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Chapter 1

“Shit. Shit shit shit,” Ashley muttered, blinking back tears. Usually she didn’t care about her tendency to cry at the slightest provocation, but not that night. Tonight, it downright sucked.

“I’m sorry, Ash. I really am,” Damon said.

“Here? You break up with me… here? I thought you were going to propose!”

“You did?”

“Yes! How happy you’ve seemed, how much attention you’ve given me in bed, I… you were thinking of her at night, weren’t you?” His guilty look told her the truth even before his hesitant nod. “Jesus. I’m such an idiot.”

“Be honest. Would you want me to propose?”

“Well… I… I got dressed up!” Ashley said. And she had. Every eye in the Snow Fox had fallen on her and her plunging black dress when she walked in the door to the steakhouse with Damon on her arm. One of the best restaurants in the city, exclusive to the point of lunacy with reservations booked months out, though Damon’s father was the mayor and his mother a prominent businesswoman in the city, so reservations weren’t exactly a problem, even if they did get shuffled to a small table near the kitchen.

“I never slept with her.” She glared at him, and Damon, who was kind of a spineless worm despite looking like a male model, not quite a silver fox but right on the cusp of becoming one, shrank in his chair. “Well… she kinda… blew me. At the office.”

“Jesus, Damon.”

“We’re… um… talking about moving to Salt Lake together.”

“Who moves to Salt Lake?” Ashley bleated nonsensically. Her brain felt on the verge of a meltdown. She didn’t really love Damon, it was true, but she did like him, and the thought of being secure would have more than made up for any deficiencies in their love life.

And now she was facing down the holidays alone, save for her son. Fantastic.

“I guess we do? Dad has a job lined up for me down there with the state. It’s a really good job, auditing and…” He trailed off as she burst into tears. “Oh, God, Ash, don’t cry, please don’t cry.” He took her hand and squeezed and it was almost comforting until he added, “People are staring.”

“Jesus, a little sympathy,” she said, hating how creaky her voice was through the tears. She snatched at her wine glass and gulped it down before refilling it. “Who is the bitch?”

“She’s not a bitch, Ashley. I know I’m hurting you but she’s a nice person. It’s not like you to say that.”

She looked up at him. “I get to be a little bit angry here. I mean, what the fuck, Damon?”

“You’re right. But she really is nice. She’s the daughter of one of my father’s donors. A philanthropist, I guess or a socialite, or… well, she doesn’t really have a job but she works with a nonprofit that works with us and… that’s how we met.”

Ashley plucked up a napkin and dabbed at her eyes. “Tell me it’s a nonprofit for thugs who steal from little old ladies or something to boost my ego.”

“I wish I could. They help transition the homeless into low-income housing and get them to medical appointments and that sort of thing.”

“Crap. I like her already.”

“You two would probably be friends, under different circumstances.”

“Why her, then? What did I do wrong?”

“It isn’t you,” he said, and nodded absently to the waiter when he brought their crab cakes and lobster tempura. “It really isn’t. But she and I, we vibe in a way you and I have never managed.”

“We vibed.”

“Sometimes. In the early days. But…”

“But what?”

He shrugged uncomfortably, dipping a piece of lobster into the sauce and bringing it to his lips before answering. “That’s really good.”

“I will cause a scene.”

“Okay. You asked for it. You can be a little… pent up.”

“I’m pent up?”

“Yeah. With your lists and plans and schedules.”

“I’m sorry I have my life in order.”

“That’s a good thing. But… it can be a little much, Ash. Especially for someone who likes to go with the flow. When was the last time you did anything spontaneous?”

“I went to visit Joshua just two weekends ago.”

“Because he forgot his phone at home.”

“Uh. Yeah. Still spontaneous.”

He finished a crab cake, looking off at nothing in particular, then refocused on her. “Let’s try this. When was the last time you went for a drive? No place in particular in mind, you just went?”

“Uh.” Crap. She hadn’t done that in a long time.

“Your Thanksgiving meal. When was the last time you added something new to it?”

“The classics are classics for a reason.” But she was starting to get his point, and frowned.

“When you brush your teeth, it’s for exactly thirty seconds. Then you gargle and spit twice. Every. Time. You go to bed at exactly eleven every night and-”

She held up a hand. “I get it. I have a schedule. I like order. But it’s been just me for better than fifteen years, raising a son. I needed rules. I needed structure.”

His face softened. “I know, Ash. But I need flexibility. Fun.”

“I can be fun.” You certainly didn’t seem to mind the fun we had in the bedroom, she thought but didn’t say.

“I know you can. I didn’t want to turn this into an attack on you. I respect what you’ve done with Josh. He’s a great kid. Sorry. Young man. But this… this just isn’t what I want anymore.”

They were silent a while, then Ashley finally said, “I want to go and you need to call me an Uber. I don’t want to go home with you and there was nowhere I could hide my phone under this dress.”

“It’s a really nice dress,” he offered lamely.

For some reason, that made her cry again, and she sobbed out, “Thank. You.”

* * *

Ashley should have expected that right punch. But what she wasn’t expecting was the left jab her son delivered to her on Thanksgiving.

Joshua was, for better or worse, a mirror of his father, square-jawed, devastatingly handsome, and a threat in just about any sport he played, most notably baseball, where his skills as a hitter and a catcher got him noticed by college scouts and led to him getting a small scholarship to a private college two hours away. He’d still come out of college with a sizable debt, but Ashley was determined to give him an opportunity she didn’t have at that age. Okay, so he wasn’t going to be a doctor or an engineer, but he could be a teacher or a nurse, the two things he always wanted to be, mostly because his favorite aunt was a teacher and he heard nurses made crazy money and didn’t have to go to a lot of school. Ashley tried to tell him that wasn’t really the case, at least in terms of education, but her son, like both his father and mother, was bullheaded. And to his credit, biology and science were the two things he was good at in high school, so it did make a certain sort of sense.

Home with him for the Thanksgiving break was his girlfriend Aki. She was a slender young beauty with a slim, playful face, eyes that twinkled like Christmas lights and a smile that blew up her son’s defenses in seconds. She was a New Jersey transplant, with her own athletic scholarship – hers for track – at the same college Joshua attended, she a junior, Josh a sophomore.

“The food was amazing, Mom,” Joshua said, sitting back in his chair. “What did you call those potatoes?”

“Hasselback. Did you like them?” Ashley asked, frowning at the serving dish the potatoes were sitting in. “I know they’re not what we usually have, but I thought we’d try something different.”

“I loved them,” Aki said.

“So good,” Josh agreed.

“Thanks. I wasn’t sure if you’d like them or want regular old mashed potatoes,” Ashley said, glad she’d practiced cooking the potatoes three times in the days leading up to Thanksgiving. Take that, Damon.

“Did you say something, Mom?” Josh asked.

Ashley realized she’d mumbled the words she thought out loud, but ignored his question. “There’s pie! I decided to go different with that too. Apple caramel pecan.”

“Oof, I need to wait a little bit,” Joshua said.

“Me too,” Aki said. “But I’m looking forward to a piece.”

The two of them looked at each other, and Joshua took Aki’s hand. “Mom, there’s something we need to talk about.”

“Oh God, you’re not pregnant, are you?” Ashley asked, her eyes widening. “Not that I don’t love you, Joshua, but, but…”

“No!” Aki and Joshua said together.

“Because that would be a blessing, such a blessing, but, but, but you’re so young, and I’d hope you’d learn from my… not mistake, exactly, but-”

“Mom, she’s not pregnant,” Joshua said.

“We’re very careful,” Aki said.

“Usually.”

“Usually,” Ashley muttered, and snatched up a piece of celery to chew on it nervously. “What is it, then? What’s the matter? Wait, did you propose to her?”

“No, Mom, I didn’t propose.”

“You’re not dropping out, are you? I know the-”

“Mom!” Joshua said. “We’re going to Aki’s place for Christmas!”

That stopped Ashley’s babbling. “You’re going to New Jersey for Christmas?”

“Don’t say it like that, like we’re going to a dump or something,” Joshua said.

“Wellllll,” Aki said. “It is New Jersey. Land of the turnpikes.”

Joshua snickered at that, and Ashley blinked at them. “That’s, um… far.”

“I know, and I’m sorry,” Josh said. “I don’t want to leave you here alone for Christmas after what happened with Damon, but her parents want to meet me and they invited me home. And… yeah, things are getting to the point where we are sorta kinda thinking about what we want long-term.” He shrugged, grinning that heart-melting sheepish grin of his. “I’m not saying I’m proposing any time soon but this feels like the right next step.”

Aki leaned over and kissed his cheek. Ashley hated the idea of being alone for the holiday but unlike her at eighteen, her son actually seemed to be using his head when it came to a relationship. Plus, she liked Aki. Ever since they started dating his freshman year, Ashley had the feeling this was the one for him.

“Oh,” she said, sniffing, “I can’t be mad about that. Come here, you two, give me a hug.”

They did, and she held them close, her son, the young woman she hoped would be her daughter-in-law someday. “I’m sorry, Mom,” Josh said.

“Don’t be. It’s an amazing opportunity. And I want lots of pictures. Turnpikes or no turnpikes.”


Chapter 2

“How was your Thanksgiving?” Sadie asked.

Mark patted his stomach. “I think I’ve gained about five pounds, so pretty good. How about yours?”

“Wins and losses,” she said, kicking out the chair next to her for him. They sat together most every class they had together the last three and a half years of college, and most their peers by that point knew that chair was reserved for his butt only. “My oldest sister wanted to host this year and she’s never cooked a turkey before.”

“Uh oh.”

“Yeah, it went about as bad as you’d expect. Everything else was good, but she didn’t let the turkey defrost long enough. My brother-in-law got so sick they had to take him to the hospital.”

“Oof.”

They each pulled out their laptops as their professor came into the classroom, nodding at something one of the other students was saying right behind him. Mark cracked a yawn, and Sadie grinned at him.

“Too much tryptophan?”

“You know, that’s actually a myth,” he said. “I mean, there’s tryptophan in turkey, but it’d take way more than that to actually put you under.”

She gave him a long-suffering look. They’d come up through four years of college courses together, both of them computer science majors, and had even dated briefly their sophomore year. They had fun, and the sex was great, but Sadie saw the dating game as a buffet, while Mark was looking for something of a more traditional meal, though they did have some fun with a roommate of hers and he enjoyed that. But they made it through the breakup without too much harm done, and when they were both single, they liked to hook up on occasion. He had a lot of friends, but few of them were as close as Sadie.

“I know, Mark. It was a joke.”

“Ah.” Try as he might to have shed his dorky high school nature, he was still caught with his pants down in social situations sometimes.

“Dork.”

Class started soon thereafter, and Mark tried not to yawn his way through it. Computer science wasn’t exactly the most thrilling major in the world, and he knew the material, but still, he tried to be an attentive student in general. That day, though, he was exhausted. The drive back from his parents’ place was long, six hours normally and ten given the snow and rain he encountered on his way back to college. But his parents couldn’t afford plane tickets for him, and he sure as hell couldn’t pay for them either. Even if New Bainbridge was pretty affordable compared to most big cities, it was still a city, and he had to rely on two roommates to help split the rent. A plane ticket was a luxury. In any case, he drove half the way the day before and stopped to stay with a friend’s family along the way, then drove the rest of the way early that morning. He was ready to drop.

When class ended, he said goodbye to Sadie and knew he needed a hit of caffeine on his way home or he was going to cause an accident. He hit the same coffee shop he worked at on the weekends and evenings, and Lisa, his favorite coworker and a cutie he’d been flirting with for a month or two now, gave him a cup of coffee free, making him promise next time he worked a shift with her he’d make it up to her. Daft as he might be, he recognized a pick-up line when he heard one, and grinned when he agreed.

He drank half the coffee there, the much-needed caffeine giving his system the kick in the ass he needed to make it home. When he pulled up in front of the house, he still had a quarter of the cup left, and carried it with him towards the house, laptop bag slung over one shoulder. If he wasn’t so tired, he might have recognized the old Volvo parked down the street, but as it was, he could be forgiven for not realizing their landlord was sitting there stewing and lying in wait.

Mark finally noticed the man when Mr. Johnston jerked to a stop in front of their house, and turned as he got out. “Oh hey, Mr. Johnston. How’s it going?”

“You ask that when you’re carrying a ten-dollar latte?”

“It’s a cup of coffee,” Mark said, confused. “It’s three bucks. What’s going on?”

Mr. Johnston was sixty-ish or so, tall and resembling nothing so much as a mouse, his nose sharp and long, his scraggly beard and short-cropped hair white as snow. He was deeply tanned, the sort of unnatural thing this time of year that either came from bronzer or a tanning salon.

His leathery finger jabbed towards the house. “You three are being evicted. That’s what.”

“What? Why?” Mark asked, even more confused. “I paid my share of the rent. Lydell too. We gave it to Ashton on the third or fourth, same as always.”

“And yet I have no money in my account,” Mr. Johnston shouted. “This is the third time. I’m done. I want you all out. Thirty days, or I call the police.”

“Wait,” Mark said, getting angry himself now. No, there was a mistake, this was all a mistake. “I’ll talk to Ashton. He’s got the money. We gave him the money. I’ll talk to him, we’ll get this sorted out.”

“There is no sorting it out. I want you all gone. Christ, I knew better than to rent to college kids. Boys, all of you, boys.”

“Hey, come on, I’ve worked my ass off to-”

But Mr. Johnston was already turning towards his car. Mark sighed, then headed for the house. Inside, he closed the door behind him and muttered, “What the fuck?” before pulling out his phone and calling Ashton.

* * *

“I was one-hundred-percent serious,” Lydell said. “If he didn’t leave, I was going to punch him. I’ve never punched anyone in my life.”

“I might actually murder someone,” Mark said wonderingly. “I don’t want to go to prison but goddamn, I might beat him to death with his bottle of body spray if he comes back.”

“An appropriate end,” Lydell said, handing him another beer. Mark cracked it open as Lydell did the same. “Fuck.”

“Fuck,” Mark agreed. “All that money… gone.”

