly slapped her forehead. Negative as in the tests hadn’t shown anything. “There’s nothing?”

“Nope. Not a thing. You are good.”

“Th-thank you very much,” Ava whispered, staring at Elias as he walked. At that terrific ass in his jeans. At the muscles that had gone a little soft since he came home, but not by much. At the clean-cut brown hair she wanted to see between her thighs as he…

She hung up and ran for him.

Elias heard her coming and turned. “Everything okay?”

Ava grabbed his forearm. “Do you want me?”

“What?” Elias asked, confused.

“I… was afraid to do this before because of what Julius made me do to him, but I’m clean, that was the hospital, I’m clean and-” Ava shut herself up by lurching up at him, grabbing his shoulders and pulling him to her for a hard kiss that clacked their teeth together.

When he pulled away, he said, “People will see, you can’t do this to yourself in public-”

“Shut. Up,” Ava growled, and grabbed him again, her arms circling around his neck as she sought his lips hungrily with her own, her tongue darting out to meet his as his hands fell to her lower back. Then he was pulling her tight and returning it, just as hungry.

Their need for each other was unquenchable. He pulled her backwards towards the house, still a block or two away, and she pushed him, forcing him to move faster. They finally broke apart, and Ava grabbed his hand as they ran for the house, for the walls and the roof and the bed. Especially the bed.

* * *

Except they didn’t make it there for a good long while.

Elias slammed the door shut behind him as Ava scrabbled at the hem of her shirt, lifting it up and over her head, laughing when it got caught on the scrunchie in her hair. Still stuck in the shirt, she couldn’t see when Elias grasped her faded cotton bra and ripped it, not bothering with the clasp. Her nipples were already hard, and as the cloth fell away behind her somewhere, he leaned down to suck one of them into his mouth, his hands sliding up and down her back. He’d barely begun to touch her and Ava was already wet and needing.

She jerked the shirt the rest of the way off, taking the scrunchie with it. It freed her hair in wild tangles, falling as the shirt did. She stroked his hair and jutted her small chest out to him, loving the flick of his tongue around her areola. His fingers slid further down her back to her ass, feeling, squeezing. His lips pulled away from her nipple, and he growled, “I want these off.”

Oh Christ, he was a commanding type. Ava’s already wet pussy trembled at that. She loved to be a little dominated in bed – not by S&M standards, but a man who took charge was her catnip. Her fingers worked the button and the zipper on her pants, and they were sliding down, revealing black cotton panties. Once she’d stepped out of her pants and kicked them away, Elias pushed her back against the door, his hands roaming her hips before he knelt, stopping to kiss her c-section scar before he pressed his nose to the lone bit of fabric covering her sex. Deeply he inhaled, and then began kissing and sucking at her through the panties.

“Don’t tease me,” Ava begged. “Not much time before work.”

But Elias was going to have his fun. His tongue slid up and down the fabric clinging to her dampness, tracing her pussy lips. She’d just showered before they walked Charlotte to the bus stop, and she smelled good. Fresh, flowery. His fingers slipped down her thighs, along the backs of her knees, and down to her calves, drawing shivers of anticipation from her.

“Life your leg up. Rest the bottom of your knee on my shoulder.”

“Okay,” she whispered, and did so, gripping the doorknob as Elias nuzzled his nose against her hood. Slowly, carefully, he nipped at the fabric and pulled it with his teeth, peeling it away from her pussy until he couldn’t pull any further down, then his fingers did the rest. He only bothered to tug them down enough to reveal her thick, pink lips.

“Beautiful,” he said.

His tongue slid out and along the lengths of her lips, taking his time with each one, tasting her, feeling her body react in his hands. Twice she bucked against his exploration, but she really let loose when he finally reached her slightly hooded clit. Her free hand grabbed at his hair and practically shoved him against her pussy.

“Right there, right there…” Ava moaned.

He purposefully licked her trimmed mound. “Here?” She shook her head, glaring at him. “Here?” he asked, flicking her tongue against her wet lips.

“Keep teasing me and I will dump ice water on you when you’re sleeping.”

“Ah. Here then?” he asked, and flicked her clit with his tongue, lighting it up, lighting her up, and she writhed and gasped. He liked how wet she was, how she was dripping all the way down her thighs. His nose, his mouth, his chin, they were soaked with her need, and she tasted good, too. As flowery as her scent and just a little sweaty and musky.

Minutes counted, so he relented on the teasing and focused entirely on her pleasure. As he licked, sucked, and flicked her clit, he slid two fingers up into her folds, pressing forward until he’d buried his fingers all the way to the knuckle.

“Mmmm hmmm!” she moaned, her head dipping up and down as he started to build up a rhythm with his finger fucking. “Lick me, Elias, please lick me.”

“Lick you where?” he asked innocently.

“Lick my… my…”

“Your what? Tell me.”

“My pussy!” The word exploded out of her as he thrust his fingers in as deep as they could go, joined by an assault on her clit by his tongue. “Please keep… licking my pussy… and my clit.”

He doubled his efforts, stopping only to slide his fingers out now and then to lap up and down her lengths. Her body responded to seemingly every minute brush of his fingers or his tongue, and she hurtled towards an orgasm, her foot kicking against his back as her whole body tightened.

“Close, Elias, so close,” she gasped.

“Come for me, Ava,” he breathed against her clit, and lashed his tongue against it in one final, merciless push to drive her over the edge. When she came, she grabbed his hair with both hands and yanked so hard he nearly bit his tongue, but it was worth it.

“Ohhhh my God!” Ava wailed, her pussy contracting, her whole body contracting, her ass slapping against the door then forward again to meet his tongue. “Fuuuuck!”

He wanted to keep going, wanted to do more, but now she had just minutes left and he reluctantly kissed her clit one last time, then her pussy lips, and withdrew his fingers. As he looked up at her, grinning, he licked his fingers clean. “That’s fun,” Elias said.

Carefully, unsteadily, her knee slid off his shoulder and she balanced on her feet again, her torso still quavering from the intense orgasm. “I haven’t come like that since Clark,” Ava said, then clapped a hand over her mouth. “Oh God, way to ruin the mood, right?”

“It’s all right,” he said, standing up. “I’ll take the compliment. Can I kiss you, or would you like me to clean up first?”

“Mm, I don’t mind.”

He leaned in, pressing his lips to hers. This kiss was tender, slow, passionate. Her hands roamed along his back, falling down to his ass, and he groaned softly into her mouth. She laughed, and pinched his butt.

“You need to stop, or I’m going to call in sick for you,” Elias warned.

She pulled back, sighing. “No, I’d better get ready. I’ve missed a lot of time lately and I’d better be on time. Thank you, though. This was… amazing.”

“Do it again sometime?” Elias asked, smirking.

“Absolutely. But… um, let’s be careful around Charlotte, okay?”

“Of course. Think you could get a sitter tonight?”

She slipped out of her panties, blushing when she caught him staring at her ass. She wiggled it just a little for him, and said, “I’ll try. Eileen might be able to do it. If she can, I’ll text you.”

“Good.”

She kissed him again, and ran her hand over his ass. “Good God, I’m touching Elias Redman’s ass. And he’s not throwing me in jail.”

“Yet.”

“Yet,” she said, grinning. They kissed one more time, both of them hungry for more but all too aware of the clock. “Argh,” she muttered when she pulled away. “Running from the bedroom. Swear to God, if I come out and you’re naked, you’re never getting me out of this house.”

“Go. I’ll play nice.”

“Thank you.”

* * *

Elias tried to work on the novel, but it was no use. All he could think about was Ava. The impassioned wails when she came. The taste of her. The waggle of that absolutely terrific ass.

He wanted to jerk off, but didn’t. Whatever he had in him, he wanted to give it to her that night. Instead he took a quick drive to buy more condoms from the grocery store, hands tapping away at the steering wheel as he waited for that damn text message.

In the store, Elias first found a box of chocolates. Not the fanciest, but hey, chocolate was chocolate. To that he added strawberries and whipped cream, thinking that even if he didn’t get a chance to feed them to Ava later in bed, maybe the three of them could have them for dessert. A big bouquet of flowers went into the cart too, followed by a smaller one for Charlotte. This wasn’t just about him and Ava, after all. Charlotte was a part of his life too, one he hoped he wouldn’t be too stupid to screw up this time around.

So engrossed in the things he was buying for Ava and her daughter, he almost forgot the condoms entirely, chuckling to himself at the counter like a lovesick idiot before racing back to grab them. When he’d gone, the clerk said to the bagboy, “Isn’t that Elias Redman?”

The bagboy nodded. “The sick asshole.”

“I heard he’s sleeping with Ava Pace.”

“No shit?” the bagboy asked, his fists tightening.

“No shit. Guess he roped her into living with him.”

“Huh.”

* * *

Of course.

No two words had ever made Ava so giddy since Clark’s “I do.” Eileen’s simple response to her text about looking after Charlotte for the night included no questions, no smiley faces, no winks. She knew the score and she was willing to help.

It had been so long! Sure, there had been the shit Julius made her do, but that was oral and handjobs. Ava was about to sleep with one of her top ten Hollywood fantasies. Well… maybe top twenty before she’d gotten to know Elias personally, but still.

Ava texted him orders – that she wanted to cook him dinner that night, that he needed to be gone from the house from six to seven-thirty, and he had better be ready for his socks to be knocked off. He texted her back with a grinning emoji and a thumbs-up, and she couldn’t help a squeal of excitement.

Work never went by slower in her lifetime. Not once. Every minute was slow, sweet torture. Her coworkers noticed her never-ceasing grin and prodded her with a thousand questions. Word had gotten out about her stay with Elias, and it wasn’t difficult for them to put two and two together from there.

When the last customer had been served, the last table wiped, the floors mopped, and the counters scrubbed, Ava finally, joyously slid her timecard into the machine, and whooped unabashedly as she headed for the door. Stuffed chicken, she thought, and rice, and fried vegetables, and… him for dessert. Ava grinned as she raced home.

Elias was outside, playing catch with Ava. He’d bought her a mitt that day, and dug his own out of his garage. He caught her grin, reflected it, and tried to focus on the ball. Ava stopped to kiss Charlotte on the top of the head and explained that she was going to stay with Eileen that night.

Charlotte squinted at her mom, processing that, and finally said, “Are you two going on a date?”

Shocked, Ava’s lips parted and she glanced aside at Elias, who shrugged and shook his head. “I didn’t tell her,” he said.

“I… er… well, yes, sweetheart, I guess we are.”

“Okay,” Charlotte said, mostly indifferent to the idea.

“I’m not going to try to replace your dad or anything, Charlotte. But I hope, you know, we can be close. I’m very fond of your mom.”

“And I’m very fond of him,” Ava said, smiling slyly at him.

“And, um, we think we’d make a nice couple, and we’re just sort of feeling that out.”

Charlotte tossed him the ball. “I said okay, goofball.”

“Okay,” Elias said, confused, but happy.

“Okay,” Ava said, laughing.

* * *

The chicken breasts smelled divine baking in the oven. The glass of wine she’d poured herself went down smooth, followed by another Ava sipped on slower. The vegetables she held off on until he stepped in the door. They wouldn’t need long to cook. Everything ready, she hurried to the bedroom to strip out of her uniform, grab a quick shower, and get her makeup on before she slipped into a slinky red dress that only ended just below her panty line. Her actual panties were far less sexy – she hadn’t bought herself any lingerie in a long time, and instead had to settle on a pair of briefs that vaguely, sort of, maybe approached sexiness if Elias squinted and imagined it hard enough.

It wouldn’t be long now, Ava told herself as she sat at the table to smell the flowers Elias bought for her.

And told herself it again fifteen minutes later, when she paced from the kitchen to the living room and back again a dozen times.

And told it to herself one last time, jerking the overdone chicken out of the oven, tears rolling down her face as she thought about the thousand ways she might have screwed this up, how she might have driven Elias away.

Her phone rang.

* * *

Elias knew the bar was a mistake the moment he walked in.

As a teenager, he’d come in here to play pool on occasion. He’d yet to set foot back in there as an adult, but little had changed. Two pool tables in the back, dimly lit by overhanging lights advertising two kinds of beer. An old busted arcade game that hadn’t worked even fifteen years ago. At least the bar stools were new, but the bar itself was still covered in the nicked, scarred green paintjob as his youth. Someone had actually paid to have the length of the bar painted that way, he thought to himself, amused.

The whole place was dimly lit, with a few neon lights hanging in the windows and strings of white Christmas lights behind the alcohol. Beyond that, it was the sort of place you went to when you knew exactly what you wanted – cheap beer and no one interrupting your thoughts.

Elias slid up and onto a stool. He had time to kill and didn’t want to get drunk, so he limited himself to a diet soda. Earlier, poking and prodding at his gut, he realized with a start he really needed to start working out in earnest again. Screw the extreme diets of his acting days, though. He was happy with a few extra pounds.

A guy down to his right looked vaguely familiar. It took a while to place him, but finally Elias did. “Hey, from the grocery store, right?”

The guy grunted something sour, stood up, and tossed a bill on the counter. When he brushed past Elias, he muttered, “Get the fuck out of town.”

“And a wonderful night to you too,” Elias said. The guy glanced over his shoulder, glowering, and was gone.

Elias tried to focus on a superhero movie playing on the bar’s lone TV. A few years back, Mac tried to get him to audition for one of the bigger films, claiming that the producers were excited to have him in there, but Elias had declined. It was in the middle of one of his biggest spikes of self-loathing, when things were just starting to fall apart in earnest with Becky.

Becky. Fuck.

Apart from wanting to know about the werewolf-sex bullshit, Ava hadn’t demanded the truth from him. With vague unease, he realized he probably should tell her everything before this thing between them grew too intense. But not tonight, he pleaded with himself and the universe. Let tonight be.

A few people around the bar whispered to themselves about him. A couple even came up to bullshit, including a guy who’d been a class or two above him in high school. They had a good time reminiscing about who was still in town, who was bald, who was gray. The guy gave him a business card – he was working for a construction crew, and Elias was still in need of some work done around the house he probably couldn’t do alone.

Feeling pretty okay about the night’s proceedings, Elias stepped outside at one point with a plastic cup full of ice water to text his daughters. Every week he sent them a single message, a variation on “I miss you” and “I love you.” This time, as he started tapping away, someone approached him from around the corner of the building. Elias glanced up far too late, only catching a whir of the baseball bat before it smashed his leg, dropping him.

Elias screamed, and the bat came down again.

One of the barflies darted out the door, saw the actor crumpled on the ground, and hurriedly dug out his cell phone to call 911. A yellow sedan jerked out into the middle of the road before straightening out and zooming away.

“Hey, holy shit, you gotta get someone to the Shoofly Bar. It’s Elias Redman. Someone kilt him, I think.”

* * *

The man hadn’t, but Elias floated through darkness for nearly twelve hours and woke to pain.

It was a distant thing, a river grumbling through a copse of trees, but it was there and he was aware of it before any of his other senses kicked in. His head and his leg felt wrong, funny, and he had a hard time swallowing. His mouth was dry, spongy, and working up spit was damn near impossible.

He blinked against a soft dull light somewhere above his head. Someone said something – his name, maybe – and then a beautiful woman leaned over him, her tears dropping on his face.

“Ava,” he said, smiling, and slid back down into unconsciousness again.

* * *

He woke a second time on much firmer mental footing and struggled to sit upright. Except he couldn’t – his leg was elevated and in a cast. Across the room, Charlotte and Ava sat in a pair of chairs, Ava’s head resting against the wall while Charlotte had a jacket tucked behind hers. The child’s head tilted forward and she blinked slowly at him.

“Hey,” Elias said weakly.

Charlotte yelled his name, and shot up off the chair like a missile coming straight for him. As Ava jerked awake, Charlotte climbed up onto the bed and fell beside him, wrapping an arm around his waist.