And so was Ashton. At first, he tried to deny everything, that he paid Mr. Johnston. But he had no receipts, and when Lydell and Mark threatened to beat his ass if he didn’t show them his digital banking records as proof that he paid their landlord, he finally admitted the truth, that he’d been spending the money on edibles, video games, and his girlfriend. Lydell and Mark gave him an hour to pack his shit, then they were going to start kicking his ass. Neither of them had ever been in a fight, but neither had Ashton, and he hurried to get his game systems unhooked while the other two tried to look as menacing as possible.

Now it was just the two of them for a little while, but not for long. Lydell’s phone buzzed, and he answered it. “Hey baby,” he said. “Drinking some beer with Mark. You got my voicemail?” He listened and leaned forward. “You sure? All right. Damn. Thanks. I’ll get you covered on the first. Thanks, baby. See you in a minute.”

Mark sighed as Lydell hung up. “And two becomes one.”

“Sorry, man.”

“Ah, don’t worry about it. Glad you got a place to stay.” Mark didn’t bother asking if he could crash on Christy’s couch because she had no couch. Like them, she was a broke-ass college student, and lived in a studio apartment. It would be a hell of a tight squeeze even with just Lydell joining her.

They drank themselves into glum oblivion that night, Christy crashing at their place for the last time. In the morning, bleary-eyed, Mark helped Lydell pack up his things. Being the newest roommate as of six months ago, he didn’t have much, and soon the pair were off, wishing Mark well with whatever came next. Mark didn’t know what the hell that was, but he did have to go to work for a couple hours before his first class began, so he dragged himself into the shower, dressed in the required polo and work pants, and headed for the coffee shop.

Lisa was on that day, but so was his boss Barbara, so nothing more than light flirting was on the table. Besides, given his hangover, he was in no mood to return Lisa’s thinly-veiled looks and comments. As always, he tried to be polite, but at one point, when they had a slightly slower-than-average moment, Barb got him aside and asked him what was the matter. He told her an abbreviated version of the story.

“I’ve lived off-campus since before my sophomore year started,” he said dully. “I’ve never been late with a bill or rent. Times have been hard, sure, but… now I’ve got to find a new place right before Christmas.”

For the rest of his shift, Barb eyed him thoughtfully. It gave Mark a spark of hope she might have an idea, but when he left, she still hadn’t mentioned anything to him about it, and he drove back home to change, feeling even more glum and ready to bury his former roommate Ashton in a very shallow grave.


Chapter 3

“I’m so glad you invited me out tonight,” Ashley said. “I needed this.”

“I know,” Barbara said. “Best friend ever.”

Ashley laughed. “You really are.”

“I got you a gin and tonic. Is that all right?”

“For starters. But my second drink, I want you to pick me out something. Something adventurous. Something I’d never try on my own.”

“Oooh, look at you,” Barb said. “Really taking the asshole’s words to heart, huh?”

“Yeah. I guess. I mean, he did have a point there. I need to try new things. I’ve been stagnating for a really long time. But he won’t get me to change my mind about my lists and my schedules, damn it.”

“Cheers to that, babe. So, Miss Adventurous, booth or should we drink here at the bar?”

“Let’s stay here. I want the fastest possible access to the good stuff.”

“Fair enough. You look hot tonight! Hoping to meet someone?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. No? I think I needed to dress up just to feel a little sexy. You should see me at the gym. I’ve been doing so many squats and lunges I get booty cramps. Have you ever had a booty cramp? Not recommended.”

“Well, you are looking great.”

“Thank you.”

Ashley’s drink came, and she gulped half of it down. Secretly, she was pleased with Barb’s compliment. At thirty-seven, she thought she looked pretty good. She carried some extra mom weight to her, especially in her hips and her boobs, with a little more pooch to her tummy than she’d like, but she was happy with her looks in general, mixing her love of food with hard work at the gym.

After her breakup with Damon, she treated herself to a few new outfits and a touching-up of her auburn locks, lightening them into a true blonde, a look she loved in her early twenties and was delighted to see still looked good on her. That night, she wore one of her new outfits, cream slacks, a white turtleneck that emphasized her big breasts, and her favorite part of the ensemble, a wintery Southwestern-style scarf draped deliberately carelessly over her shoulders. Hot mom chic, she thought when looking in the mirror, and it really worked with the new hairstyle. She would have loved to have worn one of the new dresses, but winter came early that year and hit hard. Already temperatures dropped below zero several times in November, and it was only marginally warmer that night.

“How are things at work?” Barb asked.

That perked Ashley up. “Really fun right now. We’re done with the holiday advertising and Valentine’s Day has been ready for about a month. Right now we’re prepping for Easter and the spring and oh my God, I love my job. We did a shoot with this basset hound the other day I nearly dognapped.”

Ashley worked as a liaison between a dog food company and the advertising company they contracted with to produce seasonal campaigns. It could be stressful, especially given the politics around the office, but she loved getting to work with dogs and the creative minds behind their advertising. Someday soon she thought she might take a run at a corporate position or maybe even accept the job she’d been offered by the advertising agency two or three times, but for now, she was more than fulfilled and honestly wouldn’t mind doing this kind of work the next twenty years.

“Aw, that’s so sweet. I’d have twenty dogs if I worked with them every day.”

“I know. I think it’s time to find a new puppy. I still miss Scribbles a ton, but… it’s time.”

“Well, if you ever want help puppy scouting, you know I’m down for it. Maybe I’ll get one too. We could have doggy playdates.”

“Wouldn’t that be fun?” Ashley asked. “But how’s the coffee shop?”

“Going great. We’re just now starting to see the Thanksgiving and Black Friday traffic ease up. It’ll stay busy through Christmas and New Year’s, then die down again until spring.”

“I need to stop by when you’re working for a peppermint mocha.”

“Yeah you do.” They sipped their drinks in companionable silence, Ashley looking around the bar discreetly at the guys present. But then Barb drew her attention back to her with a hesitance that was unlike her. “The shop’s actually why I asked you here. Well, that, and to get you out of your funk.”

Ashley looked at her, concerned. “Oh no. Is everything okay?”

“Yes! Yeah, it’s great. It’s not about money or anything like that. It’s about an employee of mine. His name is Mark. He’s a great guy in a bad situation, about to get evicted because the roommate he paid rent to hasn’t been handing the money over to his landlord.”

“I’m sorry to hear that?” Ashley asked, more quizzical than making a statement. She wasn’t sure where this was going.

“I know you’re wondering how you fit into this.”

“Yeah.”

“Well, do you remember a couple years ago when you were talking about maybe renting out your spare bedroom when Josh went to college for extra money to maybe put in a hot tub?”

“Oh no. No no.”

“Just hear me out. He’s a college student-”

“No!”

“-in his fourth year, about to finish up in the spring with his undergraduate work. He’s going for a doctorate, he’s a smart young man, and he’s worked for me for two and a half years without a single problem.”

“First off, he’s a he and I’m a single woman. That’s not happening. And he’s a college student! He’s Joshua’s age! Who just got evicted!”

“Because he trusted the wrong guy, not because he can’t make the rent. Have him show you his bank records. I haven’t seen them but if I’m wrong and there isn’t a monthly withdrawal for rent, I’ll… I’ll… I’ll help you repaint this summer.”

That stopped Ashley. “Inside and out?” she asked suspiciously.

Barb winced. “Um. Sure.”

Ashley picked up her drink again and downed what was left. Barb gave a wave to the bartender, who was busy with a few other patrons. He nodded back and held up one finger.

“You want to be adventurous, this is your opportunity. He needs a place to stay, and you’re looking to install a hot tub.”

But Ashley was already shaking her head. “There’s adventurous and then there’s letting some horny young college guy throw parties in my house while I’m gone. No.”

“He’s not that kind of guy. I know he isn’t. He must have apologized to me three times today for showing up hungover, but who could blame him, getting screwed over like that? And he’s not a threat to you, I swear. The girls at work all seem to love him.”

“Is he gay?” Ashley asked tentatively. That wouldn’t be so bad. Might even be fun, like a sitcom or something.

“Oh no. Definitely not,” Barb said, grinning lopsidedly. “Mark’s slept with at least five or six of the baristas. And those are just the ones I know about. No complaints from them other than a couple broken hearts. None whatsoever. He is apparently very giggle-worthy.”

“Not helping,” Ashley muttered.

The bartender came, and Barb said, “She’ll have a Sidecar, I’ll have a Long Island.”

“Good choices,” the bartender said, and whirled away to mix their drinks.

Ashley glowered at Barb, who dug out her phone. “Listen, Barb, I’m sorry about this… Mark?” Barb nodded absently, and Ashley continued. “I’m sorry about Mark’s situation. I really am. But this is beyond the kind of adventure I’m looking for.”

“I have one final argument,” Barb said. “If you still say no, I’ll leave it be.” She swiped, tapped, swiped, and tapped again, finally bringing up her phone and stopping Ashley dead as she reached for her friend’s nearly-untouched first cocktail. Her lips parted at the sight of a shirtless young man standing poolside, his arm wrapped around a busty young woman in a one-piece. They were both laughing. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and well-muscled. Not exactly a six-pack, but only by degrees. His face was narrow and tall, his eyes with a natural squint to them. She’d be willing to bet he normally wore contacts or glasses out of the pool.

“Have coffee with him at my shop,” Barb said, a purr to her voice. “Ten minutes of talking. Just talking. I’m sure he’ll win you over.”

He was half Ashley’s damn age. Only a couple years older than Joshua. But it was the holidays, he was desperate, and if Barb vouched for him…

And those trunks were molded awfully close to what promised to be a terrific pair of thighs.

Fuck.

“First month’s rent, last month’s rent, in advance,” Ashley said. “And if he skips out, or if he wrecks the place, I’m holding you responsible. I want that in writing.”

“Done,” Barb said promptly. “Can I give him your number?”

“Yeah. When does he need to be out?”

“As fast as possible.”

Ashley groaned. “Set it up.”


Chapter 4

Mark couldn’t believe his luck. Going from a crappy two-bedroom house an hour drive from the college to this beautiful middle-class neighborhood in the heart of the New Bainbridge suburbs – and only a fifteen-minute drive to and from classes! – was incredible. It felt like he’d made it, only he hadn’t really done anything at all. His boss arranged for all this, and he couldn’t be any more grateful to her for it.

And his new landlord was nothing short of drool-worthy. He’d always found older women kind of hot, but Ashley was on another level, like a pinup model brought into the modern age. It took every bit of willpower he had not to stare at her big breasts when they met up at the coffee shop and worked out the details of this arrangement. But her face held his attention too, soft with cherubic cheeks and a cute dainty chin. Her plump lips looked so wet and kissable, and her dark eyes held the power of a lightning storm. She made him uncomfortably hard, so when she got up to leave first, he was grateful, and that included the view of her spectacular big curvy ass in her high-waisted jeans.

But now he was going to have to live with the woman. No hiding how she made him feel forever, he supposed.

The thought made Mark grin with abashedness, and he pulled up to the curb as directed. Barb was giving him a couple paid days off to get everything moved and to study for finals, with the promise that he was hers at the coffee shop until he graduated. He told her he’d love to stay on throughout grad school, if she’d have him, and she hugged him tight. Barb was pretty cool, easily the best boss he ever had. Not that he had a lot of them.

When he knocked on the front door, Ashley opened up in a cute pink sweater and dark jeans that hugged the swells of her hips nicely. One thing he found intensely attractive about her was the pooch to her fupa, something he’d never really thought about as being sexy before, but with Ashley Stratton, he wanted to run his tongue along it, to nuzzle his face into its softness, and then bring his lips lower, his tongue playing.

“Hi again, Ms. Stratton,” he said.

“Hi, Mark. Come on in.”

He did. The block was equally divided between one and two-story homes, all of which were nice but not particularly flashy. Ms. Stratton’s was a single-level home divided into two halves, with the guest and her son’s bedroom near the garage, and the master bedroom and bath on the other side of the house, with the kitchen, dining room, and living room dividing the two wings. It made for a natural way for them to split their living arrangement without bumping into each other too often.

And the rent was extremely right. She hadn’t known what to charge him, so she asked what he was paying now and they went with that. He couldn’t have paid much more than that, as his parents were already covering his first and last month’s rent as a Christmas present they really couldn’t afford. They worked it out that he’d repay them half when he could, and his parents gently told him they didn’t mind if he couldn’t pay it back right away. They knew he worked hard and he’d been caught in a bad situation.

The one thing Ms. Stratton warned him about was that she was a clean freak. She expected him to keep his bed made, laundry picked up, garbage emptied when necessary, and there would be no dishes left scattered around. He readily agreed to all of that, though he was sure he’d screw up sometimes. He wasn’t filthy, by any means, but he’d never paid too much attention to his clothes on the floor or the state of his bed.

The house was decorated nicely, with a comfortable, plush couch deep enough to nap on, a couple armchairs, and a big TV with a couple old game systems hooked up to it. He assumed those belonged to Joshua, Ashley’s son. She must have been watching TV, because there was a mug and a bowl of party mix on the coffee table, the mug on a coaster.

“I have your room ready and the bathroom’s done up. Joshua’s told me if you’re a game player to feel free to play his old consoles, but promises death if you save over his progress in Knife of Brontosaurus or something like that.”

She meant Knife of Brauntar, a roleplaying game, but nothing would have made him less sexy than to correct her, so he let it go.

“Noted. And tell him thanks. I’ll definitely check those out at some point.”

“And if you have games of your own, feel free to hook them up. Just please, remember my rule about bedtimes.” She winced. “That makes it sound so immature. You know what I mean.”

Mark smiled his best smile. “I know what you mean. And I won’t be any trouble. I’m not a partying type, or loud, or any of that. I just want to keep my head down and focus on college. I know you can’t trust me on that until I prove it, but it’s true. I won’t be a problem.”

She looked immensely relieved. “Good. Thanks. Um, okay, do you want to see your room or start hauling things in?”

“I think I’d better get everything hauled in before the snow makes it too hard to go back. I have one more carload to get.”

“Okay. Let me get my shoes and coat and I’ll help.”

“Oh, Ms. Stratton, you don’t need to do that.”

“It’s no trouble.” She hesitated, then seemed to decide on something. “And Ashley, please. I appreciate you showing me the respect, but let’s just go Ashley.”

“All right. I might slip up now and then but I’ll try to remember.”

Together, they made short work of his suitcase and boxes. That first load was his important stuff – his laptop bag, clothes, personal items, video game consoles, and the small TV he bought from a graduating friend one summer. They grabbed the last box of that load and he spent a moment closing the trunk before following her inside. In his bedroom, Mark nearly sucked in an audible breath when he saw her bent over, settling the box next to his bed. Her jeans stretched over her curvy ass, giving him a hell of a lesson in just how hard she must work at her lunges and squats.

He didn’t look away fast enough. Ashley glanced over her shoulder at him as he stood there a moment too long, and turned quickly towards him.

“Um. Shit. Sorry,” he said lamely. “You’re… a beautiful woman. I didn’t mean to stare but…”

Shut up, shut up, shut up, his brain shouted.

She blinked at that. “I’m twice your age.”

“Yeah. I… sorry. I should shut up now. I made this weird. But I might glance now and then. I’ll try not to, but… well.”

“Well,” she agreed, and was she blushing? She was. Huh.

“I babble a lot when I’m nervous.”

“I make you nervous?”

“A bit, yeah.”

The smile was unexpected and vanished fast, but it was there and he saw it. “Was that everything?”

“For this load.”

“Would it help if I drove behind you? Do you have enough stuff for two cars?”

“No, Just one more, I think. I’m pretty sure. You don’t need to help me with my load.” He blanched, and his eyes went huge. “Oh my God, that sounded wrong. Uh… uh… I can handle my load…”

Shut. UP!

“…of stuff.” He held a hand to his forehead. “Jesus, what did I just say?”

But to his surprise, Ashley chuckled. “Wow. I kinda want to keep needling you just to see how far this goes. So, your load isn’t big?” She tutted. “But I suppose that makes it easier to fit in my… space.”

Mark felt some of the nervousness vanish, and he grinned in response. “Thanks. Sorry. I was drowning there.”

“I think you’re still barely treading water, but as far as a first impression, at least it’s memorable. We’ll both have a story.”

“That’s true. Uh. Be back soon?”

There was a “come again” joke on the tip of Mark’s tongue but he wasn’t quite there yet with Ashley. Her eyes sparkled as she gestured towards the door, and he went.

* * *

It didn’t take Mark long to get his stuff situated, save for his books, which had to stay in their box for now until he could find a cheap bookshelf for them. There was one at the old house that belonged to Ashton that he was pretty certain the other guy wouldn’t be coming back for, but he didn’t want any reason for that asshole to step back into his life again.

Once Mark finished, he stepped out, and Ashley paused the TV show she was watching, an old hourlong comedy. “My mom loves that show,” he said.

“Oh God, don’t say that,” Ashley said. “I’m going to regret asking, but how old is she?”

“Um. Forty-five?”

She grabbed a throw pillow and buried her face into it. “My roommate has a mom eight years older than me,” she said.

“Room’s situated. Do you mind if I put my laundry soap in the laundry room?”

“No, of course not.” She stood up and joined him as he headed back for his room. “Oops, I shouldn’t peek. That would be rude of me.”

“I don’t have anything to hide, unless you crack my laptop’s password. Oh, oh oh oh, Internet, right.” He dug in his pocket and produced his wallet. “Sixty, right?”

“Yeah, that’ll do it.”

He handed over three twenties he’d just gotten from an ATM the day before. She took them, and her eyes wandered the room. “It looks good,” she said.

“Thanks. If you hear of anyone looking to get rid of a small bookshelf or something I can use to arrange my books, let me know.”

“I will. What do you read?”

“A lot of sci-fi and fantasy. Halfway through Petra Laramie’s Bone Bullet series.”

“I don’t think I’ve heard of her.”

Mark went to the box of books and began hunting through them. “She’s an independent writer and isn’t big yet, but I think she will be. Her writing’s really good, but she could use an editor. It’s like a fantasy novel and an old noir film had a baby. Really fun stuff. Dark and gritty but the female main character is relentless and really cool.”

“That sounds interesting. My book club started me on romantasy a couple years ago and I’m hooked on fantasy novels now.”

“That’s awesome,” Mark said, and glanced over his shoulder right at the perfect moment to catch her staring at his ass. Mirroring his earlier horror, her eyes widened and looked anywhere but at him. He didn’t know what to do about that, so he pulled the book free. “This is the first in the series I was talking about.”

He handed it over, and she read the back cover, then the first page. “This looks good. Can I borrow it? I’m doing this whole thing where I’m trying to get out of my comfort zones and my habits. My last boyfriend said… it doesn’t matter what he said. I’m trying to branch out, that’s all.”

“Um. Sure. Feel free to borrow any of my books.”

“Thanks.”

There was a moment of awkward silence, and hen he said, “Well, if it’s all right by you, I’m going to go buy some groceries. I was so nervous this morning I haven’t had anything to eat all day.”

“Nervous? Because of me?”

“I thought you’d change your mind. Couch surfing with friends doesn’t appeal to me, especially during my last semester of undergrad work. Or I thought I’d screw this up somehow. You know?”

Ashley nodded. “Well, look, I know I said I wasn’t going to babysit you, but I’m hungry too and there’s no need to go out in this snow. Goulash sound good to you?”

“Sounds great. Can I help in any way?”

“I appreciate the offer but if I’m cooking, I like to be the one and only. You can help clean up if that works.”

“Sure.”

“But come keep me company. Tell me about yourself.”

He did, and it was shockingly easy to open up to her. Mark kept to the opposite side of the kitchen island while she worked, telling Ashley about how he planned to be a professor in computer science, how he liked coding but liked the idea of teaching more. And too about his days playing soccer in high school and how he was a walk-on his freshman year for track and field in college, but got tired of trying to make the schedule work with his education.

“A part-time job, sports, classes, I was pulled in too many directions. I liked running but it wasn’t my everything, you know? There wasn’t a career there. And besides, I could still work out with the team even if I didn’t play.”

“That’s certainly working for you.” She froze and looked up sharply at him from the hamburger she was browning. “I mean, um… you seem to have kept up with it.”

Mark grinned, loving that Ashley was as flustered as he was. This was getting more and more interesting by the minute. “Thanks. But what about you? What do you do for work?”

She told him about her job for the dog food company, and about her son Joshua, who was attending college pretty close by. “But not so close I can drive there every week and annoy him,” she said glumly. “Your parents must hate how far you are.”

“Oh definitely. My freshman year, Mom must have asked me a half-dozen times if I wasn’t sure State was a better option.”

“I hear that. Do you get homesick?”

“Not so much anymore, but at first, oh yeah, definitely. I’d never driven in a city this big, and my first week, I nearly got in a wreck. I thought screw it, I’m not cut out for a city this big. But then I told that story to a girl in my freshman math class and she showed me the ropes.”

“And did you two date?”

“For a while.”

“What happened, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“She liked to party and that wasn’t really my scene. I mean, I liked a good party, don’t get me wrong, but with her, it was a every-chance-she-got thing. It worked out.”

Talk shifted back and forth like that, Ashley seeming to relax by the minute. The food was excellent, basic, filling, and tasty. She offered him a glass of wine with dinner, and they ended up polishing off a bottle. Not quite enough to get drunk, but enough that the glances at each other grew exponentially with each sip.

As he was cleaning up, he finally noticed the Christmas tree all lit up in the living room, and the lights twinkling outside. “Your Christmas decorations look great,” he said.

“I’ve barely started compared to the rest of the block. Have you seen the street at night yet?”

“I haven’t.”

She grinned and pushed off the counter where she’d been watching him – and his butt in his jeans. He was sure of that now, as strange as that seemed. His hot MILF of a landlord was now openly eyeing him, and he thought – hoped – this was all leading to some fun somewhere down the line.

“Forget about the dishes for now. Grab your coat. We’re taking a walk.”

He did that, and they stepped out the front door into Christmas wonderland. “Holy shit,” Mark breathed. “Uh, sorry.”

“Don’t be. I don’t mind a little swearing. And it’s a totally appropriate response. It’s what I said last year when everyone had their lights up.”

Almost every house on the street was lit up so brightly a plane overhead might have thought there was a wildfire. Cars were lined up down the block, kids hanging out the windows, waving at a figure far down the street in a Santa suit, grabbing his belly and shouting, “Ho ho ho, merry Christmas!”

“This is amazing,” Mark said, turning around to take in more blocks of lights and decorations, then turning back to the Santa Claus.

“Isn’t it? That’s Thomas down there playing Santa, and his wife Emmanuelle should be… yeah, that’s her, coming out of the house.”

A woman joined Santa dressed in her own gorgeous Mrs. Claus outfit, the two kissing before Mrs. Claus started waving at cars too. Ashley and Mark walked in that direction as Ashley talked.

“Thomas and his first wife Cara, they weren’t the first on this street to go all out with decorations, but they took the ball and ran with it. And they bought that silly suit and he started coming out to greet the kids every weekend from Black Friday until Christmas. And sometimes weeknights like tonight.”

“That’s incredible,” Mark said.

“But then she passed, and Christmas on the street kinda died with her. We all loved her so much and it didn’t feel like the holidays around here without her. But Thomas’s second wife, Emmanuelle, convinced him to come back from the brink. They started up the tradition again and the whole street joined in.”

“That’s a great story.”

“The best story.” She waved at a couple on their front porch, holding travel mugs and watching the Santa and Mrs. Claus show. “That’s Emmanuelle’s parents there, Tia and Curtis.”

“Must be nice to have them close like that.”

“And it’s nice for them to have her so close. I miss Josh so much this time of the year. I know he’s doing the right thing going to college but I miss decorating with him. I have so much more stuff I want to put out this year but without him, I just don’t have the spirit.” She sighed and twirled in place, looking all around them with a smile. “But I am being a downer and this is not a night for that. I love this street. I’ll never leave here, if I can help it. It’s a community. People helping each other, people hurting when someone else is hurting, people lifting each other up.”

Mark looked over at her and held her eyes. In a tone far huskier than he intended, he said, “Then I’m a lucky guy to move here. Thanks again, Ashley.”

She held his gaze too, and to his surprise, her hand went to his, tentative, shaking just a little. “Come on,” she said. “It’s cold and I want to go warm up.”

“What did you have in mind?”

Her smile widened, and he followed her through the snow back to her house, neither of them noticing the eyes on them, the whispers on the street already starting.

* * *

Ashley grabbed him by the collar of his coat with one hand while she closed and locked the door behind him with the other. “This is crazy, this is crazy, this is crazy,” she whispered.

He leaned down and kissed her plump lips, desperate to quiet her before she convinced herself not to go through with this. She tasted like their meal, the garlic thick on her breath, but he was sure his tasted the same. His hands went to the zipper of her stylish puffy coat and he tugged it down. She did a cute little foot hop as she kicked off her boots, and he did the same, his sneakers hitting an end table.

“Sorry,” he said, grinning.

“God, that smile… you must clean up at college,” Ashley said.

“I do okay,” he said, tugging her coat off her shoulders and dropping it to the ground. She grabbed one of his hands and planted it on her thick, juicy ass and he pulled in tight, kissing her harder, grunting against her lips. “Fuck, Ashley, you’re hot. I love this ass.”

“I’ve seen you looking all day.”

“Guilty. But I’ve seen you looking too.” And with that, he took her hand and planted it on his ass.

“Oh God, you’re my son’s age. This is a mistake, this is a mistake…”

His voice went low and throaty again as he brought his lips to hers once more. “Tell me no and we’ll stop.”

She seemed to think about it but when he squeezed her ass harder, she crushed her lips to his. “Fuck it,” she gasped. “Barb told me to be more spontaneous. This… this is as spontaneous as it gets.” With that, she pulled him deeper into the house. “Oh God, oh fuck, you’re so… so… handsome.”

“Coming from a woman as beautiful as you…” He never got to finish that sentence. Ashley shoved her tongue into his mouth, making a keening noise of need. His hands went to her top and pulled it free of her jeans, the sweater coming up and over her soft stomach, her stretch marks drawing his curiosity. He’d explore them later, he promised himself. For now, he wanted those big tits freed, and so did she. She helped him, yanking the sweater up and over her head, letting her blonde hair fall in messy waves across her face and chest. He swept a hand through it and brushed it away from her face before staring down at her tits in her lacy black bra, the underwire pushing them up for his inspection. Young and naïve though Mark might be, he knew she wasn’t wearing that without a little hope that this was happening, and it stroked his ego.

“Fuck, Ashley, Jesus,” he moaned, and reached around her to undo the clasp of her bra and make her tits spill free. He bent to suck at one of her big pink nipples, the areola as wide as a coffee mug. He fucking loved it, the motherliness of her, the signs she’d once given birth, the big nipples, the stretch marks. Without realizing he was doing it, he pushed her back to the couch and she fell onto it, gripping his head and pulling him tighter to her breast while he sucked and licked around her nipple.

“Yessss,” she moaned, “suck my tits, baby, suck my big tits, they’re yours tonight.”

Mark moaned around her nipple and sucked harder, loving how the thick nubs hardened so fast for him. His hand went to her jeans and between her legs, making her gasp and spread her legs for him as he repositioned himself on the couch to better suck her tit and rub her pussy through the denim.

“Oh God, Mark, Mark, mmm, fuck, keep doing that…”

He had no intention of stopping. Still sucking on her big breast, he moved his hand across her thick mound and what promised to be a big ripe pussy. Her knees spread as wide as she could make them and she sank lower on the couch, head rolling back against the leather, her eyes closing.

“Right there, ohhhhh, rub my clit and my pussy just like that, mmm, little harder, yes, oh fuck, yes, yes, yes!” she cried out. “Oh God, you young fucking stud, you’re going to make me come, going to make me come so fast, oh, ohhhhh, ohhhh!”