“Easy, easy, Charlotte,” Ava warned.

“It’s all right,” Elias said, and stroked the little girl’s hair. “It’s okay.”

Ava drew close, trembling, and he reached his other hand out for her. She took it, smiling, crying, and kissed his fingers. “Do you remember what happened?” she asked.

“Uh. Bar. I was at the bar waiting for our date. And I stepped outside and…” He blinked. “Uh. Bat. I think someone hit me with a bat.”

“Gordon Harris,” she said, nodding. “Someone saw him take off. He’s in jail now, but I don’t know for how long. The deputy who arrested him? Julius’s brother Cary.”

“Crap,” Elias muttered.

“Are you okay?” Charlotte asked, nestling into him tighter.

“I’m okay, sweetheart. I didn’t mean to make you worry.”

“Mom was scared. I don’t like when she’s scared.”

“Me either,” Elias said, smiling up at Ava.

* * *

Ava brought him home the next day. His leg was broken, he had a minor concussion and some small cuts and abrasions from where his head hit the ground, but overall, Elias was pretty okay. Charlotte went back to school that day, but Ava took the morning off to be with him.

“I’m sorry about our date,” he murmured as she helped him into the bedroom.

“Don’t know if I can ever forgive you,” Ava said lightly. “Concussions? That’s a weak sauce excuse.”

He laughed as he swung carefully on his crutches. “I’ll make it up to you.”

“Seriously, Elias, I’m just happy you’re okay. We’ll get to the other stuff soon enough. If, um, you still want to.”

He stopped, and motioned for her to come to him. She came in for a tender kiss, and when they broke apart, he balanced his crutch against the wall and rubbed her cheek with his thumb. “I want. I very much want.”

“Good. Me too.”

When she tucked him in with a light blanket covering his good leg and most his torso, Ava slid into bed next to him. She’d have to go to work in a few hours, but for now, she slid a hand up and down his chest and nestled her head into him, breathing deep the vaguely unwashed sweat and body odor. “I need to give you a bath,” she said quietly.

“That bad?”

“It’s not too terrible, but let’s count on it tonight.”

He smiled. “All right.”

She was quiet a while, and he thought maybe Ava had fallen asleep. Then she finally whispered, “Why this old house?”

“Hm?”

Her blue eyes scanned his, her fingers lazily tracing patterns into his belly. “What brought you here?”

“Ah, that’s… complicated.”

“Am I prying too much?”

“No, no, it’s fine.” Elias folded one hand behind his head, carefully avoiding the ginger bruising there. If the baseball bat had been made of wood, he’d have probably been looking at a fractured skull – or worse. But the metal had warped around his skull, leaving him with a bad goose egg and a nagging headache but not much else.

Slowly he started to speak.

* * *

“My dad and mom were the only ones who supported me from the beginning with my acting. You’ve gotta understand how weird that was for me. Mom was a fan of a couple of musicals, but Dad, he’d never seen any plays. He was pretty much a guy’s guy. Worked construction from the time he was sixteen until the month he died. So at my first play, I thought for sure it’d just be my mom showing up, but there was Dad right there in the second row too, looking around like he didn’t know where he was or how he got there. I’m still not sure what Mom threatened him with to get him there, but it had to be something huge.

“But after that play, my dad was the first one on his feet, clapping and cheering so loud he was the only one I could hear. Afterwards, when I jumped off the stage and talked to them, he started crying. If him coming to the show was weird, Dad crying was ten times as strange. The only time my dad cried was when a dog died when I was really little. When he could finally talk, he told me… he told me I’d be an idiot to do anything else with my life, that he’d never seen anything like that. Mom, she just had this goofy little knowing smile on her face, like she’d figured all this out a long time ago.

“I knew what I wanted to do with my life by the time my senior year of high school rolled around. I wanted to go to Hollywood, try to be an actor. By that point Dad was already getting sick. I didn’t put the pieces together fast enough. It was cancer, but they didn’t tell me because they thought I should be focused on my future. I’m still sort of pissed about that, but now I get it, as a dad. He wasn’t much older than I am now – fortyish.

“They talked to me about acting schools, maybe college, but one night, I think Dad was high off painkillers or something, he said to me, ‘If you already know what the hell you’re doing, Eli, then get out there and do it. No point in spending tens of thousands of dollars just to figure out what you already know.’ Mom, she was always a bit more scared for me, but she went along with it.

“I bought my plane ticket the week Dad died. He was in the hospital, in bed, dying, and I was excited because I was going west, and…

“Fuck. I haven’t said any of this out loud since Becky and I started dating. I left a few weeks after he died. I should have stayed. I should have thought about what Mom was going through, how close she was to Dad, and I didn’t. I was selfish. Like I always was when it came to family.

“I hit it out of the park in Hollywood the first few weeks I was there. Complete fluke, but it drove any thoughts about going home out of my head. I rode my star as hard as I could, and Mom… this town… they were an afterthought. I tried to stay in touch, but I was a meteor and Mom’s grief… I couldn’t deal with it. I didn’t go back home until it was too late. Until I got the call about her heart attack a few years later.

“Mom… she was a special soul. A romantic. She and my dad lived in this tiny little house on the outskirts of town. It’s gone, but I’ll show you where sometime. They always thought it was going to be temporary. My dad always wanted to take her far away from here, talking about living in Vancouver or the Bahamas or England. But my mom, she always told my dad that someday they’d buy this house, and just the two of them would fix it up, make it livable again. She thought there were ghosts here, but good ghosts, friendly ones. Loving ones.

“I always meant to buy this place for her. Fix it up right, then give it to her as a birthday present or something. Always meant to come home.

“I didn’t. I failed her. I left her to die alone.”

* * *

When Elias’s voice trailed off, Ava kissed him. There weren’t any words, but her lips spoke volumes. It wasn’t meant as a sexual thing, but soon Elias was kissing her back, his hand caressing the back of her head. When she pulled away, she sat up and rolled over so she could lean over him, their lips finding each other, tasting each other again and again.

Her hand trailed across his chest, stroking the fine fur between his breasts, and ventured further south, across his midsection to the hem of his basketball shorts. “Ava,” he whispered as her fingers darted inside, searching, and she let out a soft, breathy “mm hmm” when she found him half hard already.

A drop of precum smeared his tip, and she rolled it around her fingers, stroking him gently as she kissed him again, nipping gently at his lips. Her blue eyes were almost closed, but his were not. He stared at her, his need growing as her fingers worked him slowly.

“I want you,” he murmured.

“Will it hurt too much?” she asked.

“We’ll find out.”

She rose to her feet to cast off her shirt, her pants, and her underwear. He kept stroking himself in her place, watching her with the intensity of a tiger waiting on its prey. Then she was helping him out of his shorts, sliding them down his legs and tossing them away. By now, his prick was fully hard, and she gazed upon it, grinning.

“Jesus, Elias.”

“It does the job.”

“I’m looking forward to finding out.”

Before she mounted him, Ava leaned down closer and closer to his dick. He still stroked himself, even as she glanced up at his face and grinned before she kissed the head of his dick, flicking her tongue against it. The beautiful blonde took her time, giving him little butterfly kisses only occasionally followed by little delicate licks. Her hand was busy between her legs, getting herself ready for him.

A few minutes of that slow, aching tease and she worked her way up to his cockhead again, sucking a few inches of him into her mouth and getting him good and wet with her tongue. He rested his hand on her head, but didn’t push, just languidly stroking her hair as he enjoyed the tease of a blowjob.

Finally Ava popped off him and whispered, “Ready?”

He nodded, and she slid over him, her puffy pink lips rubbing along his length a few times. She was wet, and every brush against her clit made her squint her eyes just a little. Finally she had enough, and reached down to guide him into her, settling cautiously onto his thighs as she eased down.  She was tight, remarkably so, and her velvet skin sheathed him only with a little effort as Ava closed her eyes and breathed deeply.

When he was as deep as he could go – there was still an inch of flesh between them – she opened her eyes and stared at him, smiling. “Okay?” she asked.

He nodded, and Ava began to rock gently as she grew used to his size. She leaned down to kiss him softly at the corners of his lips, and he slid his hands down to her ass, squeezing her softness. She rose back up, tossing her blonde hair over her shoulder, and reached behind her to clasp his hands gently, keeping them there as she began to slowly pick up the pace.

“So tight,” he murmured.

Ava kept him deep inside her, just rocking for a while, enjoying the sensations, but eventually she let go of his hands and began to stroke her clit as she rolled her hips, matching the rhythms. One of Elias’s hands joined hers, and she showed him the right pace – slow, with a little gentle rub as her hips slid back down. His other hand stroked up and down her back, occasionally squeezing her ass again.

It was sweet torture for a man who was so used to being the dominant one in bed. He wanted to flip her over, take her, use her. Elias wanted to feel his balls slapping off her ass, to have her on her knees in front of him as he tugged her hair or dug his fingers into her shoulders. But this… this was a good round of getting-to-know-you sex, where he was forced to learn what Ava liked, what she responded to. It was more intensely mentally stimulating, and besides, sex was sex, and he enjoyed the ride.

As if she read his mind, Ava leaned down and whispered, “When you’re out of the cast, I want you to take me hard. However you like.”

His prick surged at that, and she stayed in that position, her blonde locks falling around his cheeks as she began to roll her hips harder, still not quite bouncing but grinding against him. He had to pull his hand away – there was no good angle to get to her clit like that – but his pelvis still brushed her button and Ava clearly enjoyed herself.

“I loved the way you went down on me,” she whispered. “In charge like that. Making me say naughty things.”

“Tell me how you’re liking this,” Elias said, thrusting up into her as best he could manage.

She groaned. “Oh, it’s so good, Elias. The way you fill my… my…”

“Say it, Ava.”

“My pussy,” she said, blushing furiously. “My wet little pussy.”

“What’s filling you so good?”

“Your… your…” Her eyes closed, and she hummed pleasantly as his fingers stroked her ass. “Your cock. Your big dick.”

“When I’m better, I’m throwing you on this bed, Ava.”

“Yesss…” she breathed, grinding hard against him.

“You’re going to get on your knees. Then you’re going to worship this cock with your tongue. You’ll beg me to shoot down your throat.”

“Oh God.” She was shivering now and waggling a little side to side. Close, he thought.

“But I won’t. I’m going to line up behind you, Ava, and lick that sweet pussy again, lick you until you can’t stand it anymore, and then I’ll fuck you. I won’t be gentle. Not like this. I mean I’m going to fuck you.”

“Yes, f-fuck me, Elias, fuck me…”

“I’ll reach around, stroke your little button. Do you feel how much it wants that? How responsive you are?”

“Y-yes, oh God, yes…”

“And I’ll lean down and I’ll whisper in your ear. Come for me, Ava. Come hard for me.”

Her grinding intensified and Ava could speak no more words. Her hips bucked against his and she leaned back up again, her breasts jutting out as she furiously stroked her clit, her head thrown back, her mouth.

“Oooooh, Eliasssss!”

She came. God, did she ever. Her pussy grabbed at his cock, sucked at it, then released it as wave after wave of pleasure rolled through Ava. Her ass slapped against his thighs and he grunted in pain when she accidentally kicked his cast, but it just intensified things for him as he watched her come, listened as she wailed his name, her eyes squinted shut. She shivered, shuddered. She fell forward, kissing his lips, his nose, his cheeks, his forehead as he grabbed her ass and began thrusting up into her as best he could manage with as little leverage as he had.

“Getting close, hon,” he breathed into her ear. “I didn’t put on a condom.”

She nodded, eyes still squeezed shut, and slowly rolled off him, her hips still making soft rolling motions. As quickly as she could on her shaky knees, she twisted around until her lips were at his cock, sliding down onto him with her pretty, pouty lips, and she was tasting herself, licking, sucking, her head bobbing.

Elias had been with models and actresses. He’d regularly fucked 2010’s fifth-ranked sexiest woman to intense, screeching orgasms. But in his life, he’d never seen anything so primally hot as the single mom, the woman who had hated him so much when they first met, sucking him off, her ass bouncing up and down in time with her mouth, her blonde hair blanketing his thighs.

He tapped the top of her head, letting her know, but Ava was intent on her treat, and sucked him even harder, making soft little “gwark gwark gwark” sounds with her throat for effect. It was enough. It was far more than enough. He stiffened, and his cock unleashed a salvo into her mouth, shot after shot of his come. She swallowed as much as she could, but some of it leaked out along his prick as her throat worked. When he finally finished, she swallowed one last time around him, came up off his dick gasping for air, and then dove right back down, licking him clean like it was the tastiest thing she’d ever eaten.

“God. Damn,” Elias gasped. “That was the fucking sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

She licked her lips clean and sat up on her knees, smiling. “Thanks for saying so.”

“No. I mean it, Ava. You were incredible.”

“You don’t need to-”

“Stop. Okay? Stop. And come here.”

Elias laid an arm down and she snuggled in tight next to him, her bare breasts against his side. He kissed her forehead.

“I meant it. I don’t bullshit when it comes to sex. Or much of anything, really. You’re beautiful in a way most of the women I’ve been with aren’t. They’re… hmmm. Guarded. You were open and honest and raw. Did you fake it?”

She blushed. “No.”

“Didn’t think so. You were in the moment. That’s sexy. Plus, I gotta admit, you being a great mom, it’s kind of a turn-on.”

“Now you’re joking.”

“No. Ava, you are a hot mom. And it’s not just a physical thing. You’re good to your daughter. This world is full of people who would get pissed off at someone then jump on social media and talk about how close they were close to acting like a mama bear around their cubs. You? You’re a real mama bear. You protect Charlotte. You stand up for what you think is best. That’s a huge turn-on.”

She kissed his chest. “Thank you.”

“Plus, you’ve got an absolutely amazing ass.”

Her laugh warmed his chest. “You too. Hey, um… about not wearing a condom earlier…”

“I’m clean. I was tested, oh, seven or eight months ago. I did sleep with a friend here in town a few times, but always with a rubber.” He glanced at her. “That’s over now.”

“Okay. I don’t like to share. I mean, I had fun today, but I don’t want my heart broken and I won’t tolerate cheating. Not even once.”

Elias nodded. “Then you should know I did cheat on Becky. Twice.”

“Elias…”

“No. Hear me out. It was early in our marriage. I wasn’t the man I am now. I was an idiot, and I deeply regret it. It eats me up.”

She nodded. “Thank you for telling me. Not like I haven’t done things sexually I regret too.”

His smile held a hint of sadness. “You did what you had to do. I… was overeager, young, and I let my ego get to me.”

“It could happen to anyone.”

“Don’t excuse me. Don’t ever do that. I shamed myself, and more importantly, I shamed Becky. Whatever ugliness came later, she never deserved to be cheated on.”

Ava was silent a while, then she sat up. “Well, I think people can change. I think I like whoever you are now, and I trust you. So please don’t hurt me, and I won’t hurt you, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Good. Now, do you have a sponge?”

“Um, yeah. Kitchen, under the sink or on top of the fridge. Why?”

She grinned. “Because I still have an hour before work and I’m going to give you a sponge bath.”

“Ava…”

“What, were you planning on hopping in to take a bath? Maybe grab a quick shower?”

“I could buy a lawn chair or something and set it up in the tub.”

Ava stood up and stretched, giving him a spectacular view of her ass. “Or,” she said, grinning over her shoulder, “you could let your hot mom girlfriend give you a sponge bath. With plenty of attention to a certain, ah, part of you.”

Pretending to think that over, Elias finally blew out a breath. “Fine. I suppose that’d be all right.”

* * *

With the sudden shift in their relationship came a hesitant phase of walking on eggshells around Charlotte. Neither were entirely sure how they should handle themselves around her, but one day, she crashed in on them when they were kissing in the garage, Elias’s hand halfway up Ava’s shirt. He jerked away from her like he’d been burned, and Ava, horrified, straightened out her shirt before she spun.