Her back stiffened and she fell quiet for a second before gasping out a breath. Her hands went to his face and she pulled him up to kiss her. He devoured her lips, straddling her waist, his cock a pipe between them.

“Clothes,” she said.

“Right, yeah,” Mark said, scrambling off her. But when he went to undo his jeans, she leaned forward, a hungry look in her eyes.

“If this is half as big as it looks,” Ashley muttered, and she divested him of his jeans, tugging them down along with his boxers. “Holy shit, Mark.”

His cock pointed upwards towards her face, the tip gleaming with precome. She took him in both hands, staring gobsmacked at the size of him. But she snapped out of it fast, and swirled her tongue around his tip, making him jump.

“Jesus, Ashley,” he groaned.

It was as if she was trying to convince herself not to stop, the way she dove so eagerly down on his cock. If his pleasure wasn’t so immediate and all-consuming, he might have stopped to wonder if this was what she really wanted, if she was ready for this. But he was young and eager and wanted nothing so much as those luscious lips around him, those cheeks hollowing, her tongue against his base doing warm wet things to him that had him arching up on his feet.

“Jesus, fuck, Ashley, keep doing that with your tongue, fuck…”

She chuckled throatily and sucked him down even harder, letting her tongue do the bulk of the work, showing off for him. He’d never had such a hot blowjob before, and when she began to stroke his base with her hands, he knew he wasn’t going to last long. She used the spittle she left on his cock to jerk him fast into her mouth, hands whirring along his shaft. One of them went to his balls and slid between them, adding a little pressure and making him jump. He’d never had that part of him teased before and it made him moan.

“Fuck, oh fuck, whatever that is you’re doing, shit, that’s good.”

She grinned and pulled back kissing his tip. “Then you’re going to love this.”

And with that, Ashley drove back down his length, still stroking his base, still teasing his balls with one finger, but her mouth? Her mouth drove down his cock, inch after inch of him – until he hit the back of her throat.

“Jesus, fuck, Ashley, oh shit, oh shit, that’s fucking amazing.”

She winked up at him even as tears started to well in her eyes from need of air. She pulled back and took him deep again. And again. It was too much. “Ashley,” he warned. “I’m gonna come if you keep doing that.” So she did it again, his precome-coated tip hitting her tonsils over and over, and he gripped her by the shoulder, trying not to buck into her, trying to keep control as his balls surged, his release on him. “Ash… Ashley, fuck, fuck, fuck, coming!”

To his utter shock, she didn’t pull back, but held him deep, letting his come rocket out of him and hit the back of her throat. She swallowed, swallowed, swallowed, and finally pulled back to his tip to let the last couple shots arc across her tongue. She showed him the pearls, then closed her mouth and swallowed.

“Fuck,” he groaned, then he dropped, pushing her back and spreading her legs wide again. She undid the button on her jeans fast, and lifted her butt up so he could help her tug them down.

“That was the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever experienced,” he said. “Now it’s my turn.”

Her thong outlined her thick full pussy lips, holding him rapt before he tugged that down too. She must have lasered or waxed recently, because her skin was smooth and hairless, the ripe lips begging for his attention, for his tongue. Mark wanted her coming on his mouth and he wanted it right the fuck now, so he dove in, driving his tongue deep inside Ashley, loving the musk of her, the reminder she was a woman twice the age of anyone else he’d ever fucked. His hands rose to her breasts instinctually and she moaned as he squeezed them, muttering against her pussy, “Fuck, you taste good,” and then zeroing in on her big prominent clit and its hood, lashing his tongue against it, making her cry out.

“Oh God, oh fuck, Mark!”

The words sent him into a mindless frenzy. He sucked and licked her clit exclusively, making her drive her hips up at him, ass rising and falling against the leather, making it squeak in a way they would have laughed about if they both weren’t so intent on her orgasm. Her hand fell to her mound, to her pussy, and she spread herself wider for his tongue, rocking hard up at him, her eyes closing, her jaw dropping.

“Oh God, oh God, oh God, like that, j-just like that, please don’t stop, Mark, ohhh, ohhhh!”

Those words and her reaction sent him stiffening again but he ignored his hardon, too devoted to Ashley in that moment to even notice. Her glistening clit throbbed for him as he flicked it, sucked it. Her wet pussy dragged across the leather, leaving a gleaming trail as she rocked back and forth, up and down. Her cry of release filled the house.

“Mark, oh, ohhhhh, fuck, I’m coming, ahhhh, ahhhh, ohhhhh, God!”

She came, her head dipping to her chest, her hands clawing at the leather. He dropped his own to her pussy to spread her wide like she’d done and taste her glistening wet walls, driving his tongue deep inside her. He chased it with two fingers, then three when he found her ready for it, staring up at her as she came back down, eyes opening, focusing on him.

“Faster,” she begged him, “fuck me with those fingers, oh God, yes, just like that.”

“I can’t wait to fuck you,” he growled.

“Yesss, fuck me, bring me that big dick and stick it inside me, mmm…”

“Not yet.”

“Maaark,” she whined.

“Not until I’ve made you come again on my fingers and my tongue. Then I want you on top of me so I can watch that ass as you fuck me.”

“Yesss, oh shit, oh, you’re going to fill me up, mmm, I’m clean, I’m clean, but I’m not on the pill, you have, you have to…”

“I’ll pull out,” he promised her.

She nodded. “Because I could get p-pregnant, fuck, oh fuck, those fingers, oh, OH!” The last came out as a strangled cry. He twisted his hand inside her, a trick a girl his freshman year of college taught him. Ashley’s G-spot was so easy to find because her body told him exactly when he stroked just the right spot, her hips clapping together against his palm, her breath hitching.

“Oh, oh fuck, how are you this young and this good, oh, oh my God, oh, oh Mark, please, use that tongue on me again, I’m close, I’m so close.”

He angled himself so he could do just that, pistoning his fingers back and forth across her spot and lapping at her wet folds. Ashley’s hand shot for his shoulder, gripping it so tight he’d feel a sting from her fingernail marks when he took a shower later. But in the moment, he barely noticed the flash of heat, the pain. All he cared about was her pleasure, and he gave it to her again.

“Maaaaark! So… good!” she cried out. Never had he taken such savage pleasure at a woman’s orgasms before, but he’d made this MILF goddess come twice, and Ashley looked desperate for more.

He climbed up her body as she mewled her pleasure, her eyes dazed. She offered him a hand and he pulled her upright, moving with her. “I want you,” he growled.

“I’m yours,” she said breathlessly. She pushed him down to the spot she’d just occupied on the couch, and whipped around, her big juicy ass to him. She stared over her shoulder at him as she straddled his lap, grinding on his hard length as she watched his reaction.

“Fuuuuck,” he groaned. “Ashley, you’re so goddamn hot, so fucking beautiful.”

“Warn me when you’re close,” she said, and with that, Mark reached between them and pressed his head to her entrance. She gripped his thighs, and lowered herself onto him, filling herself with him, head facing forward again. Her pussy throbbed around him, not as tight as the girls his age, but then again, she could also take every fucking inch of him, an amazing feat, And she did, going for broke fast, dropping onto him and rising up only to take him deep, bouncing on his cock straight from the start, head tilting to one side.

“Fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck, that’s so big, so fucking big,” she cried out.

He gripped her waist and met her thrusts, glad he’d come once, because the sight of her thick ass rippling against him surely would have set him off again. The hottest woman he’d ever met, a true MILF, was fucking herself on his dick hours after he moved in. Just hours. And he had at least six months of this to look forward to.

“Ashley, fuck, that ass, God, I love that ass bouncing on me.”

“Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck,” she said happily, the rhythm tied to her dropping onto his cock again and again and again. She stopped to grind on him, rocking her ass in a circle. At that angle, he must have been hitting her spot just right, her head dipping forward, her body shaking, pussy clenching at him.

“So young, so good, oh oh oh,” she whimpered. “How can it be this good, oh my God, Mark you’re going to make me come again so fast, baby, just stay like that, just let me fuck myself on you…”

“Ashley,” he groaned, and he was getting there too, his hands going to her tits, cupping them, gripping them. She grabbed his hands, squeezing them as her head came up, her butt rocking faster on him. If she didn’t get off soon, he was going to be in serious danger of coming inside her.

Pregnant. You could get me pregnant.

Oh God, why did that thought turn him on so powerfully? A flash of her with a round belly crossed his mind, her tits even bigger than they were now, nipples dripping milk.

“Ashley,” he warned again. “I… I…”

“Just… just hold on, just, I’m right there, I’m right there, oh, oh Mark, hang on for me, mmmmm, fuuuuck!”

She quivered on him, and his cock throbbed hard now, his release close. He gritted his teeth, holding on, willing her to come down fast, and she twisted her head, and he kissed her, holding on, holding back, unsure how but he kissed her until he finally said, “Ashley, I’m going to come, I’m too close…”

“Inside me,” she gasped, “I want to feel it inside me, I need to feel it, ohhhhh!”

She kissed him again, and he lost the battle to hold back, erupting inside her, knowing he shouldn’t, knowing what this could mean, but unable to help volley after volley after volley of his come filling her up as she ground against him, cooing against his lips.

Ashley twisted and kissed him, her eyes dancing, her hand rising to his cheek but faltering when she saw his look of dazed fear.

“I… I… oh shit, I came in you,” he said. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I tried to warn you, but…”

“What did I do? What did I just do?” she asked, and shot up off him. “Oh my God. Oh my God. I just… I just had sex with a guy my son’s age. Oh shit.”

“I…”

She shook her head. “I let you… I. I’m such a whore. I’m sorry. I…” She choked on a cry, and rushed for her side of the house and her bedroom.

Mark sat back, stunned, horrified, and beneath all that, still wildly turned on.


Chapter 5

Ashley barely slept that night. Waves of shame and lust fought for control inside her. She couldn’t believe she had sex with Mark just hours after he moved in. Let him come inside her. So many mistakes. He was twenty-two. Fifteen years younger than she was. She was in high school when he was born.

“I was in high school when he was born,” she wailed into the pillow she held against her face.

But the sex. Oh God, the sex!

Her ex-husband and Joshua’s father Vaughn had been good in bed, so good that she let him talk her into letting him finish inside her at a wild party. Funny how the night before mirrored the mistake that changed her life, only this time, she was the one who didn’t let her partner pull out, begging for Mark to come inside her like a cheap, desperate whore. She cried at that thought, and for the emptiness between her legs where the echo of him pounding up into her still resided in the oh-so-good soreness.

But even Vaughn on his best day couldn’t match up to Mark. The staying power, the skill with his tongue and fingers, and then the fucking. Jesus. That he was handsome, she’d known. That he was hung was a delight. But the sex had been mind-altering, the kind of thing that left her a drooling, happy mess. Even after she fled the living room, she held out more than a little hope Mark would kick down her bedroom door and fuck her senseless again, come in her again, make her scream her pleasure again.

How could she deal with that and live with him? She couldn’t sleep with him again. Couldn’t. Wouldn’t. Shouldn’t have in the first place.  Ashley couldn’t even blame the wine. She’d barely drank enough to get tipsy and their short walk in the brisk cold sobered her right up. No, she’d wanted last night. Wanted that fat cock filling her up, potentially making her pregnant. Pregnant, at thirty-six, with her college-aged renter’s baby.

She flew off the bed and rushed for the bathroom, hot tears of shame falling down her face as she fought back the urge to throw up. “I’m a whore,” she whispered to the woman in the mirror.

At least work would keep her away from home. She showered and took her time getting ready, hoping to avoid Mark altogether. But just as she emerged from her bedroom in the day’s skirt and sweater, she heard the kitchen sink run and froze, trying to think of a way to sneak by him and not be noticed.

I want to feel it inside me.

Her thighs involuntarily pressed together and she nearly gasped her need of him again. Try as she might not to consciously admit how good the night before really was, her body couldn’t help a purr of desire. She could practically feel the smack of her skin against him as she dropped onto him over and over and over again.

After a deep breath, Ashley headed for the kitchen, intent on telling him good morning and then fleeing as fast as humanly possible.

And good Christ, Mark was shirtless. Because of course he was. Maybe she could tongue his muscles just for a minute or two, just to alleviate some of the itching inside her for more.

No. No!

“Good morning,” she said, a note of false cheer to her voice.

“Um. Hey,” he said, not quite meeting her eyes. “I was just, uh, finishing the dishes from last night. I wasn’t entirely sure how to start your dishwasher.”

“Oh. Two buttons on the far right.”

“These two?” he asked.

“Yes. Left, then right.”

He pushed them, and the dishwasher started. “Guess I should have waited until you ate breakfast, huh?” he asked, grinning sheepishly. “Um. Listen, about last night, I-”

“I really don’t think it’s a good idea we do that again.”

“Oh.”

“I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t get your hopes up. I just… it was…”

“We were drinking,” he offered lamely.

“Yeah. It was a mistake.”

“I’m sorry too. I shouldn’t have-”

“Let’s just… move on and not talk about that either. It’s best we go back to the renter-rentee thing. And… um… maybe you should put on a shirt in the mornings. I… yeah.”

Mark’s jaw shifted. He was clearly unhappy, but he nodded. “Okay. Yeah. I’ll go put one on right now. I… uh… I had a bowl of cereal earlier. I’ll… we’ll figure out the grocery thing tonight.”

“I might be kind of late coming home. Just… just leave me a list of what groceries you want and I’ll pick them up next time I’m at the store. I’ll have the receipt split up, and…” She swallowed. “I should get to work. Busy day.”

“Ashley, I…”

Finally she looked up at him. So handsome. So heartbroken. Oh God, she wanted to fall to her knees and nuzzle his cock and make it all up to him, but she couldn’t, she couldn’t, it was so wrong to want him this much, to have felt a connection so strong it left her a little breathless and that was even before the sex.

“It was my fault,” she said. “All of it. My fault.”

“No, I don’t think that at all.”

“But it was. Have a good day, Mark. I need to go.”

* * *

After work, Ashley’s friend Emmanuelle opened the door to her, smiling broadly and bouncing her little girl in her arms. They were already trying for their second, Thomas hoping for a boy, Emmanuelle another little girl. With a look of mad glee in her eyes when they went out for drinks once, Emmanuelle said they were open to marital negotiations for more. Lots more.

“Ashley, hey! You okay? You sounded so sad on the phone.”

Ashley nodded, then a wave of heat hit her eyes and she sobbed out, “I can’t go home!”

“What? Why?”

“B-b-because I slept with the college guy renting my room!”

“Ohhh damn,” Thomas said from deeper in the house. “I’ll get the wine.”

Emmanuelle half-turned to him, still looking at Ashley, “Honey, this might call for you to go over to Dex’s and play some games or go hit the gym or something.”

Ashley swiped at her eyes. “Sorry, Tom. But I really need to talk to someone.”

“Understood,” he said. “Should I send Clarice and Phoebe over here too?”

Emmanuelle gave Ashley a questioning look. She nodded again, this time more hesitantly.

“I’ll tell them it’s a wine and chocolate emergency,” he said. He fetched his coat, slipped it on, and kissed both women’s cheeks before heading out into the slowly falling snow.

Emmanuelle guided Ashley to a chair. Ashley held out her arms and Emmanuelle handed over little Mari, snoozing away. “Let’s wait for Clarice and Phoebe for you to tell me what’s going on. But Thomas is right, I think this calls for some drinks. Wine or something harder?”

“Wine is fine. Are you drinking with me?”

“In spirit. My doctor told me not to drink even if I’m not pregnant yet.”

“Oh. That’s smart. I m-m-might be pregnant too.” Emmanuelle gaped at her. “I… maybe didn’t let him pull out when he was close.”

“You know what? I think even my doctor would say this is a time for a glass of wine.”

Emmanuelle went into the kitchen and brought back two bottles of wine and four glasses. Then she went back for some cheese, a bowl of party mix, and slices of pumpkin bread she made that weekend. By the time she emerged with the tray in hand, there was a knock at the door, and lovely Clarice and Phoebe let themselves in, stomping snow off their adorable fur snow boots.

Clarice had just given birth in October, and Phoebe soon after. Phoebe had never gained a lot of baby weight, being tall and thin and carrying her little boy low on her body. She still had stretch marks and some extra mom weight but to look at her in her sweater and jeans, no one would have ever guessed it. Clarice was slim too but curvier than Phoebe and had retained more of her baby weight, giving her a soft lovely glow and a fullness to her cheeks that complemented her kind face well. Like Emmanuelle, they were talking about going for more kids, though they weren’t in as big a rush as Emmanuelle and Thomas. Two crying infants was enough to give them pause for a year or two, but Ashley knew Phoebe in particular was eager for another child.

“What’s going on?” Clarice asked. “Thomas said you had some relationship drama you wanted to talk to us about?”

Phoebe held up a plastic-wrapped plate. “I brought candy and fudge.”

“Good, because this is a five-alarm snack emergency from the sounds of it,” Emmanuelle said.

“Uh oh,” Clarice said, taking a seat close to Ashley and taking her hand. “What is it, hon? What’s happening?”

It all spilled out of Ashley in a disorganized flood of words. She started by blurting that she slept with the twenty-two-year-old renting from her, then had to backtrack to the fact that she had a renter now, then backtracked further to tell Barb’s part in the story. In a distant way, it struck her as ironic to be such an organized person but also be utterly incapable of telling a coherent story in a structured way.

But they were among her closest friends, and Phoebe had known her for years by that point. While Emmanuelle and Clarice shared a baffled look, Phoebe recapped. “You were feeling down about Damon telling you that you weren’t spontaneous enough, so you decided to take a chance when Barb recommended you rent out your spare bedroom to this young man, and then you…”

“Jumped on him like a desperate, horny skank,” Ashley said, and downed what remained of her third glass of wine.

“It’s kind of hot,” Emmanuelle said. “A forbidden age gap Christmas romance.”

“There was no romance,” Ashley said. “It was ‘how do you do, are you situated okay, would you mind if I ride you on the couch until I scream your name?’”

“Wait, was it really that good?” Clarice asked, sitting forward and grinning. A piece of peanut butter fudge in her hand had been long forgotten about, as captivated as she was by the story.

“Seriously, best sex of my life good,” Ashley said. “He looks nerdy and he kind of is one, but when the clothes came off, he knew exactly what he was doing.”

“Details,” Phoebe said, snatching up a piece of cheddar and nibbling at it.

“We went for a walk and saw you and Thomas out doing your Santa and Mrs. Claus thing. Your parents too. And we got to talking and I realized, I want him, I really wanted him, like if I didn’t get him between my thighs I was going to explode want him. So I told him we should go back to the house and warm up.”

“And you did,” Emmanuelle said.

“Oh yeah. Right there in the living room. I went down on him, he went down on me, and he made it so good. He’d been staring at my ass all day-”

“It’s such a nice ass,” Phoebe said.

“Thank you. Anyway, I rode him that way, my butt to him, and I couldn’t stop. Even when he told me he was close, it was like, uh uh, you’re putting every drop inside me. The s-s-same mistake I made t-twenty years ago with Vaughn.”

“Joshua’s dad?” Clarice asked Phoebe, who nodded. “What happened there, if you don’t mind me asking?”

Ashley dabbed at her tears with a tissue from a box of them on the table. “It was high school. We were dating. I didn’t really love him and I know he didn’t love me, but he was a charming guy and he convinced me to let him finish in me without a condom. We were at a party and we were both drunk, and, well… Joshua was the result. I’m terrible for saying it was a mistake. Josh isn’t, but you know, being seventeen and pregnant isn’t exactly ideal.”

“Sure,” Clarice said. “I understand completely. No judgment. And you know I’ve fallen for the wrong guy too.”

Ashley nodded. The year before, Clarice left her boyfriend when he went into a rage on Thanksgiving. She wound up with Phoebe and Dex, entering into a loving three-way relationship, so it worked out for her, but she had to experience a lot of pain to get there.

“Did this Mark talk you into this? Is he dangerous to have around?” Emmanuelle asked.

“No. It was me. And I’m not covering for him. It really was a case of me dragging him home and throwing myself at him. But God, he’s handsome. I never went for the nerdy types in school but he really makes it work. And I think he’s genuinely a nice guy, but I barely know him.”

“So get to know him,” Phoebe said.

“To what end? A relationship?”

“Sure. If he’s this good in bed and a nice guy too, why not?”

Ashley gaped at her. “Because I’m nearly forty! He’s twenty-two!”

Emmanuelle couldn’t help a grin. “How terrible.” She was herself more than a decade younger than Thomas. They started dating when she was only twenty-four, and she got pregnant and they married shortly thereafter.

“I don’t mean… it’s not… you were very mature for twenty-two. This guy’s still in college. And will be for quite a while.”

“Well, yeah,” Clarice said. “But you said he’s going for a doctorate, right? Then he’s got a good future ahead of him.”

“Sure, but… ugh, you three were supposed to be my cheerleader squad for not sleeping with him again.”

“You’ve got a young hung stud ready to fuck your brains out living under the same roof as you,” Phoebe said. “We feel terrible for you, we really do.”

That made Clarice giggle, and Ashley glared death at her. “I threw myself at him. I took advantage of him. When he told me several  times he was about to come, I ignored him and stayed right on top of him. And then this morning I didn’t know how to deal with him so I didn’t. But I did tell him we shouldn’t have done that and we should go back to being a landlord and a renter. Because I’m not sleeping with him again.” At their looks, she snapped, “I’m not! What would Joshua think? Mark is only three years older!”

“Knowing Josh?” Phoebe asked. “He’d probably fist-bump you.”

“I…” Ashley frowned. Phoebe was undeniably right on that front.

“We need to meet Mark,” Emmanuelle said.

“We do,” Clarice said. “We need to get to know him before we can help you win him over.”

“I don’t want to win him over! I… I don’t know what I want but it’s not that.”

“Oh honey, of course not,” Phoebe said, and patted her knee.

“God, you three are the worst,” Ashley said, snatching up a chocolate-covered pretzel and chomping down on it.

“It’s too bad the weather’s supposed to be bad all through the weekend,” Clarice said. “It would be fun to take him to the Snow Drop like last year.”

“Oh, that was so much fun. And so sweet,” Emmanuelle said. “You two and Dex were adorable giving each other little side-eye looks and smiles. It really would be the perfect place for us to get this Mark guy alone and figure out what his intentions are.”

“His what?” Ashley asked.

But they ignored her. “Hang on,” Clarice said. “I think I have an idea. And we won’t have to travel at all.”

“Christmas party?” Phoebe asked.

“No, but close. What about all of us joining Emmanuelle and Thomas and doing some caroling for all the people coming to look at the lights Friday or Saturday night? Then we could do dinner and drinks? Or maybe even during.”

“Oh my God, that’s perfect,” Emmanuelle said, and Phoebe nodded enthusiastically.

Ashley wanted to grump about it, but she honestly liked the idea. Not so much because her friends would get to know Mark, but because she loved the idea of the block caroling and getting together like that. She sighed. “Yeah. It does sound like fun.”

“Yeah?” Clarice asked, bouncing in her chair.

“Yeah.”


Chapter 6

“What’s up, dude?” Sadie asked.

Mark focused on her instead of the salad he’d been poking at for the last minute. His stromboli remained untouched on his plate, and she took half of it now without asking, a habit of hers that used to drive him crazy.

They were seated together at one of the college’s cafeteria. Though both of them lived off-campus, current students could get a meal there for a price that was slightly below what they’d pay for one of the restaurants within walking distance of classes. Usually Mark either brought a lunch or skipped the meal entirely, but that day Sadie wanted to treat so he gamely went with.

“What do you mean?”

Around a bite of his stromboli, she said, “You’ve been zoning the last week. How’s the new place?”

“It’s great. Yeah. It’s really great. On paper I’m just renting a room but it’s more space than I had before and I get my own bathroom, so… yeah.” He tried to smile, and his gaze fell to his salad again until she snapped her fingers in front of his face.

“Come on. Something’s bothering you.”

He sighed. “It’s my landlord.”

“Is she a weirdo?”

“No, no. She’s cool. And beautiful and… shit. We kinda hooked up the night I moved in.”

She set down the sandwich and held up a hand. “High five. Respect.”

His grin coming a little more naturally, he returned the high five. “It might have been a mistake? I don’t know. I really liked her, and given the way she came onto me, I thought she liked me too, but I fucked it up. I… accidentally came inside her.”

“Oh shit,” Sadie said, frowning. “Tell me everything.”

So he did, their food forgotten about as he told her about vibing with Ashley, then their hookup, the fire between the two of them, the finish. “I tried to warn her, I really did, at least twice. But I couldn’t hold on and she told me… you know, to come inside her.”

“That doesn’t sound like your fault,” Sadie said.

“But the way she ran out of there afterward and the cold shoulder she’s been giving me ever since, it has to be that. I don’t understand what I did otherwise.”

She finally picked up his stromboli again and bit into it, thinking about that. “It’s probably something else,” she said. “Maybe it doesn’t have anything to do with you. She’s got a kid our age, right?”

“He’s not a kid, but yeah, he’s nineteen.”

“Maybe it’s as simple as her realizing how weird that is.”

He thought about that. “Yeah, maybe.”

“All right, look, Mark, I don’t know her at all but I know you. Coming inside her is crazy but she was the one who didn’t want you to use protection and she was the one who kept riding you until you unloaded.”

“Unloaded?”

She waved the stromboli at him. “I know you better than just about anyone, I’d say. I know you’re one of the best guys I’ve ever slept with. If I was into the whole monogamy thing, I’d probably tie you down until I got you to a church.”

“Thanks. I think I’m touched. Maybe.”

“Welcome. My point is-”

“Quit talking with your mouth full. I can’t understand you.”

She swallowed. “Already taking back the nice guy thing. My point is, whatever’s going on probably doesn’t have as much to do with you as you think. She hooked up with a guy her son’s age. Her renter. She made you come inside her. That’s a mountain of crazy decisions that she’s trying to process.”

“You’re right. But it’s hard not to take it personally.”

“I want to meet her tonight. Make me dinner or something. We’ll make her jealous.”

He grinned. “You know, I like that idea.”

* * *

Ashley was already home by the time Mark wrapped up his shift at the coffee shop. Barb had wanted to know every detail about how it was going. He gave her a sanitized version in between customers. They were too slammed for further prying, which he was grateful for. Sadie came by ten minutes before his shift ended and followed him home, pulling up to the curb behind him and looking all around with interest when she stepped out.

“This is a really nice neighborhood,” she said. “Lot of traffic to see the lights, though.”

“You should have seen it over the weekend,” he said. “Two of my neighbors dress up as Santa and Mrs. Claus and hand out candy canes. They had cars lined up for blocks.”

“Wow. I may not celebrate but that’s really cool.”

“It is.” Talking about the street’s decorations gave him an idea, one he filed away for later. They headed inside, where Ashley was riding a stationary bike and watching TV. She had her blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail, her sweater overly large, as though she were trying to hide away any hint of her sexuality in front of her renter.

She looked up at them and blinked. “Oh. Hello.”

“Hey Ashley, this is Sadie. She’s a friend from college. Sadie, this is Ashley Stratton.”

“Hi!” Sadie said. “Wow, you’re gorgeous.”

“Um. Thank you? You’re gorgeous too.”

“I was going to make Sadie dinner,” Mark said. “Nothing special, just BLTs. Can I make you one too?”

Ashley hesitated, still looking at Sadie. Sadie grinned. “It’s okay, Ms. Stratton. I’m not here to rob you or cause any trouble. I’m just here for the food.”

“I didn’t think… I’m sorry, I’m still getting used to having Mark here, let alone guests.”

“If it’s a problem…” Sadie said.

“No. Not a problem. As long as you both respect the rules. And maybe text me ahead of time so I’m not caught unprepared.”

Sadie gasped and smacked Mark on the shoulder. “You didn’t text her?”