“What were you two doing?” Charlotte asked innocently.

“Um,” Ava said.

“Uh,” Elias cleverly added.

“Were you two kissing?” Charlotte made smoochie smoochie noises and giggled.

“Er,” Ava pontificated.

“Well,” Elias murmured. “Yes?”

“Oh my gosh!” Charlotte exclaimed. “Finally! You two said you were going out, like, months ago.”

The child turned around and headed back inside, humming to herself. Elias had to support Ava as she nearly collapsed laughing.

They weren’t too hands-on around Charlotte, but after that day, they weren’t afraid to kiss around her, and occasionally Elias snuck in a pinch of Ava’s bottom. Charlotte endured all this with rolled eyes and occasional indignance at the grossness, but she settled into life at Elias’s remarkably well. Too well, Ava thought, and finally one day she sat her daughter down to get some alone time with her.

“Do you like Elias, honey?”

“Of course, mom,” Charlotte said.

“You don’t mind me and him, um, being boyfriend and girlfriend?”

“Mom, I’m in the third grade. I know how this works.”


Please, don’t let THAT be true
, Ava thought to herself.

“Well, I just wanted to talk to you and make sure you’re not confused or upset or anything. You know you’re always number one to me, kiddo. Nothing’s ever going to change that, and I’m never going to leave you.”

“I know, Mom.”

“I loved your daddy very much. He made me so happy. Elias isn’t going to try to replace him, sweetheart.”

“He said that.”

“But I’d like him to be a part of your life. Our lives. He’s your friend, but I need you to mind him like you would me, okay?”

“Did I do something wrong?”

Ava smiled. “No honey, no. But it’s getting close to summer and that means you’ll be around each other more. If he says to do a chore or something, you’ll listen?”

“Do I have to do lawn-der-ree?”

“Laundry,” Ava said absently, and stroked her child’s hand. “Well, sometimes.”

Charlotte crinkled her nose. “Ugh. I hate laundry. But okay. Mom…?”

“Yes, sweetie?”

“I miss Dad. But I don’t really… I don’t really member him.”

Charlotte started crying, and Ava nearly kicked her chair over to hug her, cradling her against her chest. “It’s okay, honey, it’s okay. Clark loves you. He’ll always love you.”

* * *

With the aftermath of the attack on Elias, the budding relationship, and a killer work schedule, Ava almost forgot about the job interview at the car dealership, so she was utterly flummoxed by the number calling her on her cell and let it go to voicemail, ignoring it until she was on her break hours later and texting back and forth with Elias about plans for her two days off coming up.

Finally Ava punched it up, and Jim boomed, “Ava! Sorry it’s taken me so long to get back to you, but we’ve had a lot of interest in the position. After a lot of thought-”


Here we go
, Ava thought. Another rejection.


“-I can’t offer you the car salesman position. You just don’t have the experience.”

“Shit,” she muttered.

“But I’ve got another position available, if you’re interested. I decided to promote our front desk receptionist to sales, and I’d like to offer you her old position. I think you’ve got the energy and spirit that we need here, and I’d like to have you on board. Please give me…”

Ava hung up and immediately dialed Jim back at the number on the cell. He answered on the first ring, and the first thing Ava blurted out was, “Yes!”

“Why, hello, Ava,” Jim said, chuckling. “I haven’t even told you the hours or the salary yet. I’d really recommend hearing me out first.”

“Sure, right, yes, um… sorry.”

“It’d be a full-time position. We’ll offer you benefits after a trial period, and… let me look at the paperwork here… right. We’d start you off at eleven an hour, then bump you up to thirteen after your probationary period. It’s not a fortune, I know, but you’ll have opportunities for raises, additional training, and maybe we can eventually move you into a sales position.”

Tears started streaming down Ava’s face and she sniffed, hard, trying to get herself under some kind of control. “Is there… is there a downside to this?”

“I kinda thought you’d hear eleven an hour and take a walk on it.”

“No, that’s more than what I’m earning now, and benefits… Jim, yes. Absolutely, yes. I just need to put in my two weeks and I’ll be there.”

“Excellent. Well, Ava, I’m sure looking forward to it. I think you’ll make a great part of the team.”

A dark thought crossed Ava’s mind and she sniffed again, wiping away her tears. “I have to ask, and this doesn’t change anything.”

“Yes?”

“Did Elias Redman have something to do with me getting hired?”

“Elias Redman? No. Why?”

He seemed genuinely confused. “We’ve been, um, dating, and I thought he might have… I don’t know what I thought.”

“Ava, I promise you, you getting hired on here is entirely on your own merit.”

They said their goodbyes, and Ava whooped. Inside, tearful again, she told her manager about her two weeks’ notice, and was shocked and pleased when she got a massive hug in return.

* * *

Spring eased into summer, but not without a few more fireworks.

Charlotte’s birthday came, and when asked what she’d love to do, she said she’d always wanted to go to an amusement park. The three of them made a weekend of it, flying down to St. Louis on a Friday night, hitting the park Saturday, and then flying home that Sunday evening. It was, by and large, a good time, even with Elias still on crutches, but Ava got her first taste of dating a celebrity when Elias was alternately hounded by occasional fans or spit upon – both metaphorically and in one case literally – by those who hated him. The latter he tried to brush off, but she saw the flashes of pain in him.

Gordon Harris pled guilty to Elias’s assault, followed by a very public scorching speech from his court-appointed lawyer tearing down Elias’s character and the strength of his client for sticking up for what was right. By now, thanks largely to Eileen and Bianca, word had spread around town that Elias had, in fact, been something of a hero to Ava and Charlotte, and though a few angry tongues still wagged about the former actor, most everyone in Barnhart realized he wasn’t the enemy. But on a national level, the speech went viral, with hundreds of thousands of views by the end of the first week alone.

Elias bore it stoically, but thankfully, the news and celebrity gossip sites were tired of the Elias Redman story by this point. There was, however, one response that hurt Elias more than any other, and that was from Hannah, dressed in running clothes, caught by paparazzi on her way to or from the private school’s track.

“I don’t think what Mr. Harris did to my dad was right,” she said, tossing back her hair. “But I understand why he did it. If I’d known all the horrible things Dad… Elias was doing to Mom, I’d have gone after him with a baseball bat myself.”

“What do you think about him dating a single mother?”

Hannah grimaced. “I hope she figures out faster than we did that he’s an actor. In every possible way. And I feel so bad for her little girl for being dragged into all this, same as me and Riley.”

Elias watched the clip a dozen times straight, and a dozen more by that day’s end. When Ava came home from work that night, his tears had finally stopped, but the haunted look in his eyes didn’t leave for days. She made love to him that night slowly and quietly in his bed, and it was the last night they spent apart in that household. If Charlotte thought anything about it, she never spoke up.

The following day, he wrote, rewrote, and rewrote again the most painful text he’d ever sent before to Hannah.

I am proud of you for speaking your mind. I love you and I’m sorry for all the pain you’ve gone through because of me.

Two hours later, his phone buzzed with a response.

Don’t ever text me again.

He wept.

* * *

Ava took a couple hours off when Elias was scheduled to get his cast removed. His somber mood hadn’t left him, even if it was weeks after the incident with Hannah. It felt like he was fighting depression, something Ava could only endure with him as best she could.

Her job was going great. The back and forth between her and the salespeople made her feel like part of the team already, and Jim was a great boss. Already she was planning on attending some sales seminars in the fall and winter, and she was a natural with the clients that came in, helping put them at ease with her light, breezy nature.

Her agreement to pay rent with Elias fell by the wayside when their romance blossomed, but she still felt an obligation to do something to help around the house, and now they split the bills between them. She’d taken over the water, the Internet, and the garbage bill. Elias – or rather his accountant – took care of the rest. Despite wanting to claw her own way up in the world, it was nice to have a significant other who could support both of them. She loved Clark, but living within their means had been a struggle for him. It was a pleasant feeling to have a safety net under her.

In the clinic waiting room, she rested her head against Elias’s shoulder. “This is where I realized who you were,” she murmured.

“Hm?”

“When you brought Charlotte here. And you told me to put the blame on you.”

“Just don’t you go breaking anything and make this a trifecta.”

She laughed softly. “Thank you. Have I told you that today? Thank you for being wonderful.”

“Ava…” he said. “I’m not-”

The clinic door opened and the nurse called for him. Whatever he was about to say died on his lips, and they headed back to get the cast taken off.

* * *

In the car, Ava said, “I’m getting you home, we’re going to take a real shower together, and then we are going to have some crazy quick fun before Charlotte gets home from Eileen’s.”

Staring out the window, Elias said, “You called me a good man.”

“I called you wonderful,” she said, and reached out to squeeze his knee.

“I need to ask you to drive me somewhere. You can come in if you want. It’s not going to be pretty. There’s something I didn’t tell you about when my mom and dad passed, and it’s time I dealt with it.”

“What do you need, Elias?”

“Take a left here. We’re going to go visit my uncle.”

* * *

Travis Bennington lived in a ramshackle old Frankenstein’s monster of a home. As he and his three wives kept popping out kids, he’d add a little more to the house. Back in the day, that had been done with Elias’s dad’s help.

A few rotting cars rested on blocks out front, weeds poking up at the rusted metal and dented plastics. The only vehicle that looked as if it could roll out of there was a giant boat vaguely angled at the front steps. They parked behind it, and Ava glanced around.

“I know Travis from the diner. I never put the two of you together.”

Elias nodded as they stepped out of the car. “My mom’s brother, but he was as tight with my dad as my mom. They were friends as kids first before Dad fell in love with Mom.”

They walked together to the door. Elias had to lean on a cane – the muscles had atrophied some – but his free hand sought out Ava’s. She took it and squeezed gently as the front door opened up.

Travis’s hair said goodbye to the cruel world long ago, leaving just a few strands atop a shiny dome that perpetually seemed sweaty. A thin, white beard covered most the rest of his face. He leaned over the railing on his house, his arms huge from decades of ranch work and construction. A glob of spit hit the dirt, and Travis said coldly, “Didn’t figure you’d show up.”

“I’m sorry it took me so long,” Elias said quietly.

“Only fifteen goddamn years,” Travis said. To Ava, Travis added, “Sorry for the language, Ava. But you ought to know I got plenty more color when it comes to this one.”

“I understand,” she said quietly.

Travis barked out a bitter, ugly laugh. “Does she?”

“No,” Elias said. “That’s why we’re here.”

Travis thought about that and finally jerked a thumb at the door behind him. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.”

The interior was filled wall to wall with trinkets and little mementos. Little statuettes sat on makeshift bookshelves made of cinder blocks and boards. Mugs and coffee cups from two dozen different roadside attractions hung from cup screws in the walls. Picture frames dominated most of the remaining space of two walls.

Elias took two steps into the house and came to a dead stop, his hand raising to his heart. “You saved…everything?”

Ava realized with a start what she was looking at. All of Elias’s parents’ possessions, everything that meant something to them, was jammed into every conceivable corner of the house. The pictures on the wall showed a usually happy couple with a usually happy teenager, one she recognized only at a second glance. The cups and mugs must have been souvenirs, the statuette’s the mother’s.

“Somebody had to remember them,” Travis snapped, and guided them through a labyrinth of stuff to get to a kitchen and the mostly bare table at the center.

“Travis, I had no idea,” Elias said.

“You wouldn’t.” From an old faded yellow fridge, Travis pulled out three cans of beer and passed one to Ava. The other two he plunked down in front of himself, offering nothing to Elias. Ava nudged hers in her boyfriend’s direction, but Travis grabbed her wrist and stopped her. “No, ma’am. He hasn’t earned so much as a cup full of piss in this house.”

“Mr. Bennington, why are you so angry?” she asked.

The uncle cracked open one of the beers, chugged it almost entirely, and dropped the nearly empty can back on the table, swiping at his mouth with the back of his hand. He leveled a finger capped in a crusty nail at Elias. “You tell her any of it?”

“Most of it.”

Travis nodded. “Guessin’ I can figure out the parts you didn’t, am I right?”

Elias looked down at his folded hands. “Probably.”

Travis turned to Ava as she opened her own beer. “When his daddy lay dyin’, Elias here got on a plane, flew his ass to Hollywood, and became himself a big old movie star.”

“He told me that. That he bought the tickets the week his dad died.”

Travis snorted. “Bullshit. He flew off before his pop passed. My best friend, and he couldn’t be bothered to hang around for the end.” His next words weren’t much more than a croak. “His own daddy.”

Elias swallowed hard and whispered, “I lied. I’m sorry.”

Ava reached out and took his hand. “I’m sure you had your reasons.”

“Cowardice,” Travis said. “That’s his reason. And greed. Money meant more to him than family. Than blood. Didn’t even come home for his dad’s funeral, because he had an audition. Fancy that. An audition.”

“I did,” Elias said softly. “I’d just met Mac and he got me in the door for the Beastly Brutal movies.”

“Oh no,” Ava said.

Travis finished off his beer and tossed the empty into a wastebasket before he opened his second one. “Then my Genevieve, his mom… she… she never recovered. The pain of Nelson dying, her boy never coming home. Ate herself to death. Didn’t hardly leave that house unless me or one of mine pulled her out. Everything she was just disappeared. And you know the sick fuckin’ part, Elias? The knife that’s gonna twist your guts? She was so proud of you.”

Elias rose a hand to his eyes and his chest hitched.

“Every time you’d call and tell her just how good life was, how you was going to come home and treat her right finally, every goddamn time you sent her a picture of you and some big celebrity, she’d call us all up and tell us everything. Every detail you just said. And she would laugh and cry and she’d be almost herself again but then every time you told her, ‘Oh Ma, this birthday, this Mother’s Day, this Thanksgiving, this Christmas,’ you broke her a little bit more and more.”

“I’m sorry,” Elias whispered. “I don’t… I can’t…”

Travis drank half his second beer, repeated the wiping gesture, and started to cry himself. “And when she died, we had to have five guys lift her onto the gurney. Five. Anybody ever tell you that, Hollywood? That she died face first in a platter of fried chicken and mashed potatoes? That she shit herself? That she…” He snapped to his feet, grabbed his half-empty beer, and threw it at a wall. “Goddamn it, boy, you didn’t even come home for her fuckin’ funeral!”

That was it for Elias. He jerked to his feet and he ran as best he could manage on his hobbled leg. Ava shot up. “Elias, wait.”

“No,” Travis said, and though his voice was hoarse, his eyes glimmered. “Elias didn’t ever come back. He sent me checks, that wife of his sent a card, but when we needed him, Elias didn’t show. You need to remember that.”

“He’s not that man anymore,” Ava said. “Give him a chance to prove that.”

“He had that. Twice.” Travis shook his head. “No ma’am.”

“You’re in the diner now and then. You must’ve heard what he’s done for me and my daughter.”

“Can’t fix a cracked foundation with a new coat of paint.”

“No, you’re wrong. He has changed. Maybe the guilt got to him or whatever. But Elias isn’t that man anymore. He’s given my daughter a real home. He stood up for me when he had no reason to. Whoever he was, my Elias is a good man. If you want to hold onto this… this bitterness and hate, I can’t stop you. But he came back to town for a reason and I think I know why now. He’s trying to atone. And I think he’s doing a good job of it. I hope you see that too someday.” Ava finished off her beer, dropped the can in the garbage, and patted Travis on the shoulder. “Goodbye.”

* * *

Elias waited for her outside by the car, his sunglasses pushed high up on his nose, his shoulders slumped. “Ava, I…”

She came to him. Her arms wrapped around him and her lips pressed softly against his. “You’re not him.”

“That’s just it, Ava. I am. I learned. I figured out some things but… yes, I’m still very much that person. I didn’t come home to visit my mom. Never flew her out once. I came back a couple of years after she died, but…”

“I love you.”