“I… no, I didn’t. I guess I’m still getting used to this arrangement too,” he said.

By now, Mark had an idea of where most everything was in the kitchen, after making his own meals when Ashley froze him out. He set out a frying pan and dug in the fridge for the bacon, lettuce, and tomato he asked Ashley to grab. The grocery situation was the most awkward part of living with her, and they’d have to come up with a better solution if they were going to try to avoid being in the same room together. Maybe designate part of the pantry, fridge, and freezer as his, or maybe he could buy a minifridge when he had the money, whenever that might be.

For some reason, that bothered him. Mark didn’t want to have to map out the house into zones so they avoided stepping on each other’s feet. That first night, they seemed to be getting close, and now it was like he was drawing up battle plans in his head.

Ashley finished her workout and joined them, probably to keep an eye on Mark while he cooked. He wasn’t great at it by any stretch of the imagination but this, at least, he could do. Sadie asked her some getting-to-know-you questions about her job and life there on the block. Ashley in turn asked Sadie how long they’d known each other. Sadie nearly made him choke when she said, “Oh, we’ve been doing our silly little friends-with-benefits thing for a few years.”

“Friends with… oh. Oh! That’s, um, that’s cool.”

Ashley never lost her stiffness entirely around them, but by the end, she was slicing up fruit and digging out chips from the pantry to go with the sandwiches. It was only an inch gained, but it was an inch, and Mark would take it.

At the dinner table, Ashley took a bite and smiled at him tentatively. “These are great, Mark. Thank you for cooking.”

“Thanks for letting me.”

“Such a dork,” Sadie said, making Ashley chuckle.

Ashley ate a few more bites of her sandwich, not quite meeting his eyes. “I mentioned you to some friends here on the block. They’d like to get to know you. Are you free Friday or Saturday night? We were going to do some caroling with Thomas and Emmanuelle while they’re playing Santa and Mrs. Claus to the kids. Even if you don’t like singing, there’s going to be pizza, hot cocoa, and all kinds of cookies and candy. It should be a good time.”

“That sounds like fun,” Mark said.

Ashley looked at Sadie with an almost guilty look. “You’re invited too, of course. I don’t mean to leave you out.”

“That’s okay!” Ashley said. “We have finals next week and I have a study group that’s planning on getting together then.” Mark almost asked her what the hell she was talking about. Like him, she was a straight A student and didn’t need a study group. But they’d been friends a long time and he picked up what she was doing, giving them an opportunity to be together. “Thank you, though. It really does sound like fun.”

They finished up with dinner, Sadie helping Mark clean up afterwards. Ashley watched them for a while, then retreated to the living room to watch a Christmas romance. When she was gone and the dishwasher was going, Sadie leaned up and whispered in Mark’s ear, “Show me to your room.”

He did, with a stop first to the bathroom so they could brush their teeth. Sadie practically pushed him into his bedroom, closing the door behind her and giving him a wide grin. “I guarantee you she’s fuming right now. I can see why you like her. She’s hot.”

“She really is.”

“It’s more than that, though, isn’t it?” Sadie asking, coming closer. He sat on the bed and she straddled him. “You like her.”

“I generally tend to like the women I sleep with. Present company included.”

Sadie ground on him with gentle sways of her hips. “Not what I meant and you know it.”

He gripped her tight little ass but his mind was on Ashley, not Sadie. He felt a twinge of guilt about that, despite the fact that he and Sadie weren’t dating. “I guess I do. But I barely know her. We had that one evening together and that’s it.”

“But you do.”

“I… guess so. Yeah.”

Sadie pressed her fingertips to his chest and pushed him down onto the mattress. “You want to make her really jealous?” He hesitated, and she saw it in his eyes. Her smile widened. “Oh.”

“I don’t feel comfortable trying to manipulate her emotions,” he said softly. “I’m sorry. It’s not you. You know it’s not you.”

She shifted so she was laying on top of him, chest to chest, head tucked against his shoulder. “My guy’s growing up.”

He stroked the back of her head. “What you and I have had… it’s meant a lot to me.”

“I know. Me too,” she said.

“Are you crying?”

“Maybe.”

“Fuck, Sadie, I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I think it’s been time we rip the band-aid off for a while.”

“You’re talking like this is the end of us,” he said. “I still want to be friends.”

“So do I. But I think you know what your heart wants. Maybe your brain needs to catch up but you’ll figure it out.”

“She’s fifteen or sixteen years older than me.”

“Love is love, Mark.”

He laughed. “It’s not love. We only were together the one night.”

“With you, that’s all a girl needs.”

He gripped Sadie’s shoulder and pushed her back. Her tears came fast now, and she brushed them away, smiling down at him. “I didn’t know. God, Sadie, I’m sorry. You always wanted to have fun with other people and…”

“It’s okay, it’s okay, it’s okay,” she whispered. “It couldn’t have worked, long-term. We both wanted such different things. I’ll move on, I swear. But as a favor to me, let’s not hook up again. Because then…”

“Okay. Whatever you need.”

“Thank you.” She sniffed and chuckled. “I never meant to tell you.”

“I’m glad you did. I really am sorry.”

“I know. Me too. Give me five minutes with her. Okay? There are things she needs to know.”

“Please don’t push her towards anything.”

“That’s exactly what I’m going to do. I didn’t get you anything for Christmas, so this will be my gift.”

“Sadie-”

“Five minutes. That’s what I want.”

Mark swallowed and nodded. She leaned down to kiss him one last time, and then his Sadie, maybe not the love of his life but a love, stood up, looked towards the door, then him, smiled, and walked out of that bedroom.

“Fuck,” Mark whispered, staring up at the ceiling.

Five minutes had never seemed so long. He closed his eyes, letting his breathing even out. In another ten, he might have slept, but his mind burned too bright to fall asleep that fast. He hated hurting Sadie. Ashley too, for that matter, if he was the cause for her iciness. There were broken hearts in his past. That was nothing new. But he had a feeling whatever Sadie just let go of hurt her far more than he’d ever hurt any woman before that day, and it ripped him up.

But then came the sound of the front door opening and closing to the house, and the knock on his own door, and Mark’s traitorous heart sang at the sound of Ashley’s voice.

“Mark? Can I come in?”

“Yeah,” he said, twisting his head towards the door.

She opened it, and stood there, the woman he wished was his despite how crazy that seemed. Instalove, he thought it was called, and the thought amused him. Did he love Ashley already? Wouldn’t that be insane?

Did he have a choice in the matter?

“You… didn’t want to sleep with her… because of me?” she asked.

Mark took a breath and let it out slowly. “I didn’t want to use her to hurt you. I… care a lot about you.”

“Am I being played?”

“No,” he said, unsure how to convince her that was true.

“I’m so much older than you,” she said, her words more of a sob than a statement. “Mark, I… we can’t.”

But she rushed forward anyways. He started to sit up but she put a hand against his chest and pushed him down to the mattress again. His hands went to his work pants and she helped him, hurrying them down along with his boxers. She brought a hand to her mouth, her eyes gleaming with tears, and she spat into her palm, once, twice, three times before bringing it to his cock.

“Ashley… fuck…”

“You should be with her,” she nearly shouted.

“I want you!” he shouted back. “I don’t know why, but I… but I… fuck!”

With a wordless cry, she started to stroke him. Her grip was so tight it nearly hurt, but he embraced the pain in that moment, needed it for hurting the two women in his life. Ashley looked so confused and afraid and although he wanted nothing more than to comfort her, Mark didn’t have the words. Nor did he have any real idea why the hell he was supposed to be comforting her in the first place.

Instead, he let pure physical instinct take over and went for her sweater. She lifted it up just far enough to bare her breasts in her sports bra, and he grunted his approval when she pulled a cup down under one of her huge tits, leaving her nipple bare for his mouth and tongue. She twisted onto the bed so she could feed him her nipple, hand still on his cock, still jerking him fast and hard.

They spoke no words for a long time, only conversing in moans. He could have died a happy man sucking her nipple like that, and she seemed just as turned on, rocking hard on her heels as she jacked him, stopping only occasionally to spit on his tip. Her free hand went into the waistband of her sweats and she played with herself, moaning more and more rhythmically as he sucked harder and played with her nipple with his tongue.

But as turned on as she was, the handjob was going to make him come fast, and he knew it. “I want to fuck you again,” he growled.

She pulled away, but jacked his cock faster and faster, her eyes wild. “We shouldn’t,” she whimpered, but finally she let him go to awkwardly yank down her sweatpants and a pair of sports panties. There was the pussy he’d dreamed about all week, come so hard to in the bathroom that he nearly blacked out. There she was, sliding over him, pressing that soaking wet pussy to him, riding him lengthwise for a long moment, tossing her head back, shivering with either an orgasm or the build-up to one, and then she was taking him, dropping onto his cock, her thighs slapping against his, hands on his chest, still in his shirt. He gripped her ass as she began to bounce on him, head tilted to one side, her breath coming out of her in ragged gasps, tears rolling down her cheeks, and he wanted to kiss them away even as he wanted to power into her, to fuck her until she screamed, to come inside her over and over and over again until she was pregnant, and then twice as often until she was dripping rivers of him.

“Fuck!” he roared, hanging onto the edge, willing himself not to come until she did, and to not come inside her, but oh God, seeing her bounce on top of him was so fucking intensely hot. His fingers dug into the soft flesh of her ass and he strained against her, gritting his teeth, close, so goddamn close.

“I’m coming, oh my fucking God, I’m coming, I’m coming!” she wailed, and seized up, head tilting back, mouth going wide open. Her pussy twitched around him, and his hands shot to her waist, knowing if he wasted even a split second he was going to erupt inside her again, and he desperately did not want to make things even worse between them. He flipped Ashley onto her back and jerked out of her as fast as he could, his cock throbbing for release, and she gasped, “No no no, I wanted that inside-” but he was already coming, shot after shot after shot of him hitting her thick fupa, her soft tummy, even the base of her tits.

“Fuck!” Mark grunted, his head swimming from the force of the orgasm, and then he dropped, kissing her hard, his hand at her sex. She kissed him back, tears still falling, and her hand joined his, gently pulling him away from her bruised pussy lips.

“I can’t, honey, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”

“What did I do wrong this time?” he asked. “I’m sorry I didn’t come inside you. I thought that was what upset you the last time.”

She shook her head, smiling. “I maybe wanted it too much. Mark, you’ve done nothing wrong. Your friend told me you thought it was your fault and it wasn’t, none of this was. But I… this… we’re so volatile together. And there’s so many reasons why we shouldn’t.”

“I don’t care about those. I’m falling for you, Ashley.”

“You barely know me,” she whispered.

“Then let me in. Talk to me. Don’t shut me out again. Please.”

But Ashley was already standing. She ran her fingers across his hip, then without a word left him there catching his breath.

And strangely, he was content. Things weren’t completely fucked between them, and he had no doubt that was because of Sadie. He tugged up his pants, dug his phone out of the pocket, and sent her a text.

Thank you.


Chapter 7

“Your boytoy looked particularly happy today,” Barb said.

“He is not my boytoy,” Ashley said, but a smile played on her lips as she drove. She had her friend on the car’s speaker system, Barb chipper and bright.

“That’s what he said, but the lips don’t lie. He couldn’t help smiling talking about you.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“What did he say about living with me? Does he seem to like it?”

“It was nothing but nice things. Now tell me the truth. Did you two sleep together? I know you did, you slut.”

Ashley mock-gasped. “I am shocked you would call me that.”

“You totally did, didn’t you? Was he as good as the girls here make me think he is?”

“Let’s just say I’m very confused about what I want from a guy fifteen years younger than me.”

“Come by the store this weekend and get a coffee and let’s talk about it. But I’m glad you’re getting along.”

“Barb?”

“Yes?”

“You knew, didn’t you? He and I… we’d be compatible.”

“I hoped. You deserve someone like him. And not just because he’s a stud. Talk to you soon.”

“Bye.”

The call ended, and Ashley let out a long, pleased breath. She’d felt giggly ever since she and Mark hooked up again. The words his friend told her stuck in her mind that week, playing on repeat any time Mark joined her for a meal or to watch TV together.

He’s the best man I know. That’s not an exaggeration. Mark is kind, and he’ll love you and try for you. And he’s genuine. That’s maybe the most important thing I can tell you. He didn’t want to sleep with me tonight because he didn’t want to play with your emotions. He cares about you. But he thinks this whole thing between you two is his fault, and he’s beating himself up for it. Whatever you decide, I hope you tell him what’s really going on with you, whatever that is. Because he… he deserves that. I hope… I hope you love him the way he’ll love you.

Was it all a setup? No. Maybe it started off that way, but she thought Sadie was telling her the truth when it came to Mark not wanting to play games with her. In the days since, they hadn’t done anything together, but he was free with his hands, a gentle touch to Ashley’s arm now and then, a hug when she called Joshua and he was too busy to talk, at a party with friends. And once, a caress of her face, a sweet, instinctual gesture that had him pulling his hand back and murmuring an apology. In those quiet moments, Ashley fell harder and harder for him, even if she knew it was wrong.

She arrived home to find Mark just coming in from the backyard, stomping his sneakers on the rug she kept by the back door. “Out doing some yardwork?” she asked quizzically.

“Ah, thinking about something. Thought I’d get some fresh air,” Mark said, giving her a wry grin.

She left it at that. “Ready for caroling?”

“You can’t make fun of my singing voice.”

“As long as you don’t make fun of mine. We can be awful together.”

“I like that idea,” he said, his voice a low thrum that practically brought her panties down to her feet all by itself.

They had an hour, so they talked about their day like they were a regular couple. That was the odd thing about Mark. It was easy to forget he was only twenty-two and to fall into an easy rhythm with him. He was mature for his age, yes, but his charm reminded her a lot of Phoebe’s husband Dex. Both men could make a person talk about their secrets in minutes, and as if to prove that point, Ashley told him how she had to shut down a work friend who asked her out that week.

“He’s nice, but he’s definitely not my type.”

“And what’s your type?” Mark asked.

You are.

She smiled around the mug of tea she raised to her lips at that moment. “Men who take care of themselves and the women in their lives. Who make me smile.”

Who pack a damn rocket launcher in their pants.

“I may need to take notes.”

“I think that’s an exam you can pass without studying too hard. Speaking of, ready for finals next week?”

“I am,” he said, settling back into his chair. “Weird to think after this I’ve only got one more semester as an undergrad.”

A question hit Ashley then, and she tried to fight down the nervousness in her voice. “Are you going to do your grad work here in New Bainbridge too?”

“Hmmm. You know, I hadn’t thought about that.”

“Liar.”

His grin was impish this time. She should carry a notepad and a pen and catalog all his smiles. They were all something terrific.

“Maybe I am. Yeah. I’m going to grad school here. I’d stay here the rest of my life if I could. I love this place.”

“Do you miss home?”

“I miss my family. They’re amazing. My mom and dad, well, you know. They helped me cover the first and last month’s here, and it wasn’t even a question for them.”

“What do they do?”

“Dad works for a sporting goods store. Mom is a CNA.”

That couldn’t be terribly great money, she thought, followed by a mental image of his car, a wheezy sedan probably fifteen years old. She wondered if they really had the money to spend on the rental and felt a pang of guilt.

When he got up to go use the bathroom before the caroling began, Ashley stood and went to the back door, the dregs of her tea in hand. She saw his tracks in the snow, and they didn’t look like those of a person out there to meander and think. They went straight to her storage shed and back. Odd, but she put it out of mind when she felt his hands on her shoulders.

“Mark,” she breathed.

“Just a little massage. You looked tired.”

“Mm.”

She let him work. His fingers promised magic, going deep but not roughly so. She moaned when he hit a particularly stiff knot and he chuckled softly.

“Maybe we skip the caroling and I keep this going,” he said.

“Ohhh, I’m tempted. But everyone really is dying to meet you.”

But before he ended the massage, he slid one hand to her shoulder, leaving her neck exposed to him. Ashley moaned as he kissed it and nibbled. “Fuck,” she breathed happily.

“I want to mark you.”

“A hickey?” she asked, turning her head to look at him. “Are we in junior high?”

“Would you rather me put chewing gum in your hair?”

She laughed softly, and tipped her head back. He pressed his lips to her neck and sucked. Then, to her shock, his hand dipped to her dress and pulled it up. “Mark…” she whispered, more of a warning.

“I’m not going to fuck you. Not yet, anyways. But I’m going to mark you another way.”

“How?”

He placed his other hand on her upper back and pushed her until she was bent over, hands against the French doors, ass thrust out. His hand came up and down, cracking hard across her bare bottom.

“Oh fuck,” she gasped. “Now that’s my kind of marking.”

“Yeah?”

“Do it again. Make me wet before we get ready.”

He spanked her other cheek, a hard crack that left her moaning. At his age she was divorced and desperate to find a man who knew what state the clit lived in, and here Mark was spanking her with the assuredness of a man ten years his age.

“Jesus, who taught you that?” she asked when he dropped her dress back into place.

“Sadie.”

“You know, I am really going to have to send her a gift basket.”

That got a genuine laugh out of him. She turned and gave him a gentle kiss. “Spank me any time. Mark me as yours.” She stared up into his eyes. “Make me yours.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

* * *

Emmanuelle and Thomas were already out on the street, doing their Santa and Mrs. Claus bit. Out too were Emmanuelle’s parents Curtis and Tia along with the O’Toole family, who were never late for a party when there was free food involved. Tia, an ageless Latina in her fifties with a face more serious than her daughter Emmanuelle’s playful looks, was on her phone and waved at Ashley and Mark as they approached.

More people were already coming down the sidewalk, big Javonte Sinclair holding his wife’s hand, her sons from her first marriage bopping on ahead with a young friend Ashley didn’t recognize. The Moore family came in force, their two oldest home from college and their other three talking and laughing ahead of them. From a side street came a lovely pair of friends of Thomas’s, whose names escaped Ashley. The man – Sam? – was Thomas’s boss and best friend, and the both of them had been a constant presence on the street when Thomas’s first wife Cara died from cancer. They were Jewish, but showed up at a lot of these parties, members of the street in everything but actual residence.

“Saul,” Ashley said out loud, and Mark gave her a curious look. “Sorry. I couldn’t remember his name and I just thought of it. Hers is… Rochel. I keep wanting to call her Rachel.”

She explained who they were, along with everyone else. It was a blitz of names, soon to be joined by a dozen more, and Mark tried to remember them all. It would take time, but that was one thing Ashley hoped he would have there. She wanted him to see that this was a community, a family. These people made the street what it was and she had more than a feeling Mark would fit right in.

There were cries of hello and merry Christmas and happy holidays. The traffic was already lined up for two blocks, but Thomas took the time to come over and introduce himself, joined by a beaming Emmanuelle a moment later, dancing to the Christmas music playing from speakers in their lawn.

“Oh my gosh, you’re as handsome as Ashley said you were,” Emmanuelle said.

“Em!” Ashley said.

“She said that?” Mark asked, grinning.

“Among some other, mm, big compliments.” Emmanuelle winked at him, and Ashley clapped a hand to her mouth.

“Oh really?” Mark said, turning towards Ashley.

“I. Will. Murder. You,” Ashley said behind her hand.

“Treat our girl right. She deserves a good man,” Thomas said.

“I will,” Mark said. “Hey, I was hoping to ask you something. You mind if I get your ear for a second? It won’t take long. I know you’re busy.”

“No problem. What’s up?”

Mark led him away. While Thomas waved to cars and did his Santa Claus act, Mark spoke to him for a long minute. Ashley couldn’t make out what they were saying, but several times they looked towards Emmanuelle and Thomas’s house as well as the one Dex, Clarice, and Phoebe shared.

“What do you think that’s about?” Ashley asked Emmanuelle.

“Don’t know. But he is cute.”

“He spanked me tonight.”

Emmanuelle lit up. “Really? Was he good at it?”

“Very good. We didn’t fool around much, but…” Ashley shivered pleasantly.

“Ooh, I want details later.”

When Mark came back, Ashley introduced him to more of the carolers that evening. Curtis wasted no time in inviting him to their house for their annual Christmas party the next week, one of the best on the block and not to be missed. Mark readily agreed, but looked at Ashley and said, “Wanna be my date?”

That got a stir of “oohs” from their audience, and Ashley blushed. “I’d like that.”

Dex, Phoebe, and Clarice made an appearance soon thereafter, bringing with them a stack of pizzas. Most the neighbors brought something to eat or drink too, and tables were set up in Emmanuelle and Thomas’s garage, out of the way so the people there to see the lights and Santa Claus didn’t think there was free food available to them too and jam up traffic even worse than it already was. It was young Katie O’Toole who started up the caroling, singing along to one of the songs on the speaker, joined fast by Emmanuelle, who came to her side and rested a hand on the eight-year-old’s shoulder. Their voices started a cascade, and whoever wasn’t grabbing a slice of pizza or a bowl of chili or a Tom and Jerry joined in, singing in a loose group on the sidewalk, serenading the passing cars with a bevy of Christmas classics. Saul and Rochel played the bartender and server respectively, and even sang along to a few favorites.

And much like with Thomas, Mark got Dex aside, the two of them walking over to Dex’s lawn, turned away from the group as a whole, eating slices of pizza and talking for a long while. When they walked back, Ashley watched them, unable to help a smile. “What are you planning, you sweet man?” she whispered under her breath, and joined in with the next song.

* * *

Back home late that night, Mark stared down at Ashley as she pulled him gently towards her bedroom. As far as she knew, he’d never been in there and she was interested in the possibility of him never leaving it again. Very interested. They were both a little drunk, shades of their first night together, but like then, she knew what she wanted long before the first drop of a Tom and Jerry touched her lips.

She worked the button on his jeans when Mark said, “Ashley?”

“Hm?”

He cupped the side of her face, his long fingers so warm despite the cold night. She leaned into his touch, sighing happily and looking up at him. “I want to kiss you, but I want to know why you shut down that first night together. I want to make sure I’m not making the same mistake twice. I’m… falling really hard for you, and if we can’t happen, I deserve to know.”

“You do,” she whispered, and leaned up to kiss him gently. “I do want an us, Mark. I really do.”

“If this is about the age gap thing, I don’t care. I know it’s going to be weird but I mean it. I don’t care. I want to see where this goes.”

She nodded, and continued undressing him slowly but with a purpose. “That’s part of it. When I’m going into menopause, you’ll be younger than I am right now.”

“I don’t care.”

“But I care for you. Let’s say we wanted a family. Kids.”

“I do. I always have. You can ask Sadie about that.”

“She told me. That and a lot more. But if we have kids, it has to happen soon.”

“Good.”

Sharper than she intended, Ashley said, “Honey. I need you to listen. Not give me platitudes. Because these are very real fears of mine and if this is going to work, I need you to hear me out.”

“Sorry.”

“It’s okay. It’s just… there’s been a lot on my mind. That first night, I knew what mistake I was making because I’ve done it before. Nineteen years ago I made a very silly mistake at a party with a guy I cared for a hundredth of what I’m feeling for you.” She brought her hands up to Mark’s pecs, fighting back a wave of emotion. Sadness? No, not quite. Maybe an odd sense of loss and longing for the girl she’d been once, made even stranger by the warmth spreading through her heart for this moment, for the life that had led her here, to this young man. “I love Joshua. He’s my world. I don’t regret having him, but I did have a lot of struggles. For years, I relied on my parents to get me through life, years when I felt like the world was laughing at me, condemning me as a slut. I never got to go to college. I never got to go on a spring break or giggle about a handsome professor with my friends from class. I am proud of everything I’ve managed to do. I worked my way up from a secretary to a great job. I saw my boy into college and he’s going to propose to his girlfriend soon and I love my life. But you came into my house, and all of a sudden, I’m that silly girl again, only this time, it’s not just my body saying fuck it, let’s get wild, let’s let this man, this… handsome young stud stick that big fat dick inside me and give us a dozen more children.”

He smiled at that, and caressed her face. She kissed him gently, but she wasn’t done.

“You deserve graduate school, and a future that you choose. You deserve Christmas with a family that isn’t dropped on your lap, especially not by a desperate, lonely woman who didn’t let you pull out of her.” He chuckled and she smiled too. “I don’t know what we are, Mark. But the reason I pulled away from you is that I wanted an us so badly that it scared me. I wasn’t just looking into a mirror but a time machine. You can be smarter than I was.”

“You really don’t know, do you?” he asked.

“Know what?”

He shook his head and didn’t answer. He didn’t need to. Mark showed her.

He took over the undressing, opening her blouse slowly like he was unwrapping a present. He kissed her shoulders, then undid her bra too, letting it drop there in the hallway. He guided her back towards the bedroom, her hands at his shirt, tugging it up and over his head. In her bedroom, he knelt and took her jeans and panties with him, staring up at her, still saying nothing. He didn’t most of that night, only her name escaping his lips. He ate her out to a slow, easy orgasm that first time, then a more intense one when he pushed Ashley down on the bed and kept eating her pussy. Only when she thrashed a third time and begged him to take her did he relent, standing and divesting himself of the jeans she’d started in on earlier, his big cock standing proud.

She cried out as Mark entered her, and he moaned her name again, his lips against her neck, his hand at her side, his other at her mound. He rubbed her with an ease and skill that spoke of experience far beyond his years, and he filled her, again and again and again. They didn’t change positions, not that night, save for her legs spreading wider and her knees drawing up towards her chest. It was good, slow sex, punctuated only by breathy moans and her cries when she’d come around him. His fingers bolstered what his cock was doing to her, teasing her clit, her mound, making her dizzy with need fulfilled.

And only when he was close did he finally speak, his lips next to her ear. “This is what I choose, Ashley. I knew since that first night.”

She should push him back. She knew that. But in his eyes she saw a love and devotion she’d never felt from any man, not once in her thirty-seven years, and she needed it, needed him, needed the love he spilled inside her, so very deep, filling her so very full.

Mark cleaned her up afterwards, and took her into the shower where she spent a long time under the hot spray. He joined her and they swapped spots, her arms roped around him from behind, big breasts against his back. She didn’t stop smiling once.


Chapter 8

“Tell me your favorite Christmas memory,” Mark said, tracing a finger through the come he’d left on her breasts. She woke him up that morning by sneaking out of bed to use the bathroom. Once he had a chance to do the same, she pinned him on his back for a slow titjob in the early morning light that had him begging her to let him come. Now he idly worked her pussy with two fingers, a gentle in-and-out gesture that had her pressing her thighs against his digits, while he toyed with the come with the other.

“Ooh, good question. As a kid or as an adult?”

“Both.”

“Hm. As a kid, definitely waking up with my older brother and finding bikes under the tree. My parents didn’t have a lot of money, so it was a huge thing for us. Turned out Dad got a promotion and hadn’t told anyone. Even my mom. I can tell you everything we did that day. Chocolate chip pancakes for breakfast, going to visit my grandma on our bikes, everything. The best kind of magic.”

“That’s awesome. And as an adult?”

“Kind of the same story. When Joshua was seven, I was working for the company I work for now, just in a much crappier job, Q and A.” She made a sour face. “I applied for a position in the PR side, never expecting to get the job because there were like… forty applicants, but I got an interview, than another, and next thing you know, I’m looking at a ten dollar an hour raise. It was huge for us. We got out of our little apartment that fall, and it was the first Christmas I really didn’t have to rely on my parents to make sure Joshua had a good one.”

“What’d he get?”

“A video game system. The first one I ever bought for him. I didn’t like him playing them but that Christmas, it was a good time to be a little crazy. But I felt weird about buying it, like a week later someone was going to come to my desk and tell me there’d been a mistake, they were firing me, so sorry, oh, you just spent three hundred dollars, too bad.”

“You and my parents are going to get along so well. That’s definitely something I could hear them saying.”

She winced. “Please, please, please stop reminding me I’m your parents’ age.”

“But it’s so much fun.”