The words stopped anything else he might have wanted to say. She stared up at him, smiling gently, questioningly. He pulled the sunglasses off and tossed them on the hood. “What?”

“I love you.”

“Oh Ava… Ava, I love you too, but there’s still so much we need to talk about, stuff I’ve done…”

“I love you.”

He kissed her, and for a while, they existed within their own little bubble.

* * *

Ava worried about Elias’s black mood after everything that had happened. Between his daughter’s rejection and the brief visit with Travis, she expected him to be melancholy and down. But what actually happened was far stranger – it seemed as though a weight had been lifted from him.

They stopped to pick up Charlotte from Eileen and Vic’s. Before she got out, Ava rested her hand on Elias’s. “I can just run in and pick her up.”

“I think it’d be good to see some friendly faces.”

“Yeah?”

He nodded and slid out of the car. Vic greeted them at the door, clapping Elias’s shoulder With his enormous mitts, that was more like a clubbing, but it was meant well. He invited them both in for a drink. Amused at the parallel to the scene just played out, they both declined, but took him up on a soda instead.

Charlotte and Eileen were out back, playing a game of bocce ball. Charlotte eyed the jack, her tongue poking out of the corner of her mouth in concentration. With a grunt, she tossed her bocce ball and landed… well, nowhere near the jack.

“Fly farts,” she muttered, then realized she had an audience. “Hey Mom, can we finish this game?”

Ava glanced at Elias and said, “Oh sweetie, um…”

“If it’s all right with Eileen and Vic,” Elias said, smiling at her.

Her hand slid over to his. “You’re sure?”

Vic slapped Elias on the back again. “Hey, how about sticking around a little longer than that? We’ll grill some burgers, and I think I’ve got some baked beans around here somewhere.”

“Ooh,” Eileen said from the yard. “I’ve got just about everything I need for a potato salad.”

“See?” Vic asked. “There you go!”

“That sounds great to me. What about you, hon?” Elias asked.

She squeezed his hand. “If you’re sure, that sounds lovely.”

Elias leaned in to whisper, “Beats the hell out of moping around the house all night.” She nodded, and he kissed her cheek.

It was a surprisingly good time, given the events of the afternoon. Charlotte showed Elias the complexities of bocce ball – which he already knew, but she was so intent on teaching him he listened anyways – and they played a half-dozen more rounds, the winner staying in while the challenger swapped out for whoever had dibs next.

When Elias and Ava had a chance to play, he pinched her bottom when she prepared to throw for the first time, drawing a groan from Charlotte.

“They’re like that all the time,” she said to Eileen, making smooch noises with her lips.

“Yeah, but your mom’s happy, right?”

Charlotte nodded enthusiastically. “Yeah. That’s too.”

“True,” Eileen said, and stroked the girl’s arm.

After they ate and helped clean up, Charlotte passed out on the couch inside, curled up with her knees almost to her chin, breathing softly. Elias, Ava, Vic, and Eileen sat around the kitchen table for a while together, talking about Elias’s renovations. He told them about possibly putting in steps leading to the attic, and the landscaping he was working on over the summer. He wanted to rip out a lot of the shrubs surrounding the house, since most were dead or dying anyways, and replace them with a wavy flower area surrounded by rocks hauled from the nearby mountains.

“Well, you want help nights or on the weekends, you let me know,” Vic said. “I like the idea of goin’ out and rock hunting.”

“I’ll take you up on that. Figured it’d be a fun way to spend some bonding time with Charlotte,” Elias said.

Ava squeezed his wrist. “Speaking of, we’d better get the munchkin back home.”

They said their thank yous, and Elias picked up Charlotte off the couch, nestling her against his shoulder. Ava led the way out to the car, and he buckled the child into her seat. When he shut the door, Ava grabbed him around the neck and laid one on him.

“Been wanting to do that all night,” she murmured. “I’m glad she wore herself out, because the things we’re going to do tonight…”

He grinned and kissed her again. On the drive home, they managed to behave themselves, and Elias carted Charlotte inside as Ava ran ahead to wash up. He was gentle with the little girl, taking every step up to the second floor carefully, not daring to slip. When he finally laid her down in her bed, she grumbled a little in her sleep until he tucked the blanket around her and kissed her cheek.

When Elias turned, Ava stood just beyond the doorway, watching with that little secret smile of hers. He tiptoed out of Charlotte’s bedroom and closed her door quietly.

“You’re so good to her,” Ava whispered.

“I wish I’d been that way with my own kids.”

She pressed a finger to his lips. “You’re here now. Trying. I love that.”

Together, downstairs in the bathroom, Ava stopped Elias from stripping with a hand on his chest. She felt like being playful and a little bit naughty, and wanted to remind him she liked him being a little dominant. “Elias, may I take your shirt off?” she asked innocently.

“Uh. Yeah. Of course,’ he said, raising an eyebrow.

Slowly she undid the buttons on his shirt one by one, stroking a finger across the thatch of hair running down his chest. When she reached the bottom one, she kneeled, staring up at him with big, innocent eyes. “Elias, sir
-” she emphasized the sir for his show, and a slow dawning grin spread across his face “-may I take off your jeans?”

“You may, Ava.”

“Oh, thank you!” she said, overplaying it a bit. He choked off a laugh and tried to look serious for the roleplaying, but a smirk kept playing at the corners of his mouth. Good. Ava liked his smirk. Liked everything about him, really – especially what she was about to reveal.

The button on his jeans didn’t want to give, so they had to break character so he could help her slide it through, but then she swatted his hands away and worked his zipper down. As Ava slid his pants down his waist, his bulge in his boxer briefs nearly whapped her in the nose. He lifted one leg, then the other, and she finally got the jeans off, tossing them aside.

“Sir, may I take off your underwear?”

‘Mm. I suppose you may, Ava.”

“Thank you again, sir,” she whispered, and hooked her fingers into his waistband. When she pulled down his underwear, Ava saw the desired effect firsthand – Elias was already three-quarters of the way hard, and she hadn’t even touched his dick properly yet. That sent a little thrill down her spine all the way down to her center. “Please, please, may I kiss this big dick?”

“Do it,” he grunted.

Grinning up at him, Ava pecked it once on the head. He frowned down at her, and she kissed it again, her deep blue eyes gazing up at him as her lips brushed his head, the side of his cock, his heavy ball, then back up again as he hardened.

“Sir may tell me what he wants,” she whispered.

“Lick it like it’s ice cream,” Elias said.

“Yum.”

Her tongue darted out, brushing his sensitive tip before she worked the underside of his prick. She’d never paid much attention to the plush rugs in the bathroom, but was grateful for them now, or else the hard tile floor would have been murder on her knees. Just her tongue bathed Elias for a while, but eventually her hand rose up to gently cup one of his balls as she swallowed his head into her mouth.

“Sir didn’t say you could suck me yet,” he groaned, “but I’ll allow it.”

Her lips swirled along his prick until he was nearly to the back of her throat, and then she pulled off abruptly. “I just couldn’t resist my treat.” She winked up at him and sucked him into her mouth again. Her hand on his ball rose to his shaft and stroked as Ava blew him, her lips stroking him faster and faster. Despite how sexy the sight was, this wasn’t how Elias wanted to finish.

“I think sir needs a bath,” he said.

She withdrew off him, frowning playfully. “And I was having so much fun.”

“You still will. Stand up and strip for me.”

Ava rose to her feet, her hands already going for the hem of her tank top. She lifted it up and over her head, tossing it behind her and revealing a cute yellow bra. She turned so her back was facing him and unclasped that, revealing her tan lines. He leaned over and kissed the paler lines, reaching around to play at her waist. Her hands worked at her shorts, and she slid them down along with her panties all at once.

When she’d shimmied her feet free, Elias whispered in Ava’s ear, “Bend over and draw the bath for me. And stay like that.”

“Yes sir,” she murmured throatily, sending an animalistic surge through him. He wanted her now, but Ava wasn’t ready yet.

Bending over like that did wonders for her already terrifically shapely ass, and it put her pink lips fully on display. Elias fell to his knees behind her and reached up to squeeze each cheek. “I love your ass,” he growled.

“I’ve noticed,” Ava said, grinning back at him. “Want it?”

Their roleplay broken, Elias gawped at her. “You serious?”

“Absolutely. I like anal.”

“Jeeezus,” Elias breathed. “Fuck yes, I do.”

“Good. Later. For now…” Ava wiggled her bottom, and he slapped it gently.

“You didn’t ask sir nicely.”

“Sir, would you please lick me until I’m ready for your big fat cock?”

Elias did. Sliding a hand under Ava to play with her clit, Elias worshipped at Ava’s pussy for what felt, his free hand slowly stroking his cock to keep it good and hard for her. In the meantime, the tub filled slowly. He didn’t need much water at the bottom – they’d get to the real bathing after and neither of them wanted so much water in there that it’d wash away Ava’s natural juices – but he wanted enough that he was comfortable laying down in the tub.

When he glanced over the edge of the tub and saw the steaming depths, he pinched Ava’s ass and gave her one last longing lick. She was ready, and so was he. Elias rose to his feet and explained quickly what he wanted. Thankfully the bathtub had an extra wide rim, and it’d make things much easier for Ava. She nodded enthusiastically, and Elias stepped into the tub and slid down until he was laying at the bottom, the water just about halfway up his body. It was good and warm, but not as hot as he normally liked. Ava’s skin was super sensitive to singing hot water.

She stepped into the tub and straddled him reverse cowgirl style, her ass lowering in full view of his face. She glanced over her shoulder as her bottom brushed his cock, and grinned. Fuck, she was sexy, and she knew it in that moment too, knew how much he wanted her, how much the roleplay had turned Elias on. Her too – Ava mentioned several times she liked men to be the dominant ones in bed, but he hadn’t figured her for actual controlling roleplay. That was hot, and he wondered, as she slid her pussy lips along his cock, making it glisten with her need, what the hell else Ava was into.

So long as he never had to share. The thought reached his lips.

“You’re mine,” he growled as she grasped his cock and aimed it for her wet slit.

“Yours,” she breathed, and settled down onto him and her knees, moaning with pleasure.

“And I’m yours.”

“Yesss…”

Elias began to push up at Ave as she balanced herself on the bathtub’s rim, enjoying the sensations of the hot water on her feet and the fullness he gave her. She closed her eyes and let him do the work for a change,

He loved the sight of her like this. With the broken leg, her on top had been a necessity, but now it was just for fun and he could flex and shift around, making it easier for him to go deeper and focus on both their needs. With every thrust up, his thighs slapped off her bottom, and he couldn’t imagine what taking her there was going to be like. Ava liked anal. He would have never guessed, or asked for it otherwise.

His hands grazed those pale orbs, his fingernails tracing their outline all the way around her lower back, and she waggled it. His cock sheathed itself faster and she moaned softly, “Elias, love you…”

“Love you too, baby,” he murmured back, and drove his cock up into her. Ava’s hands tightened on the rim of the bathtub and her breaths came shorter and harder.

“Yesss, like that, just like that,” she breathed. “You feel so good in me. Fill me up so much.”

Elias loved watching his cock from this angle slide into Ava, splitting her apart. They fit so well together, moved so well together. With long slow strokes, he tortured her for a while, but when she glared over her shoulder, he removed his hands from her waist and laced them behind his head, grinning at her.

For revenge, Ava pushed herself upright, sliding off his dick and standing shakily. “Get up,” she growled. Gone was the playful roleplay. Now he was in her domain, and Elias did as he was told, standing up behind her. He kissed her shoulder, but Ava had another idea in mind and stepped out of the tub.

From the top shelf in the bathroom’s pantry, she dug around looking for something, and finally came away with a tiny tube.

“Is that…?” Elias asked.

“Oh yeah,” Ava said, grinning. “Lube. No point in us getting clean now, doing this later, and just having to get right back in the tub again.”

“Unless we have more fun in the tub later…”

“Elias.”

“Yes, darling?”

“Your girlfriend is standing in front of you with a bottle of lube, and you’re trying to argue for more sex?”

“Good point.”

Ava balanced on her elbows over the sink cabinet, waggling her ass again. “Care to get me ready?”

“Absolutely.”

He popped the cap open, spread Ava’s cheeks wide, and applied a generous dose of the lube directly to her dainty little bud before lathering his hands in another dollop. “All right, finger coming in,” he said.

“You make it sound so sexy.”

He laughed softly. To begin with, he teased her anal ring slowly, just edging around the rim and letting Ava’s body get used to his soon-to-be-invading digit. Slowly, carefully, he pushed the tip in, squelching around some of the lube pooled there. Gently he probed a little further, stopping whenever her muscles clenched, sometimes pulling back a little and wiggling his finger gently.

“All right?” Elias asked.

Ava nodded. “This part’s always weird.”

“We don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

“No, I do. It’s just not like foreplay. It’s more like… going to see a doctor.” Catching Elias’s wince in the mirror, Ava smiled. “Relax. It’s not you, it’s me. I actually like the anal sex part. It’s a different kind of full, and if I can play with my clit… woooof.”

His finger slipped in deeper and deeper. “Well, I will do my best.”

“You’re going to have to take it really slow. Clark was good sized, but you’re much thicker than he was. I’ve, um, done this with some toys a little smaller than you, so it shouldn’t be too bad.”

He kissed her shoulder. “I promise, I’ll be careful.”

Withdrawing his finger, he added more lube, and inserted it again, still slow, but pushing a little faster than the last time. “I do love you, you know? And not just because I have my finger jammed up your pooper.”

She giggled. “I know. I love you too.”

Elias waggled his finger and slid deeper into her. “Now just to introduce you to the rest of my harem.”

“Hey, um… I know you’re joking, but you’re okay with us being exclusive, right?”

“Of course.”

“I just mean… I know you’re a crazy handsome guy and you’ve probably got opportunities for threesomes and foursomes and whateversomes, but… I don’t want another woman in our bed. I hope that’s okay.”

“Of course.”

A few more minutes of getting her ready, and finally they decided they were prepared. Elias washed his hands in the bathwater, and applied lube again to Ava’s backside and his cock, stroking himself back to hardness quickly.

His cockhead rested against her ring, and in the mirror, they watched each other’s faces as he slowly pushed in. Ava hissed as his thick, bulbous head pushed past her initial resistance, but she didn’t tell him to back out, so he just waited for her to get used to him. When she nodded, he eased forward, pushing at her tight muscles gently, letting them know as best he could he was a friend, not an enemy.

He sank into her slowly, retracting a few times almost to her ring again before sliding back into her. “Christ, if I wasn’t full before,” Ava muttered.

“Too much?”

“No, no. I like it. I’m gonna want a different position once we really get going, though I really like looking in the mirror.”

“Then I have an idea.”

Her ass slowly accepted him, and when Elias hit the depths of what Ava could take, he had her stand up straight. His arms wrapped around her waist and he kissed her neck, staring at her in the mirror, his cock still lodged in her ass as he pulled back gently and slid forward again. “Good?” he murmured.

Ava raised one hand and reached backwards for his cheek while the other one slid down to her clit and her pussy. “Good,” she breathed. “Slow and easy.”

He obliged, taking his time slowly pulling out and pushing back in, building a slow, easy tempo to help her with his girth. Every now and again she closed her eyes, wincing a little with pain, but each time Elias stopped, kissed her neck or her shoulders, and gave her whatever time she needed before she nodded again. One of his hands stroked the length of her c-section scar, while the other wrapped up her stomach and across one of her breasts while she tended to her own pleasure.

Watching each other in the mirror was a huge turn-on. Elias looked at their image with nearly hooded eyes, Ava with a softer, more contemplative look on her face. Her fingers played at her clit and her pussy, light strumming strokes that barely brushed her sex. His hand at her c-section scar fell to join her fingers, and she nodded at the mirror.

With that added pleasure came slightly harder thrusts from Elias. Ava opened her mouth, and he expected her to tell him to slow, but instead she said, “Just like that.”

He brushed his lips along her shoulder all the way to her collarbone, and thrust in again, her muscles tensing and flexing against him. All the while, the man in the mirror watched them both,  locked on Ava’s hardened nipples, the hollow of her throat, the way her chin jutted up when she leaned back to kiss him again and again.

They stroked her pussy together, his fingers rubbing along the length of her folds as Ava circled her clit, brushing across it with every deep thrust of Elias’s. His other hand roamed her breast, stopping now and then to tease her nipple but mostly just circling, teasing the skin, the warmth of her body against his. With every stroke he pushed himself a little deeper in, only pulling out to apply more lube. They moved well together, transfixed by the mirror, enthralled by it.

Ava began to twitch in his arms. Not hard, but enough that he knew she was getting close. Into her ear, Elias whispered, “What do you need?”

“Tell me it again.”

He stroked her breast, her clit, and kissed her ear before he breathed, “I love you.”

“Elias…” she moaned.

Switching to her other ear, he said it again, thrusting hard, “I love you.”

The hand that had been on his face slowly lowered to cover her other breast, feeling herself writhe in his arms. Her fingers at her clit began to stroke it more regularly. “Elias,” she moaned again. “Elias, oh my Elias, tell me what you’re doing to me.”

“I’m fucking your ass, Ava.”

“My ass,” she agreed feverishly, trying not to gasp it.

“You’re so tight around my cock, baby. Making me feel so good.”

“Me… too…”

“And your little clit. That likes this too, doesn’t it?”

“Yesss….”

Elias grinned and brushed her nipple with his thumb. She thrust back at him reflexively, and his cock throbbed and tightened. Wouldn’t be long now himself. It was a race, then, to see if he could help her finish before him. Together they watched as these two beautiful people in the mirror, one a blonde single mom, the other a failed actor, moved together, her body swaying as his drove into her. Ava reached out as if to touch this other person, to tell them it was all okay now, and right on the edge, she brushed this other Ava’s cheek and thought for just a moment she could actually feel the other woman’s skin.

She came.

It was not an intense orgasm, but it was pleasant, a slow drumroll of pleasure from her pussy to the rest of her body. Elias’s hands slid to her hips as he took her harder, just a little, and her hair spilled around her face as she leaned forward again, panting, gasping wordlessly as his thick cock spread her resisting ass.

“Fuuck, Ava,” he moaned, and gently she pushed back, resting on her elbows again, loving the way his balls now slapped against her skin with every thrust. His cock pulsed, but before he came, he slid out, not without some effort, and the lube was in his hand again and Elias was jerking himself off, pulling her upright again as he started to fire his hot seed across her back, whispering her name, staring at them both in the mirror.

* * *

It took a shockingly long time for Charlotte or Ava to finally get around to asking what it was exactly Elias was up to in his office all day. Charlotte first broached the topic during the town’s Fourth of July parade after an old man in a pickup truck advertising the hardware store threw them gobs of candy.

Charlotte came back with a wax-wrapped taffy, grinning at Elias. “Trade you if you tell me what you’re working on.”

Elias cocked his head. “What do you mean?”

“In your offsit.” Charlotte scrunched up her nose, and before anyone corrected her, she said, “Office.”

Ava reached out and clasped her daughter’s shoulder. “Oh honey, that’s not our business.”

“Why not?” Charlotte asked.

Elias grinned, thought about it, and plucked the sweet from her hand. “I’ll tell you, but you can’t peek until it’s done.”

“Well, now I want to know too,” Ava said. “But really, Elias, it’s your business and-”

“It’s a book,” he said plainly. “Probably a bad one, but… yeah, I’m trying to write a book.”

“Ohhhhh,” Charlotte said, rubbing her chin and thinking about it. She nodded. “You’re not writing Stardog 2, are you?”

“Har har, smart butt. No, this one I’m calling Spacemutt.”

She socked his hip. “Who’s being the smartass?”

“Charlotte Pace!” Ava gasped. “You do not use that kind of language.”

Charlotte shrugged and gave them both an innocent smile. “Well… he deserved it.”

Ava couldn’t maintain her mom face for very long, and broke into snickers she tried to hide behind her hand. Elias unwrapped the candy, shook his head, and tossed it into his mouth, chewing so loud it drew a suffering glare from Charlotte.

It was the first time he’d talked about the book with anyone but Mac. Felt good to have it out there. Where every page had felt like a struggle with his previous effort, his second project was almost already done. Sometimes Charlotte needed his attention, and that was okay. The book was good medicine for his mind, but the child was even better medicine for Elias’s soul. Charlotte entertained him, amused him, irritated him, confounded him. Some days he managed to crank out thousands of words, the story gushing out of him. Other days, with Charlotte pecking at his time, he barely managed a few hundred.  That was okay too.

After all, without her or Ava, the book wouldn’t even exist.

Elias watched the rest of the parade, but really his mind was hovering on the pleasantness of doing something so simple and homey as sitting there with Charlotte. There had been a dark spell after the confrontation with both Hannah and Travis, and he still had nightmares about both, but something within him was guiltily relieved about the incidents. With Hannah, Elias knew the message would’ve come sooner or later. She and her sister believed Becky fervently, and he couldn’t blame them. All prior evidence pointed to him being a bad father, a bad person. Maybe the two would return to him someday, maybe not. But Elias could not and would not force that on them, no matter how desperately he ached to talk to his teenage daughters again.

With Travis, it felt like an old festering boil had finally been lanced and relieved of the pus inside. Sure, things still hurt, and Travis may have hated him, but Elias had tried to reach out. He could never make things right with his uncle, but repentance didn’t always come with forgiveness. Sometimes a person just had to live with what they’d done and move forward. Elias was taking those steps now. Maybe his footfalls were slow and awkward, but he felt more like himself than he had since he was a teenager.

Watching the floats and totally absorbed in thought, Elias didn’t notice Bianca Kemper strolling up to them until Charlotte turned and said brightly, “Hey, Ms. Kemper!”


Oh shit
, Elias groaned inwardly. Here we go
.

“Hello, Charlotte. Ava. Elias,” Bianca said, smiling at Elias’s cleared throat and rosy cheeks.

Ava glanced at him, then her, and said coolly, “Bianca.”

“I was hoping I could have a word with you,” Bianca said.

Elias cleared his throat. “Um, Bianca, I don’t think that’s…”

“Wasn’t talking to you, Mr. Redman,” Bianca said, and now her smile was a full-on devilish grin.

Utterly confused, Ava glanced between her man and his sometime fling again before saying, “Uh. Sure. Charlotte, would you stay with Elias?”

“Sure Mom.”

As the two women walked off, chatting quietly, Charlotte glanced up at Elias questioningly. He shrugged, she shrugged, and together they unwrapped more taffy and chewed thoughtfully.

When she finished her candy, Charlotte asked, “Are you going to marry my mom?”

Elias cleared his throat, scratched the back of his neck, and unwrapped another piece of taffy, all in the hopes that the question would somehow disappear into nothingness or that a meteor would suddenly fall on his head. “What would you think if I did?”

Charlotte sat down on the curb and watched a big float go by with all the high school football kids. She shrugged. “You make her happy.”

“Do I make you happy, Charlotte?”

She nodded. “I don’t want Mom to marry someone bad. Like Julius.”

“You know about him?”

“She used to cry a lot, member? She’d say things in her sleep too. Lots of things.” Charlotte glanced up at him. “She doesn’t talk much in her sleep anymore, does she?”

He knelt down and sat beside her. Taking her little hand in his, Elias said quietly, “I don’t think so.”

“That’s good. I guess… I guess if you were gonna marry Mom, I want to know why you don’t talk to your daughters.”

Ooof. That one hurt. Elias often thought about how his relationship with Becky and the kids affected his and Ava’s relationship, but he hadn’t given much thought as to how it would with Charlotte. “All right, but I think I should tell your mom, too. We’ll do it after the parade, okay?”

“Okay.”

They watched much of the rest of the parade together, Charlotte running out to grab more candy on occasion. Their talk was light, and they split a few more treats than Ava probably would have liked, but the way Charlotte kept glancing at him, Elias knew there was no getting off the hook for this one. Time to talk about Hannah and Riley. And Becky.

Ava trotted back almost by the end of the parade, a cat’s pleased grin on her face. Elias glanced over her shoulder at her, and asked, “How much trouble am I in?”

“Oh, tons.” Ava cracked up when he made a face. “Relax. She told me straight away that you two, um, met up a few times before you and I were official. I told her it was no big deal.”

“And that took you twenty minutes?”

Ava’s sly grin grew wider. “Maybe we’re planning a little something-something.”

“Mom, Elias is gonna tell us about his daughters.”

Ava’s grin disappeared in a hurry, and confused, she asked, “What?”

Elias nodded and squeezed Charlotte’s hand. “Charlotte asked about what happened with me, Hannah, and Riley.”

“Oh honey-”

Elias cut her off. “It’s all right, Ava. It’s something she deserves to know. You too. I thought we’d finish the parade and go to the park, maybe take a walk on the hiking path.”

Ava settled in beside Charlotte and dug out a sucker. She skinned it and popped it into her mouth, watching a float go by. “You don’t owe us an explanation, Elias. We like you for who you are.”

“Elias Redman!” someone across the street squealed.

Elias groaned, and Ava snickered. “Well, maybe not so much the squealing fangirls, but still.”

* * *

Whether Elias owed them an explanation or not, he still gave them one as they walked down a mile-long path weaving its way around the edges of a city park. Between them they split a bottle of water, and before he started, he took a long swig.

“Charlotte, some of the things I’m going to tell you are going to change who you think I am. I just want you to know, I love you and your mother very much, and the person I was… it’s not the person I am now.”

“Okay,” she said uncertainly.

“Sometimes people get married for different reasons. Becky, my ex-wife, she thought she was in love with me. Really in love. And I wasn’t. not really. Not the way I am with your mom. Becky and I had some problems. I wanted to make movies, but Becky wanted us to have a family. I thought Hannah and Riley might make her happy, and they did, but Becky really wanted me home those first few years and that made me unhappy. I was having so much fun traveling the world and doing all these different wild and fun things that I didn’t realize what I was missing at home.”

“You should have been there,” Charlotte said crossly. Ava squeezed her shoulder, but didn’t silence her daughter.

“You’re right,” Elias said quietly. “I should have. I didn’t realize that until much later. Much, much later. Becky did movies too, lots of them. But she spent a lot of time with Hannah and Riley too, being a good mom while I… I’m ashamed to admit this, Charlotte, but I did some things a man shouldn’t do to his wife. I had fun with some other women, and that made Becky very mad. And she should have been. I was a big turd.”

A family of six walked around a curve ahead of them and Elias fell silent until they’d passed. Charlotte said finally, “Did you love them?”

“Oh sweetie, yes. I did. I just didn’t realize how much until it was too late. Becky got very mad at me one time for being away from home for months on a big movie in South America, and we agreed it was time for me to come home more often so she could have her fun making movies. So I started doing less and less big stuff, and I started to realize how much I loved Hannah and Riley, how funny and sweet and intelligent they were. And we started to get close again, the three of us, and that made Becky kind of mad. She’d been Hannah and Riley’s mom for so long that she didn’t like me suddenly getting the attention she’d worked so hard for.

“Well, one day, Becky does this interview. I didn’t know she was that angry. I didn’t know I’d hurt her that bad. But everything I’d done to her kind of piled up, and she told the world that I was a… very not nice person.”

“Julie says you were a cheetah,” Charlotte said.

Elias blinked. “A… cheetah?”

Ava smiled faintly. “A cheater.”

“Oh. Yes. Do you know what that means?” Elias asked Charlotte.

“Not really. She said it meant you liked another person besides Becky.”

“Yeah, that’s about right. I was. I did. It’s not something I’m going to do to your mom.”

“Good,” Charlotte said. “So what happened then?”

“Um, well, things got ugly. And they kind of snowballed. That means they got worse and worse and worse, and nothing seemed to be able to stop it. I don’t think even Becky knew how bad it was going to get. Some of her friends decided they wanted to hurt me because they were very mad at all the things I’d done to her. Some of it, like the cheetah, that was true. But most of what you’re going to hear about me at school and stuff, Charlotte, it’s not who I was. But I need you to do something for me. No matter what they say about me, you turn the other cheek.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you don’t try to defend me. You don’t tell them they’re liars or anything like that.”

“Why?”

Elias blew out a shaky breath. “Because the things I did do wrong were big things, honey. People can believe whatever they want about me. That doesn’t matter to me. But if they insult you or your mom, you come talk to one of us. Or a teacher, or your principal. Okay?”

“Okay.”

Charlotte seemed uncomfortable and mystified by much of what he’d told her, but she didn’t say much more for a long while. But back in the car, all buckled in, she finally asked the question Elias dreaded. “Why don’t you talk to Hannah or Riley?”

“Oh sweetheart,” Elias said. “Um… because they thought they had to choose. And they chose their mom, because Becky was the one who raised them and loved them when I was always gone. They picked the way anyone would have.”

“But you’re not a mean person!” Charlotte said, practically shouting. “It’s not fair!”

She started bawling, lost in confusion and pain as to what he was saying, and Elias damn near joined her.

* * *

That night, when Charlotte fell asleep as Elias lit off one of the last of their fountains, Ava brought her daughter inside and laid her on their bed. They snuck back outside and Elias began gathering up all the remains of the fireworks to dump them in a metal garbage can half full of water.

“That wasn’t all of it,” he told Ava. “I’ll tell her the rest someday, but you deserve to know.”

“I think I can piece together the rest of it. Becky gets pissed at you getting close to the kids again. She wants that closeness, so she did that first interview with the journalist in that magazine, the one where she tells him you cheated and worse.”

Elias nodded. “You knew I cheated on her. The fight she talked about, the one where I got drunk and mad and threw the glasses at the wall, that happened too. It’s inexcusable. No one should ever get that mad. But she wanted to take the kids for six months when we were separated. I didn’t want that. I was terrified that was the end. I’d been taking fewer and fewer roles, trying to be a good husband, maybe even transition to a stay-at-home dad the kids’ last few years in junior high and high school, but Becky wanted me out of the picture entirely. I couldn’t deal with that, not in the way an adult should have. So I threw a bunch of our best glasses against the wall. Her friends heard about the fight and started accusing me of a bunch of other wicked shit.”

“You never got handsy with them?”

“No. The two women I cheated with, one was a Scandinavian bed and breakfast owner, the other was Ashlynn Chaya.”

If Ava had been drinking, she would have spit it out. Ashlynn Chaya was now one of the biggest names in bikini modeling. “Holy shit.”

“Yeah. She was on a shoot, we met at a party, and… well. Anyways, no. I did make a move on a few models and actresses when we were still married, but no one that’s come forward and I never got rapey on them. If they said no, I backed off. I know that’s not a thing that can be easily trusted, but you’ve seen some of my old costars and whatever coming forward to talk about me. I could put you on a plane, set up a meeting with Mac, and hopefully get you some face to face time with them. Just you and them. You could figure it out for yourself.”

“I believe you,” Ava said quietly.

“You do?”

“You were honest about Bianca when we started to get serious. She told me herself you were a gentleman and what you two had was strictly a for-fun thing when you came home and that you never touched her or her you when you were a teenager. I believe her. She’s a good actress but she’s not that good.”

“She is shockingly terrible at learning her lines,” Elias said, then shook his head. “Never mind, doesn’t matter.”

“Why didn’t you ever tell the media the truth? Or Hannah or Riley?”

Elias grabbed the last of the fireworks and spun its blasted remains in his hands. “The girls grew up believing in Becky. Back then, Becky loved them unconditionally. Still does, I think. And they loved her completely. To them, Becky is a great mom, and a role model, standing up for women everywhere. It’s why you threw that raw sandwich in front of me. Whatever the truth is between Becky and me, it’s not as important as what the girls and Becky have.”

“That can’t possibly be true,” Ava said, horrified.

“It is, though,” Elias said grimly, and finally tossed the firework in the garbage can. “Even if they believed me, and at this point I don’t think either of them would, it would blow up their relationship with their mom. What would they do then? Where would they go? Here? How much of a media circus would their lives be then? It’s the reason I escaped. The minute the news started involving Riley and Hannah, I had to go. Absolutely had to. Because otherwise their whole life becomes this giant hellhole of a circus, and whatever stability they have with their mom vanishes. That’s no life for them. They’re better off thinking I’m a terrible person.”

“My God, Elias…” Ava whispered.

“It’s okay. It had to be this way. In a way, it’s my penance. Not just for Becky but all of it.” Elias shook his head. “Maybe that’s dramatic, but… in my heart, what I’m doing, I know it’s right.”

She came across the driveway and threw her arms around him, kissing his lips, his cheeks, his neck. When Ava pulled away, her cheeks glistened. “Don’t ever lie to Charlotte like that. Please. Whatever happens with us, tell me that much.”

“I won’t.”

* * *

Two weeks after Charlotte went back to school, Elias leaned back in his chair and wrote two final words to the book. The End.

It left him in knots. He knew there were parts that needed revisions, huge swaths of them, but what was there was the best he could do. Elias truly believed that, and in that sense, he was relieved and a little bit saddened. The strange thing was, he didn’t want to be finished. He wanted to see these characters go on and on and on and on.

And maybe they could, but first came revisions. Then editing. And finally…

* * *

“Okay. First rule. You have to be brutally honest,” Elias said. “Anything you don’t like, tell me or mark it with the pen. If something’s too slow or needs some filler, tell me. If it feels like someone’s talking too weird, tell me that too. And take your time. I’m not going to bug you. Much. And if the whole thing is bad, tell me and I’ll try something different.”

Ava watched him with a smirk, but it wasn’t her he was talking to. It was Charlotte, and she just huffed out a breath and said, “I know, Elias. You told me this already.”

“Sorry, I’m just… nervous, that’s all. God you have no idea how much.” He pushed the copies he’d made at the library across the kitchen table to them gently, wincing when they took them.

The front page was titled, “The Many Misadventures of Mimi and Macey,” with the pseudonym Mitch Mustard. Charlotte tittered at the alliteration, and dragged hers to the living room where she plopped down on the couch and began reading, flipping the printed pages slowly.

Ava, for her part, rose first to kiss Elias, then settled into a recliner, a cup of coffee by her side. She flipped open the book, and said immediately, “There’s no dedication.”

“I have something in mind, but I’ll save it for the real thing if you two like it.”

Ava nodded, and began reading, flipping through the first few pages rapidly, occasionally smiling at something, sometimes tapping her lip at others. She rose up, wandered over to grab a pen from a cup on a table, and jotted a few notes in the linings. When she caught Elias watching her, Ava said primly, “Go for a walk. Go play on the computer. Go do anything. But let us read.”

“Yeah,” Charlotte said absently. “Wanna read.”

“Uh. Yeah. Sure.”

Elias did so, wondering if this was a good sign or a bad one. The last thing he’d written for anyone had been his senior year of high school. His creative writing class had been fun, the most fun he had outside of acting, but he’d never expected to return to it. He really hadn’t expected to write what amounted to a young teen urban fantasy novel, but then again, life had already taken him down some strange rivers and eddies, so why not?

He walked a wide arc around town, landing in his parents’ old patch of grass, just as he had some months ago. This time, when he wandered through the grass, he found an old, rusty nail. Not exactly much of a memento, but it seemed odd that he’d find it now. Elias didn’t believe in charms or signs or any of that, but he didn’t particularly believe in coincidences either, so he picked up the nail and dropped it into his shirt pocket. He glanced up into the sky and whispered, “Miss ya.”

On his way back through town, he popped into the movie theater for a cold drink. The two clerks at the front desk smiled and joked with him, a marked change from just months ago, and when he collected his change for the soda and dropped it into the tip jar, one of the clerks said, “Looking forward to the festival next month!”

Elias raised an eyebrow. “Huh?” he asked.

The other clerk jabbed an elbow into the first one and shook his head. Quickly, he added, “Oh, we’re doing another all-night festival next month. B-movie horror. You should come and hang out!”

“Sounds like fun, guys. Just might do that.” He gave them a wave, grabbed his soda, and headed out of there.

Down the town’s main street he walked, doing a bit of window shopping. The jewelry store had a closed sign on it, or else he would have popped in to find out how the resizing was going on the ring he wanted to give to Ava. Soon, he promised his happily purring heart. Very soon.

At the park, he sipped his soda and watched a pair of gulls muck around in the parking lot, hoping for scraps. He had none to give, but he didn’t shoo them away and they remained hopeful. When his drink was finished, he set it beside him and leaned back, his hands laced behind his head, enjoying the sunshine, trying not to go stir-crazy about Ava and Charlotte reading the book.

Then, in the most pleasant manner the best naps have, sleep really did catch him unaware, and he dozed until a car pulled into the lot next to his. A couple got out, talking about a trip they were taking, and Elias snorted awake, glancing around, a little amused and somewhat worried he might have drooled on himself. He rose to his feet, gathered the remnants of the drink, and tossed it into a garbage can.

Still not enough time had passed, but he had nowhere else he wanted to wander, so Elias headed home, passing by Chip’s. A family was coming out, and the woman eyeballed him with clear recognition and disgust. She hustled her children away from him, muttering to her husband about who the guy was, and the hubby did a double take over his shoulder. Elias smiled weakly. No time would ever heal the old wounds Becky had done entirely. All he could do was live.

Back home, as he closed the gate behind him, Elias noticed Ava’s SUV needed a bath, and soon. She’d been so proud of buying the thing. With the money she was earning from the dealership, on top of what she saved living with Elias, she was able to buy something used by the end of summer. Truthfully, Elias kind of missed driving her to and from work every day. He liked that alone time with her, when they could talk as adults without worry. But they still had that late at night and for an hour in the morning after Charlotte went to school.

Besides, the SUV was a mark of pride for her. Ava worked hard for that vehicle and for where she was now at. Charlotte had a good life, Ava found a good job, and they were secure. No matter how much he wanted Ava close to him, always, he didn’t ever want to take the joy of having made it from her. In a few weeks she’d be going to a training convention in Sioux Falls. He was so proud of her. Maybe if he could find a sitter for Charlotte, they could sneak away for a weekend of romance. Maybe that’s where he’d propose.

Humming to himself, Elias entered the house. Both the women of his life were in their respective chairs, snoring like chainsaws.

“Oh har har, you two,” Elias said.

Charlotte snorted and blinked herself “awake.” “Huh? Whoozat?”

Ava jumped. “I was dreaming about graham crackers!”

“Ohhhh it’s so boring!” Charlotte wailed.

“Put me right to sleep,” Ava agreed.

“Gee, thanks, guys,” said Elias. “Now what would you two goofballs like for supper?”

* * *

Ava finished the book in three days, Charlotte another five beyond that. They gathered around the table, the two copies of the book between the three of them.

“It’s us, isn’t it?” Charlotte asked immediately.

Elias nodded. “You two were the inspiration, for sure. The book I was writing before, it was this big dumb action thriller thing, and I just didn’t care about the characters.”

“You did care about these ones,” Ava said, and Charlotte bobbed her head.

“I really liked the mom. She was funny and weird.”

Ava reached out and brushed the back of Elias’s hand. “And I liked the kid. Quiet and sweet and she saved them all. Kinda reminds me of someone.”

“Is it okay if I say something I didn’t like?” Charlotte asked.

“Sure, go on ahead, sweetie. I told you to be honest,” Elias said. “Trust me, I’m not going to be mad.”

“Okay.” Charlotte thought about it and blurted, “I didn’t like the bad guy.”

“Me either,” Ava admitted. “Go ahead, Charlotte.”

“He was too silly. I think he needs to be meaner, or more scary, or something.”

Ava nodded at that, and Elias made notes on the scratch pad in front of him. “Okay, good. I can work with that. Anything else?”

“The fight scenes were too fast,” Charlotte said. She thought about it, and asked, “Is there going to be another book? Because I think Frank and Mimi should, um…”

“Be happy together?” Ava suggested.

Charlotte nodded her head vigorously. “You don’t say anything about them at the end. So if there’s going to be another book, I want to know what happens to them.”

Elias grinned. “Good. That’s what I’m thinking if you two liked this one.”

“It’s good. No kidding,” Ava said. “And it really would make for a great series for tweens, I think.”

“You’re not just saying that?”

“I want to read more,” Charlotte said, shrugging. “I want them to have like ninety adventures.”

“Me too,” Ava said. “Absolutely.”

* * *

Only Ava, Charlotte, and Mac knew about the book or the fact that it was slowly coming together. Elias struggled with the revisions – the villain required a lot of work. But fleshing out the fight scenes wound up being a lot of fun, because Charlotte and Ava were willing participants to help him act everything out in super slow motion. It cracked Charlotte up to no end.

There was still a lot of work to do. Elias didn’t want his name attached to anything, because he wanted this book to take off on its own without the merits of his fame pushing it. Researching quality independent editors and cover designers took a lot of time. Though it had been tough to push out a first draft, that second draft and the edits were like dental work. But he had to admit it was great to be creating again, especially when there was no pressure about deadlines or anyone else’s success hanging over his head. He wrote, he revised, he researched. Those were good days. Healing days.

Ava began a secret project of her own, teaming up with Bianca for something. He probably wasn’t supposed to know about the latter being involved, but he caught the two of them coming out of a coffee shop, looking both guilty and pleased with themselves. A few other people might have been involved too. An intermittent stream of text messages assailed Ava’s phone at all hours of the day, and a few times she had to duck outside to take a phone call or two. Elias didn’t pry, but damned if he wasn’t curious what she was planning.

A few weeks after he showed Ava and Charlotte the first draft of the book, he found out.

* * *

Charlotte slept on her belly, her arm reached out across her mom’s stomach. She didn’t quite snore, not she was close, herking and making deep, rhythmic noises in her throat. Ava and Elias lay on either side of her, nearly nudged off the bed by the child’s sprawled-out limbs.

“You are the best guy that either one of us could have asked for,” Ava said quietly, stroking her daughter’s hair.

“I think I’m the lucky one,” Elias said. He was dressed in flannel pajama bottoms and a tank top, and yet somehow still could have been on a magazine cover, Ava thought.

“I’m sorry. She hasn’t wanted to sleep in bed with me in at least a year.”

“Hey, a nightmare’s a nightmare. Can’t blame her one bit. Besides, this is nice.”

“It is,” Ava said. “Elias?”

“Mm?”

“What is it you want? Family wise, I mean?”

“Ah, the deep question,” he murmured.

“The deep question.”

“Well… I’d like to try for another kid.”

Ava sat up, resting her head on her hand. “Yeah?”

“I think so. I like the idea of being a work-at-home dad and trying to raise a kid up. I mean, other than Charlotte. You?”

“It’s been so hard to focus on anything other than Charlotte until you and I…” Ava blushed. “Clark and I were trying. Just before he died. We thought Charlotte needed a little sister or a brother to boss around.”

Charlotte shifted and mumbled, “I want a little sister.”

Elias stroked her cheek. “You’re supposed to be asleep and not listening to big people talk.”

The child blinked at him blearily, and with a bit of bite to her, she asked, “Are you going to ask her soon or not?”

“Ask me what?” Ava asked, amused.

“If you’ll marry him,” Charlotte said. “He wants to.”

“Oh honey, I… we…” Ava said.

Elias sat up, and for an irrational moment, Ava thought he was angry or upset. But instead he dug in the drawer beside him and said over his shoulder calmly, “Charlotte, would you sit up? You too, Ava.”

“Huh? Charlotte asked, rubbing at her eyes.

Ava’s heart began to pound in her chest when she saw what Elias withdrew. A long slim box, and a smaller one. A velvety one. “Oh my God, Elias…” She sat up, and pulled Ava to her, putting the child between her knees. Charlotte glanced at her mom, then Elias, then her mom again.

“She was right. I do want to ask you. I was trying to figure out the right time,” Elias said. “But I think, this, now, this is the happiest I’ve been. So why not?”

“Mom?” Charlotte asked uncertainly, but Ava was crying now, crying too hard to respond, and Elias got on the bed kneeling as best he could.

“Charlotte, honey,” he said, and opened the long slim box. “Would you let me be your stepfather and try to always make you and your mom happy?”

“Well… yeah,” Charlotte said, still a little cross. “You already make us happy, goofball.”

He laughed and pulled free a beautiful silver necklace with a pendant with an engraving of a man and a woman holding a child’s hands between them. Charlotte stared at it, her mouth open, and Elias helped her fix it around her neck. Her attitude disappeared, and she said quietly, “Oh. Oh, you’re asking her now?”

“Yes, goofball,” Elias said, and kissed her forehead. “Thank you. For bringing us all together.”

Charlotte watched, her eyes huge as Elias brought up the other box. “Ava, I had a thousand words I wanted to say, but… even if it’s a no, thank you for fighting past what you saw to find the real me. I love you. With all my heart, I love you.” He popped open the box, and inside was a gorgeous ring, its not-inconsiderable diamond set beside three birthstones – his, Ava’s, and Charlotte’s. “Will you-?”

“Yes, yes, of course, yes,” Ava said, her words tumbling out of her mouth before he could finish the sentence.

He leaned over Charlotte to kiss Ava, and helped her slip the ring on. Ava hugged Charlotte tight to her, her tears never seeming to stop, and she whispered, “Thank you for protecting her. Us.”

“Always,” he said.

Charlotte jumped to her feet on the bed and immediately began to boogie down in a happy dance. Ava laughed so hard she nearly toppled out of bed, and hopped up herself, grabbing Elias’s hands to pull him out of bed so they could dance together too.

When they all finally toppled into bed together again and found their comfortable snuggling positions, Charlotte glanced between her mom and her soon-to-be step-dad and asked, “Well, now how am I supposed to sleep?”

* * *

Clark visited Ava the night before the festivities.

She had always dreamed of him off and on since his death, at least once every other night. Her love for Elias had not displaced her love for her first husband. In fact, the two men almost seemed to compliment each other in her heart. Clark had been such a peaceful, cheerful man, but Elias was so… stimulating. Intellectually, spiritually, physically. Both were amazing in their own right, without her mind having to fight or compare the two.

If there were other dreams or the flickering of images before he stood beside the bed, Ava didn’t remember them. One moment she was being spooned by Elias, the next she was waking up and hearing her first great love caterwauling down in the kitchen.

Clark had been a terrible singer. Just dreadful. Tone deaf, with no idea of pitch or volume, he tended to bellow out songs. The only reason Ava knew this was a dream and not reality is that his voice approached something on key as he sang some bubblegum pop anthem from the early two thousands.

She glanced over her shoulder. The form of Elias was there, but it was subtly different in the way powerfully realistic dreams had. The details were all wrong, almost blurry, but the rightness of him put her at ease.

Though he still had his eyes closed, Elias murmured, “Go.”

She went, sliding out of bed and expecting the nightmare she’d lived out a thousand times in the earliest years after Clark died. She’d hear him in the house, singing, talking, and chase after him through room after nightmare room until something dark and terrible caught up to her instead. But no, this was just hers and Elias’s house, a bit creakier, a bit dustier, but still recognizable in its generalities.

The steps to the kitchen seemed to have been halved, though, and she turned the corner to find Clark at the stove, cracking eggs into a bowl and whisking them. He glanced over his shoulder and smiled. “Was I singing too loud again?”

“Clark?”

“I like this guy’s stove. Smoothtop. I wish I’d bought us one of these.”

Ava shivered and pulled a robe she didn’t know she’d been wearing tighter around her. “We had enough trouble making the rent to worry about a new stove.”

“Very true. Oops, butter’s melted. Hang on.” Clark whisked the eggs quickly and poured them into the center of the pan. “Ahh, that’s the stuff. Missed that smell.”

The whiff hit Ava too. She had never been able to smell in a dream before, but now the eggs frying in the pan made her stomach leap.

“This isn’t real,” she whispered.

Clark turned and shook his head, his playful smile dimming just a little. “No. It’s not.”

They listened to the crackle of the eggs for a moment, then Ava asked, “Why am I dreaming about you?”

“That’s not the question you want to ask.”

She thought about that and wrapped an arm around his waist. “Are you okay with us?”

By us, Ava meant Elias and herself, but somehow she knew Clark would understand. “Yes. You’ve both been to the dark, Ava, and he’ll be traveling that road off and on the rest of his life. But he’s a good man. A man who’s learned.”

“I think so too.”

“You’re not always going to be happy together. You’ll work at it. Same as anybody else. But he cares more about you and Charlotte than himself. That’s not bad, Ava.”

She smiled. “I agree.”

“Is he better in bed than me?” Clark asked before reaching down and swatting her butt.

She raised an eyebrow. “An insecure ghost?”

“I’m kidding, I’m kidding. Well, mostly.” He scraped the eggs off onto a plate and tossed a little salt and pepper on them. “Ava.”

“Yeah?” she asked, sitting down at the table with him.

“I know it hurts.”

She tried to fight back the lump in her throat. “I had to do so much, Clark.”

A forkful of eggs reached his lips, and Clark closed his eyes in pleasure at the first bite. When he opened them again, they were less colorful, vibrant. “You protected her. Don’t ever feel guilty about that. And now look where you are. Content. Safe.”

“I still miss you. Every day, I miss you.”

“I miss you too. And Charlotte.” The fork fell to the plate and he winced. “I don’t have long now. Sorry baby.” He took off his wedding band and held it up to his eye. Through it, Clark winked at her. “You shouldn’t leave this just laying around. Oh, hey, toast is done.”

“What-?” Ava asked.

The toaster dinged, and Ava jerked awake, clutching at her breast.

Sunlight streamed through the slits in the window’s blinds. She blinked against it, trying to hold onto the vapors of the dream, but it faded swiftly out of memory. Beside her, Elias herked and turned onto his back, mumbling something in his sleep. She reached out and brushed his arm, then slid out of bed, clutching her head, willing herself to remember, warmth and sadness curling up along her spine.

No. Nothing. Another dream about Clark, Ava remembered that much, but aside from that… no remnant of the dream remained.

Thumps from Charlotte’s room. Her daughter was up. Ava cracked a yawn and stood up, blinking away the sleep in her eyes. In her nightgown, she padded upstairs and knocked on Charlotte’s door. “Baby? You up?”

“Y-yes, Mommy.”

Mommy? Charlotte rarely slipped and called her that. Ava opened the door, and Charlotte was sitting on the floor, her eyes red from crying. “You okay, honey?”

“I had a dream. A really good one, but I can’t member it, Mom. And I want to and I can’t.” She jerked upright and crossed the room, grabbing her mom’s leg and burying her face against the nightgown, crying hard into it. Ava soothed her as best she could,

“I had a dream too,” she said. “Can’t remember it either.”

“I think it was Dad, Mom. Not Elias, but… Dad Dad.”

“Mine too, baby.” She leaned over and kissed Charlotte’s forehead. “You hungry? I was thinking I’d fix us a nice breakfast. We’ve got a big day today.”

“Big day of school,” Charlotte muttered, and Ava laughed.

“I might be keeping you home today,” Ava said.

Charlotte’s brow furrowed. “Why?”

“Because you and I have to go meet some very nice people and prepare for something very fun, but you can’t say a word to Elias, okay?”

Her daughter’s curiosity piqued, Ava was hounded by a hundred questions as they headed downstairs. In the kitchen, for just a moment, Ava expected to see Clark there, unsure why. And then she saw it, sitting on the kitchen table. A gold ring, one she was sure for some reason would be engraved with her first husband’s name on the inside.

“Charlotte, honey? Did you take your dad’s ring out to play with, maybe?”

Her daughter glanced up at her as if this was the dumbest question. “Mom, I don’t’ even know where you keep it.”

Elias popped out of the bedroom a minute later, as Ava turned the ring this way and that in the light, trying to figure out how it had made it to the dining room from its box up on the shelf in the little bookshelf devoted to Clark’s memory. Elias peered around, sniffing the air and frowning.

“Huh. Damn.”

“What’s up?” Ava asked him, pocketing the ring.

“I thought someone was cooking eggs. Smelled good.” He shrugged. “So what’s on the agenda for today?”

* * *

Plenty, as it turned out, but Ava had to play it right.

She’d told Elias a week or so prior about a big fictitious dinner being thrown by Jim that evening, a casually professional event she’d like to go to with him and Ava, and if he could be prepared along with her daughter by the time Ava got off work, she’d be eternally grateful. Elias wasn’t thrilled about dinner with a bunch of work colleagues who might or might not be hostile to him, but for her sake, he agreed without too much complaining.

That was just the first step. Ava and Charlotte snuck off to Elliston for a laundry list of errands. Along the way, Ava called Jim and thanked him profusely for covering for her both at work and with Elias. Her boss chuckled and wished her the best of luck. He’d be there that night, along with many of Ava’s coworkers. Elias was a frequent visitor out at the dealership and often brought donuts or trays of meats, fruits, or vegetables, so even those who didn’t think he was a great guy at first were eventually swayed by his treats and general good-naturedness.

With hours to kill yet, Ava took Charlotte clothes shopping. They needed something a little fancier than what either of them usually wore. It took a while to find what they both liked, but Ava knew she hit the right dress when she walked out in a dark blue sleeveless maxi and Charlotte breathed, “Mom, you look beautiful.”

The clerk at the boutique helping them out nodded her head enthusiastically. “You really do, ma’am.”

Ava blushed, and decided to buy that one. For Charlotte, they found a more playful flower print dress on a white background, and they each picked out a pair of comfortable dressy flats to go with it. For Charlotte, these were the first non-sneaker or sandal shoes she’d ever worn, and she asked to wear them out, kicking up her feet now and then to stare at them.

Dresses in garment bags, their next stop was a hairdresser. If Charlotte had been in awe of the shoes, she was floored at the options for her hair, which had previously been cut by her mom for as long as she could remember. She even got the chance to pick out her own haircut from a big book of tasteful kids’ hairdos. Keeping it long in back, the hairstylist did up a pair of long braids that formed a loose knot in the back. Ava loved it, and actually cried when it was finished. Charlotte hugged her tight and gave the hairstylist a big high five before settling in and watching Ava get her hair done in an elegant, deceptively simple half-up half-down look. Charlotte was wowed yet again.

It was more than Ava had paid for haircuts in the last two years combined, but today was worth the splurge. This was a once-in-a-lifetime day.

After that came a light lunch. Charlotte got to pick – it was important to Ava that this be her day too – so she chose a fast food restaurant on the edge of town, grinning her way through a burger and fries. Halfway through the meal, Elias called.

“Hey, I don’t mean to sound, uh, relationship paranoid, but I just swung by your work and you weren’t around. Thought we could do lunch.”

“Aw, that’s sweet, but I’ve got a date. Say hi, Charlotte.”

“Hi, Charlotte,” her daughter sang out.

“Didn’t see that one coming a mile away,” Ava said.

“Aw, a mom-daughter date. Wait, is she off school today?”

“Something like that,” Ava said. “Or we might be in Elliston on a super-secret mission.”

“Mom, you said we couldn’t tell him,” Charlotte said, trying not to giggle.

“Wait, tell me what?”

“Bye, sweetheart, love you lots,” Ava said, and ended the call as Charlotte cracked up.

After lunch, they still had one hour to kill, so they drove to a duck pond and Charlotte chased the birds around while they talked about school and soccer. Charlotte wanted to try out that fall, and while Ava hadn’t been able to afford it in the past, now she could.


A soccer mom
, Ava mused to herself. I’m going to be a soccer mom with an actual SUV and everything.


Time slid by slowly, but it would soon speed up again very fast. They took a nice, leisurely walk around the park, and wound up back at the SUV again. As she buckled in, Charlotte asked, “Where to next, mom?”

“The airport, sweetie. We’ve got to go meet someone, and now it’s very important we keep it secret from Elias, okay?”

“Okay,” Charlotte said doubtfully.

The flight was right on time. Charlotte stood by the gate in front of her mom, holding up a piece of paper with a name on it – Mac. She gazed at every person coming of the gate querulously, neither of them sure of what Elias’s agent actually looked like.

An older gentleman on the arm of a petite, beautiful woman maybe in her late fifties strolled up to them. His face might have been rugged once, but his smile rendered him quite handsome. “Ava? Charlotte?”

“Mac?” Ava asked. He nodded, and she rushed forward to hug him. “Oh my gosh, it’s so nice to finally meet you.”

“You too!” the man said. He knelt slightly in front of Charlotte and reached out a hand. “Hi there. Has your mom told you who I am?”

“A little,” Charlotte said. “When we were standing here. But Elias talks a lot about you too. He really likes you, but sometimes you make him swear too.”

Ava tried to look stern, but the woman on Mac’s arm cracked up, and Ava couldn’t help joining in. Mac snickered too and shook Charlotte’s hand. “I can see why he likes you.”

“And you must be Svetlana,” Ava said to Mac’s companion. The two women hugged, but before they could chitchat more, Svetlana stepped aside.

“Oh, my manners,” Mac said as he turned and laid a hand on the third person’s shoulder. “I didn’t mean to leave you out.”

Ava smiled and stepped forward. “You came. Thank you. Charlotte, would you like to meet Riley?”

* * *

Elias tried to focus on the edits, but whatever game Ava was playing with Charlotte out in Elliston had him curious and he wound up prowling the house like a cat with too much energy. Even a nap was out of reach for him, and he could usually muster up laziness on a moment’s notice.

One curious thing did happen. While he was in the kitchen fixing a sandwich, a car pulled up outside. Thinking it was Ava and Charlotte, he didn’t bother paying it much mind until a few minutes later when it took off again. Licking a bit of mayo off his thumb, Elias walked to the front door, sure it was just a delivery or something.

And true enough, there on the front porch was a box, but it certainly hadn’t been shipped. A note had been taped to the top. Elias stepped outside to read it.

For you. Come back out sometime if you want more. Congrats on getting engaged. Don’t screw this one up. She’s decent.

-T

T. Travis. Elias dropped like a rock to one knee and opened the box. Inside were a dozen figurines of his mother’s, about twice that many photo frames, and a selection of mugs and cups from family vacations. He dug it all out on the porch, crying softly as he stared at the pictures, at the half-forgotten memories.

By the time he thought to think about Travis’s wording – your big day – Ava was pulling up to the gate, followed by a rental car. He scrubbed at his eyes with the heel of his palm like a child and stood up, sniffing as Ava hopped out and opened the gate for the two vehicles. She grinned at him from the driver’s seat, and when she pulled up and got out with Charlotte, he strolled down the steps, unaware he was still holding one of his mom’s figurines.

“Thank you,” he said hoarsely. “Whatever you did, thank you. This means the world to me.”

His embrace was more like a man holding onto a life raft, and the kiss he gave her was so intense he didn’t pay attention to the man and woman getting out of the rental car.

Charlotte came around and wrapped her arms around him. “Elias, Elias, look.”

His lips broke away from Ava’s, and finally glanced up. “Mac? Jesus, Mac!” He tore to his friend, mentor, and agent, and the two men embraced, Elias pounding his back audibly. “What are you two doing here?” He turned and embraced Svetlana too. “Hey, Svetlana.”

“You really did manage to keep it secret, huh?” Mac asked Ava.

“Thanks mostly to Bianca. She did the grunt work.”

“Bianca?” Elias asked, confused. “What did she do?”

“You aren’t dressed in your suit yet,” Ava said critically, but couldn’t help a grin. “Go grab a shower and get dressed.”

“Mind if I get freshened up myself?” Svetlana asked. Ava ushered her inside, and Elias stared after them, still confused.

Charlotte opened up the back of the SUV, humming to herself happily. She pulled out two garment bags, and Elias rushed over to help her, noticing for the first time her new hairdo and shoes. “I love the hair, Charlotte, and cute shoes.”

“Thanks! But I’m not talking to you.”

“Did I do something wrong?”

“No, goofball. I can’t keep a secret and Mom wants this to be super stealthy.”

“Oh, okay. Well, umm…” Elias said, and helped her haul in the bags, confused. Mac trotted along behind them, chuckling.

* * *

They took two cars downtown. Everyone was dressed up. Mac had been to premieres wearing less expensive suits than he wore now, and Svetlana looked like she’d just come from the pages of some magazine, despite having been on a flight not all that long ago. Elias felt almost underdressed compared to Ava and Charlotte.

“You two look absolutely beautiful,” he said in the SUV.

Charlotte grinned and bounced in her seat. “I think Mom looks like a princess.”

“Me too,” Elias agreed. “But you do too.”

“Really?” Charlotte asked.

“Really.”

A crowd downtown spilled out onto the sidewalk near the movie theater. As the SUV neared, people started to wave and holler, and a few cameras and phones were raised. Ava waved cheerfully back, and Charlotte rolled down her window to giggle and shout at some of her friends.

“Oh,” Elias groaned. “The festival. The clerks asked me if I was excited for it last month and I didn’t put it together.”

Ava reached out and squeezed his knee. “These people are here for you, Elias. They don’t think you’re a bad guy. Or they at least heard what you’ve been doing around town for them and they’re willing to give you a chance. This was Bianca’s idea. She’s been the mastermind. I thought it was time to give you back to the world a little bit, even if it’s just Barnhart.”

“I’m never leaving you. Not like I did with Becky, Hannah, and Riley,” Elias said.

They pulled into a predesignated spot next to Mac and Svetlana, and Ava grinned at him as she put the SUV in park and pulled the keys. “I know. But you’re too good a person to keep you locked up by yourself. They deserve to know a little bit of the real you. Even if you don’t tell them the truth about Becky, show them the man you wanted to become. The man you are.”

“We love you,” Charlotte said, unbuckling and leaning up to give him a kiss on the side of the head. “Ew, yuck, hair gel.”

Elias laughed, and then Mac was there, holding the door open for him. With their significant others on their arms and Charlotte bounding on ahead happily, Elias leaned over and said to Mac, “Thanks for coming.”

“Don’t thank me yet. I want a crack at the book you’ve been reading and you know I never bullshit you.”

“Except about Stardog.”

“I was the one who told you not to do that movie, you dimwit. And speaking of…”

Elias groaned. “Oh no.”

“Festival opener, my friend.”

Though it wasn’t exactly a red carpet, the hundred or so Barnhart Heights residents parted for the former actor and his closest friends. Some cheered his name, a very tiny few muttered to one another, but most were just happily, chaotically loud, bubbling with excitement over a silly all-night movie-fest.

Bianca greeted them at the door, dressed in a shimmery sea green dress that accentuated her curves wonderfully. “Was it too much?” she asked Ava.

“I think you did great,” Ava said and embraced the other woman. “Thank you.”

“Bianca…” Elias said, unable to find the words. “Thank you. For being great to me. To us.” He embraced her, careful to keep it quick even if his prick remembered their fun times together quite well.

They headed inside, and were given special seating directions by the head of the theater. Seated up near the back, they could duck out any time they liked, perfect for attending to Charlotte when she had to go home later. Four seats around them remained empty with “RESERVED” written on signs, probably for the people in charge of the event. With the guests of honor seated and ready, the house filled quickly, and Bianca headed for the front of the screen and a little podium with a mic.

When everyone was seated and quiet enough that she could be heard, Bianca leaned forward and said, “Testing? Everybody hear me okay?”

There was a generous, raucous cheer at that, and she grinned out at the crowd.

“Thank you for the happy response. Some of you know me, some of you don’t, but my name is Bianca Kemper, and I’ve been the drama coach here for… oh gosh, centuries. It has been my honor and privilege to see many amazing kids come through the program through the years, and I don’t think tonight should in any way detract from their own talents. But when the question came up recently at the city council meeting as to whether or not the Redman Festival was going to happen this year, I had to step in, because one student of mine has held the fascination of millions across the world. Elias, would you stand up?”

He did, and though the theater was small, the response was thunderous. Beside him, Charlotte gaped at everyone clapping until her mom stood up too, applauding and cheering and crying just a little. Then Charlotte rose up and hugged him loosely, a bit overwhelmed, a bit afraid, but for the first time realizing just who her stepfather was going to be and what that meant.

When the applause and cheers had died down enough he could finally be heard, Elias used his best boom to practically shout, “Thank you, thank you all for coming and… well supporting a guy who has kind of taken a bit of a fall here lately. I’m sorry if I’ve brought any shame to this town. You’re all my family and you deserve better.”

“We love you Elias!” a woman shouted somewhere in the crowd, and a man bellowed, “Show us your boobs!” to a long bout of laughter.

Elias grinned, waved at everyone, and took Charlotte and Ava’s hands as they sat back down and gave Bianca the floor again.

“We’re going to get this twelve-hour shlockfest started soon, but first some housekeeping notes. If you leave, keep your ticket stub or otherwise you can’t get back in…”

As Bianca ran over the do’s and don’ts, Elias leaned over Charlotte to ask Mac, “How many of these people are yours?”

His agent cocked an eyebrow. “Huh?”

“Plants. How many are plants?”

“Come on, Elias. This isn’t the premiere of Decahedron. This is all you.”

Some of the disbelief seeped its way out of Elias’s heart, and whether he knew he held onto it or not, so did some of the bitterness towards himself. He reached out and gripped Ava’s hand, and she flicked a finger up and to his left.

Travis stood there, in an ill-fitting suit and freshly shaven. Two of his sons – and Elias’s cousins – stood with him, looking all around. “Figured it was about time we saw what all the nonsense was about,” Travis grunted. “Got room for the three of us?”

Elias stood up and hugged his uncle and his cousins, and gestured at the seats nearby. That left just one empty. For Bianca, he assumed.

And speaking of the night’s host, she was just winding down. “We’re going to start the festival off soon with one we all love to hate, Stardog-”

There was a collective good-natured groan from the audience, and even Elias joined in, nudging a dazzled Charlotte as he did.

“-but first I wanted to introduce you to the person who’s going to be emceeing tonight’s event properly.” Bianca cleared her throat, and said quietly, “Elias, would you stand up again?”

Elias glanced around and stood up, his throat jumping for reasons he didn’t know why. He reached beside him blindly and took Ava’s hand, needing to feel her presence.

“Ladies and gentlemen, let’s give a warm Barnhart greeting to Riley Redman.”

The emergency exit at the front of the theater opened up, and a small, teenaged figure walked inside, looking all around until she spotted Elias.

Without pause, he ran for her.

* * *

“You all right?” the man helping Elias stand up asked.

He’d tripped over one of the stairs in his haste to race to his daughter. “Um. Yes?”

The room erupted into laughter, and Elias staggered forward again. Riley, sweet Riley met him halfway, and he grabbed her in his arms, lifting her and spinning until she begged him to put her down again, laughing, crying.

He brushed the tears from his eyes and pulled her towards the front, not quite in reach of the mic, but out of earshot of the audience. “How… what…?”

Tentatively, Riley kissed him on the cheek. “Three sides to every story, Dad. The story Mom tells, the story you won’t, and the truth. I’m here because I want the truth.”

“I… I can’t…”

“You can, Dad. It’s okay. Give me a second and we’ll talk.” Riley spun away from him and stepped up to the mic. “All right, Barnhart! Feeling that love! Let’s get things rolling with what is possibly the most hilariously godawful kids’ movie ever made. My dad and I are going to be here through the night to spin some tall tales about these films, but he had no idea I’d be here, so I’m going to go spend some quality time with him and we’ll be back soon.”

The audience cheered and clapped and stamped their feet, and Elias led Riley back up the stairs. At the top, Ava and Charlotte waited, surrounded by a few of the event organizers to give them some room. The four of them headed up to the projection room, which was no w largely used for storage since the implementation of a digital projector.

As they sat down on four metal folding chairs, Riley reached out and squeezed Charlotte’s knee. “Weird night, right?”

Charlotte nodded. “I didn’t think they’d be so… loud.”

Riley laughed easily. “You should see the crowds when he’s at a convention for Toby Labeoux. It’s nothing but wall-to-wall people shouting out quotes left and right.”

Ava rose and kissed Elias on the cheek. “We’re going to go down to use the bathroom and give you two some time to talk.”

“Mom, I want to stay here,” Charlotte said.

Riley smiled at her again. “I promise, cutie, we’re going to have lots of time to talk before I go. But it’s been a really long time since I saw Dad. Think you could get me some popcorn and a soda?”

“Okay,” Charlotte huffed. “But you don’t have to talk to me like I’m a kid.”

When she and Ava left, Riley laughed softly but Elias remained stone-faced. “Riley, what are you doing here?” he asked, almost snapping. “You should be with your mom and sister, and in school, and....”

“Dad, I saw the text you sent Hannah. Telling her you were proud of her for speaking her mind. That doesn’t match up with what Mom’s been saying about you. At all. And it got me thinking.” Riley drew in a deep breath and blew it out. “But this still isn’t easy for me. I don’t… have the fondest memories of you growing up. I’m sorry, I wish I could sugarcoat that.”

“It’s okay,” Elias said. He reached out, his hand wavering in midair uncertainly, and then he retracted it. Riley scooted closer and laid her own hand on his knee and he squeezed it. “I wasn’t there, and I’m sorry. And what your mom said about my, um, infidelity when you were young, that was true too. All of you deserved better than me.”

“But what about the rest of it, Dad? What she’s saying?”

Elias shook his head. “Don’t make me answer that.”

“I’m already here, Dad. Tell me the truth. Your truth, anyways.” She studied him closely as he avoided her gaze. “All right, then let me say what I think happened. Mom wanted a divorce, and she wanted custody. She said a few things to the sites, and it got some attention. She says a few more things, maybe her friends start too, and all of a sudden, Mom’s name is big news. She loves the attention, we both know that.”

“Riley Redman, she is your mom and I won’t have you-”

Riley whispered, “Oh my God, that’s it, isn’t it? I was guessing, but… she made it all up?”

Elias said softly, “No. Not all of it. I cheated on her. I was a terrible father to you two. In all the ways I’m supposed to be a man, I was a failure.”

He stood up and headed for the back of the small room. Riley stood up and grabbed his arm. “Dad. Dad, I’m sorry. But the gross stuff, the worst stuff, you never denied any of it after the first few times Mom started in on you.”

“They pulled you into this,” he said, staring at the curtained door. “It would have been a circus for you two. I think you’re better off with Becky. Whatever your mom and her friends have said about me, she took care of you, raised you when I was…”

Riley grabbed him from behind around the waist and buried her head against his shirt. She didn’t say anything, just cried and cried, and he turned slowly in her arms to wrap her in his again, unbelieving she was there.

A few minutes later, they returned together to the lobby, where Ava was talking vigorously with a trio of people she worked with at the dealership. She waved at them and smiled, and they joined her.

“Everything okay?” Ava asked.

Elias looked between her, his soon to be stepdaughter, and his daughter, finally returned to him, and he smiled. “It will be, I hope.”

* * *

Ava sat out on her front porch, hands resting on her blossoming belly. Elias stood a few feet from her, watching Riley show Charlotte how to hit a nine-iron into the golf net they’d set up in the yard. Soon Riley would be off to college, and in another year or two, Charlotte would be in junior high. They were getting too old, too fast.

The older daughter caught Elias watching, turned, and waved. Two years on after she’d first come to Barnhart, and things were still sometimes tense between father and daughter, but they were healing a little bit every day.

From Hannah and Becky, there had still been no communication, save for the guardianship papers from Elias’s ex-wife for Riley. She hadn’t contested it, and thankfully chose to keep it out of the media. Elias Redman, the actor, was a dead horse that the world had finally tired of kicking.

Ava stood up with some effort, and Elias turned to help her. She waved him off and finally righted herself. “Gonna be glad when I’ve pushed our little cantaloupe out,” she said. “No more grunting when I stand up.”

“It wasn’t a grunt. It was more like a… uh…”

“A grunt?”

“Maybe a grunt.”

She joined him, and he slipped behind her to wrap his arms around her, brushing her neck with his lips. Ava glanced back and smiled, and he kissed her lips next.

“Remember that time in front of the mirror?” she asked quietly.

Elias grinned. “Our first time, um…”

“Yes, that,” she said. “I was thinking maybe we could sneak inside.”

“Oh yes,” he murmured into her ear. God, he still turned her on, and always would. He nipped Ava’s ear and started to turn her towards the door.

Riley turned and groaned. “You two are the worst at sneaking around, you know that?”

Charlotte made a stinky face and shook her head. “Are they going to do kissing stuff?”

“Yuuuuup,” Riley said. “Want to go downtown and get some onion rings?”

“I don’t know if I can eat now,” Charlotte said, and made a loud vomiting noise.

Riley laughed, punched her shoulder, and gestured towards the garage. “Come on, let’s put the clubs away and give Mom and Dad a while, okay?”

“Okay,” Charlotte sighed.

When the girls disappeared, Elias led Ava inside. They waited near the window just long enough to see the girls disappear beyond the gate, and then their hands were on each other.

“We have the best daughters,” Ava said.

Leaning down to kiss the hollow of her neck, Elias breathed, “We really do.” He stroked her belly and said, “And one more cookin’.”

“Don’t call it cooking,” Ava murmured as her fingers found his belt and undid it.

“Baking?”

She arched an eyebrow and murmured, “Now? You’re going to be a smartass now?”

“I’d like to take a look at your smart ass.”

“That doesn’t even make any sense,” but then he was helping her with her shirt and kissing her swelling breasts, and she was guiding him to their bedroom, past the bookshelf where Elias’s first novel had been joined by five others. None were quite bestsellers, but he – or his pseudonym – had a growing fanbase. At the beginning of each one was the same inscription – To the women of my life who saved me from myself. I love you always.


In the bedroom, they quickly stripped, tossing their clothes in a pile, and Elias helped her onto the bed on her knees, the way she liked it this far gone into her pregnancy. With doggystyle, Ava didn’t have any pressure on her bladder and he could go deep inside her. Her bottom was no longer quite so shapely as when they first met, but when Ava waggled it for him, Elias still gave an appreciative little grunt. He slid up onto the bed behind her, kneeling himself, and slid his tongue across her lips.

Elias loved her like this. Ava being pregnant drove him wild. So full of life, so beautiful with her round belly and the little extra flesh around her hips and waist, so much more passion in bed. Something about her hormones had gone way off the charts, and now Ava was a writher and a squirmer when Elias ate her out, his tongue expertly finding her favorite little spots even as he tried to vary up the pleasure he gave her with it.

He stopped his licking just long enough to say, “My sexy wife,” and then he was on her again, flicking his tongue along her length. Already she was wet, so wet, and he loved that about her, the way she responded to his every touch. He slid a hand under her to play with her clit, and she started rolling back against his tongue.

“Yes, yessss, like that, oh it feels so good,” she warbled.

“What feels so good?”

“Tongue… on my sweet pussy. Fingering my c-clit. Oh baby, please don’t tease me….”

He kissed her lips, and rose up until his cockhead was at her entrance, sliding along her length as he leaned over and kissed her back, her shoulder blades, her neck. Then Elias was sliding into her slick depths, her folds still meshing so well with his cock. Only a few thrusts and Ava was already shivering. His skin slapped against hers, slowly but with some force to it, and she mewled quietly her pleasure, burying her face in a pillow and writhing around as his hands rested at her hips, squeezing, loving her.

They built up a tempo, her ass rocking back to meet his every thrust. Though there was an easy familiarity to their lovemaking, their bodies and souls still reveled in it, joining together in joyous abandon. Their time together was stolen now, moments out of the bustle of their daily lives, and they tried not to waste any of it, flowing together, murmuring the things they loved to hear, trying new ways to please each other or loving themselves even when they were in a bit of a rut.

Elias’s hands squeezed, and she glanced over her shoulder, smiling at him as he fucked her harder and harder. “My Ava,” he murmured.

“My sugar daddy,” she replied, waggling her eyebrows, and he laughed, almost pulling out of her on accident.

It wasn’t long before his attention drove her close to the edge, and she murmured her pleasure, moaned it, shouted it into the pillow as her body quivered, her pussy trying to hold onto him as long as it could. Ava came, and she came hard, as she had these last seven months pregnant.

“Finish in my mouth,” she moaned when she could finally talk again.

Elias leaned down and kissed her shoulder, then slowly pulled out of her. She rolled onto her back and he slipped off the bed, coming around so she could nurse him gently with her mouth, staring up at him, adoring him, this man who had changed her mind, changed her heart and soul as she had saved his. He stroked her cheek and she made love to him with her lips and tongue, not trying to take him deep, but just enjoying the moment.

Before he came, he reached for her hand, and she gave it to him, her blue eyes locked on his as he started to gush into her mouth. Her neck worked as she swallowed him down, taking his love inside her.

After, as they spooned together in bed, his fingers lazily tracing a circle on her stomach, Ava murmured, “Well, that wasn’t like the mirror at all.”

“You mean we screwed it up?”

“We did. Dang it, Elias, I think we’re going to have to try again.”

“You know, I’m heartbroken. But give me a minute and we’ll suffer through it.”

Ava smiled as Elias snuggled closer to her. The man she’d hated when she first met, the stranger next door, and now they had a whole life to live together. As she slipped closer and closer to the edge of sleep, Ava heard Riley calling to Charlotte somewhere outside.

And she smiled.
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The Good Little Wife – Monica loves her husband, but left alone with his best friend Gibson, she finds her more animalistic urges hard to fight. Matters are complicated even more when Gibson tells her a shocking secret about her husband, one that threatens to destroy her life… or set her free.

The Erotic Hypnotic – Down on her luck in love and life, Sophie is pointed towards a hypnotherapist who has immeasurably helped a coworker’s marriage. Reluctantly, she sits in for her first session with the handsome therapist, but soon discovers Declan isn’t all that he seems. A consensual take on hypnosis and mind control, this one is brief and sweet.

Teacher’s Guidance – Gorgeous community college teacher Kara Stone is teased by a handsome student to fuck them if they manage to get better grades… and she’s sorely tempted. The students are all over nineteen, after all, and with the college’s end in sight, the administration doesn’t give a damn what’s going on in its classrooms. Will Kara give in to her students? Read to find out in this smoking hot novella.

The Stranger’s Hands – In this quirky take on the billionaire playboy fantasy, Olivia decides to go for a jog in a secluded area of a city park, only to wind up with a sprained ankle. The first person to find her is an intimidating brute of a guy, and Olivia is terrified… right up to the point where he offers her a hand. Her gentle giant of a rescuer is hiding two little secrets from her – he’s filthy rich… and he’s falling for Olivia.

Road Trip for Three – To help his beautiful roommate Piper move past an ex-fiancé, Vaughan agrees to a cross-country road trip with her, but Piper’s bringing a friend – the sexy, sweet Remi. Crammed together too tight not to feel the warmth of their attraction, Vaughan, Piper, and Remi have a whole nation to cross. Filled with hot M/F and threesome scenes, this lengthy novella caps off Delectable Fancies in memorable, frenetic style.
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