“Speaking of…” Ashley pulled away from him, ignoring his grumbling. She headed for the kitchen and came back a minute later, an envelope in hand. Mark sat up, curious, and she rejoined him. “This is something I’ve been thinking about.”

“What is it?”

“Your mom and dad’s check to me for the rent. I don’t feel comfortable charging you for rent anymore. I don’t want that. I want you here. With me.” With that, she tore the envelope in half.

“Baby, I… did I just call you baby?”

“You did and you can’t take it back. I like it.”

“Then let me contribute somehow.”

“You will. For now, I want you to focus on college and your job. I’m financially comfortable, Mark. Your money was going to go into putting in a hot tub.”

“Well, shit, is it too late to tape together the check?”

She laughed and cuddled in next to him. “I did spend the sixty for the Internet, though. Groceries.”

“I’ll live.”

“I just don’t want things to be weird between us monetarily. That’s happened before. I’ve dated guys who thought having more money than me meant they made the rules, and I’ve dated guys who were insecure about not making as much money as me.”

“Okay. But if it ever feels like I’m… hm… taking advantage, tell me.”

She kissed his chest. “I don’t think you have it in you to be that guy. Prove me right.”

“I’ll always try.”

Her hand slid to his groin, finding him hardening already. “God, I love how fast you’re ready for me. But you’re not escaping the question either. Your favorite Christmas memories?”

“Hmm. When I was fourteen or fifteen, I was friends with this girl who crushed on me hard. She bought me this really cool action figure from my favorite movie and left it wrapped and on my porch. She thought we were gone and she was being sneaky, but we were over visiting a neighbor and I saw her coming off my porch.”

“Aw, tell me you dated her after that.”

“We went out, yeah, but they moved a year later.”

“Oh, that’s heartbreaking.”

“We’re still friends on Bottlegenie. I don’t feel too bad for her because she wound up in Hawaii. Bartending for a resort, I think.”

“Poor girl is obviously suffering,” Ashley said.

“Right?”

She slid over him, pinning his cock against his stomach and grinding on it slowly. They had nothing to do that weekend aside from the favor Mark asked of Dex and Thomas, but there was no rush on that. He and Ashley could laze around in bed the entire time.

“And as an adult?”

“This. Right now. Here.”

She chuckled throatily. “But it’s not Christmas yet.”

“It is to me. Every minute I get to spend with you is.”

Her lips parted at that and she leaned down to kiss him. “You know what I need this morning?”

“What’s that?” he asked.

“A good Christmas season spanking.”

He grinned up at her, dimly aware of the sound of a car stopping close by. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. Lots and lots of them. I’m a greedy girl. Think you can give me what I want, Santa.”

His hands went to her ass, and he gave her a good crack, mentally thanking Sadie and a friend of hers for giving him some very hands-on lessons in spanking a woman properly. “I think I can m-”

The front door to the house opened, and a voice called, “Mom? Surprise!”

“Oh, shit!” Ashley yelped. Mark goggled at the bedroom door, then her as she scrambled off him. “Get dressed,” she hissed, snatching at her clothes from the night before, only half her clothes were scattered down the hallway leading to the bedroom.

The words snapped Mark out of it and he flew off the bed. “I thought he was flying out from his college town today.”

“That’s what he told me!”

“Mooom?” Joshua called. “Do you have a friend over? Or did a badger get into your clothes and leave them all over the place.”

“Um. Um. Yes to the badger thing?” Ashley called back weakly. “Oh shit. Oh shit. This is bad.”

“We had to tell him someday, I guess,” Mark said.

“Not helping!” Ashley said.

Another voice, this one feminine, said something indistinguishable, and Ashley’s son barked a laugh. “Hey, Mom, we’ll give you some privacy and go get some doughnuts or something, okay?”

“Um, perfect, honey! I know Barb would love to see you, or, or… yeah, that’s a good plan!”

“Oh thank God,” Mark said, moving a little slower. They heard the front door open and close, and they both breathed easier.

“I’m going to take a shower,” Ashley said, throwing on a robe.

“I wish I could join you.”

“Me too,” she said, crossing the room and kissing him hard. “You should shower too. We both smell like…”

“Yeaaah.”

They kissed one more time, and his hand went instinctually to her ass. “Not the time, so not the time,” she murmured, but she gave his ass a squeeze too, and they rushed out of the room…

…where Joshua and his girlfriend Aki stood at the end of the hallway, grinning until Joshua saw who his mom was sleeping with.

“Wait,” Joshua said, then turned and squinted at the other end of the house. When he returned his look to Mark, he was scowling. “Are you…?”

“Uh. Hi,” Mark said, stepping forward and holding out his hand. “I’m Mark. I’m… uh… kind of dating your mom?”

* * *

While Joshua glowered over a cup of coffee, Aki looked delighted as she talked.

“We’re really flying out tomorrow morning. And from here, not Pineway,” she said. “Josh has had this planned. A little pre-Christmas surprise.”

“Aw, honey, that’s so sweet,” Ashley said.

Joshua’s eyebrow twitched as his grip tightened on his coffee mug. “How old are you, man?” he blurted.

“Uh. Twenty-two.”

“Jesus, Mom. He’s Dave’s age.”

“Dave is his cousin,” Ashley explained for Mark’s benefit.

“Oh. Cool. Do you have a lot of cousins? Uncles? Aunts? Family’s important,” Mark said. Every eye fell on him, and he cleared his throat. “Um, especially this time of the year, right? I’m just going to-”

“Was it like… a one-night stand? What is this? What the hell is going on?” Joshua asked.

“Josh,” Aki said, her hand going to his thigh and squeezing.

“Mark and I… have come to care a lot about each other,” Ashley said.

“He moved in here like… a week ago!”

“And in that time, we’ve come to care a lot about each other,” she repeated.

“My potential stepfather would have been only three years old when I was born,” Joshua muttered.

“I don’t think you and I need to use labels like stepfather or stepson,” Mark said.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Aki said, eyes twinkling. “I think it’s kind of cute.”

Joshua groaned wordlessly.

“He’s a very nice man, Joshua,” Ashley said. “Give it time. Get to know him. You’ll see. And on that note, Aki, why don’t you and I go get some things for a nice breakfast? We could do a mock Christmas meal, ham and hashbrowns and eggs?”

“That sounds great,” Aki said.

“It really does,” Mark said.

“I’m not staying here with him,” Joshua said. “Man, I even let you play my video games!”

“I… uh…” Mark floundered, but then he had an idea. “Actually, there’s something I could use your help with. It won’t take a minute, but it’s something I’d like to surprise your mom with.”

“It’s not a ring, is it?”

“No, no, nothing like that. Just… something.”

“Well, then, we’ll leave you two to plot and scheme,” Ashley said. “Shall we?”

Aki stood up, beaming. She leaned down and kissed Joshua’s cheek. It only served to intensify his scowl.

When they were gone, Mark stood up. “Do you know where your mom keeps her extra Christmas decorations?”

“What? Why?”

“Because when I first moved in, she said something that kind of got to me, and I’ve been meaning to do something about it ever since. She said she wasn’t feeling very Christmassy this year, and she put out a few token decorations but didn’t feel up for more.” He decided not to bring up the fact that Ashley said specifically it was because Joshua wasn’t coming home for Christmas. It would only hurt her son.

Josh frowned, but in a more contemplative way. “Uh. Yeah. I can show you that. I think most of them are in the shed out back.”

“That’s what I figured but it was locked.”

“You want me… to help you decorate my mom’s house… for Christmas.”

“You don’t have to. But I had no idea what to get your mom for Christmas and this seemed like a way to say thank you and make her holiday a little more special. All I really need is a key for the padlock. You don’t have to do anything else but that.”

Joshua slid lower in his chair. “Fuck.”

“I’ve got Dex and Thomas ready to help too. I asked them because their houses are crazy.”

“They always are,” Joshua said, and stood up. “When are they coming by?”

“We don’t have a specific time. I’m supposed to text them.”

“Okay. Do that. And I’ll… I’ll help. At least until they show up.”

“Thanks.”

“I swear to God, if you’d added ‘son’ to that, I’d beat you with my coffee mug.”

“As long as you don’t ever call me Dad.”

* * *

Trying to talk to Josh about his mom was like trying to squeeze blood from a stone, so Mark gave up quickly and focused his conversation instead on the decorations. Joshua grudgingly helped him, but seemed much more at ease when Dex and Thomas showed up.

Mark didn’t know either man very well, having only really met them the night before, and soon learned that Thomas was quiet and a bit socially awkward despite how at ease he seemed to be with the children of the neighborhood the night before. Dex, on the other hand, was a friendly, outgoing guy. They both came equipped to help, with backseats loaded with outdoor power strips, timers for turning on and off the lights automatically, clips for the eaves, and Dex had even brought a ladder. It hung precariously out his back window and nearly clipped the mailbox, but he got it there without causing any damage.

Both men greeted Josh with the familiarity of the block’s residents, and Dex gave Mark a handshake and a one-armed hug Thomas tried to emulate with more awkwardness. “What are you guys thinking for decorations?” Thomas asked, looking at the property.

“It’s his show,” Joshua said. The sullenness got a raised eyebrow and a smirk from Dex.

“Ah, so you know?” he asked Josh.

“That he’s sleeping with my mom?” Joshua asked, a squeak to his voice. “Yeah. I know.”

Mark didn’t know how to deal with that, so he plowed ahead. “I was looking at her privacy fence a minute ago. She has the blue lights out front which is really pretty so what I was thinking was we string those unopened white lights down the privacy fence. I think she has enough power cord splitters we can put her reindeer at each break in the lights.”

“Contrasting blue and white will look good, yeah,” Thomas said.

“So no ladder even required?” Dex asked. “Aw, man.”

They got started. Dex and Thomas played off each other well, Dex more of a joker, Thomas his amused straight man. They made Mark feel immediately welcome and even got Josh’s scowl to more or less vanish, which Mark wasn’t sure was possible. Clarice, Phoebe, and Emmanuelle joined them soon, donned in heavy winter coats and taking up managerial positions from folding camp chairs from the garage. It wasn’t long after that Ashley and Aki came back, Ashley moving slowly towards them, a confused smile on her face.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“It was Josh’s idea,” Mark said. “He wanted to do something special for you for Christmas before he-”

“He’s lying,” Josh interrupted. “It was his idea. He’s trying to be nice because he knew what me decorating with you meant to you and he’s trying to give you that for a Christmas present.” Mark had underestimated Josh. He never told him that his mom was feeling down about Josh not helping her with decorations that year.

Ashley blinked at Mark. “Is that true?”

“It is,” Thomas said gently. “Mark asked us last night to come help you with decorations because he wanted to give you something nice for Christmas and he thought we could help. Only I don’t think he needed the help at all. These were all his ideas.”

“He has my vote in the good guy category,” Dex said.

Josh hesitated, then said, “Yeah. He has mine too. You could do worse, Mom.”

Ashley came to Mark. He glanced sideways at Josh and the others, then stepped forward to meet her. His hands went to her cheeks as she fought back tears, and they kissed to the cheers of Emmanuelle, Clarice, and Phoebe.

“Merry early Christmas, Ashley,” he murmured.

* * *

New Year’s Day, and something was clearly wrong. Ashley had been in a mood all day, one Mark attributed to taking down her Christmas decorations that day as well as Josh being halfway across the country with his girlfriend. Aki’s family loved their daughter’s goofy boyfriend and wanted to know when he planned to propose, so all seemed well there.

But not at home. Ashley was distant, often startled by the sound of Mark’s voice or his touch. Twice he caught her crying, both times when she thought she was alone. He wondered if she was breaking up with him. It would shatter him if that was the case.

After dinner, when they’d cleaned up the dishes, she came to him and pressed herself into him, wrapping her arms around him and burying her head against his chest.

“What’s the matter?” he asked. “Please, Ashley, tell me the truth. I know something’s wrong. Is it us?”

“I don’t know yet,” she whispered.

He held her tighter, emotion thickening his voice. “Whatever it is, we can get through it. Just, please, tell me.”

“Then I’ll be right back.”

He watched, puzzled, as she retreated to her room – their room now. When she came back, she was holding something in her trembling hand. “Before I show you this,” Ashley said quietly, “there’s something you need to know. Before you, I did have a boyfriend. You know this. But he always wore a condom. Always.”

“Wait,” Mark said, his brow furrowing. “Wait!”

“There’s a chance it’s a false positive. It’s still so early but I was feeling off and I thought… I thought…” She hiccupped, looking anywhere but his eyes. “My period should start this week so if it does, this is all a bunch of dramatics for nothing, but, but, if it’s real, I don’t expect you to, it was my fault, I’m the one who-”

He kissed her. The pregnancy test fell to the floor and she gasped his name, crying hard now, sobbing even as their lips connected again and again and again.

“I love you,” Mark breathed. “I love you so goddamn much, and I want this. If it’s nine months from now or longer, I want this, I want to make and raise this life with you. Give me that for a late Christmas present. Please.”

Ashley nodded frantically, and kissed him again. He gripped her ass and hoisted her up. She laughed, a desperately relieved laugh. “I love you too,” she said, her voice breathless. “Oh God, I hope it’s real, I want a family with you. It’s crazy, it’s so crazy, but I want all the babies you’ll give me.”

He carried her out of the kitchen, the words flowing just as fast out of him, his heart beating so hard he thought she must feel it. “Marry me. I’ll get you a ring when I can afford it, I just want you to, to say yes, to promise me this is real.”

“Yes,” she said, “yes, I’ll marry you, oh God, it’s crazy, it’s so crazy, but yes, Mark, yes, I want it all.”


Epilogue

“I know you want to be the one on the ladder,” Thomas said, a glass of scotch in hand as he stood beside his decades-old friend.

Dex scowled up at Thomas’s son draping lights from the eaves. “The lines aren’t even. That center one is a foot longer than the others.”

“And?” Thomas asked, grinning. “You want to go up there, Grandpa? Show them how it’s done?”

Only Dex couldn’t, at least not that year. He’d hurt his knee stumbling on an icy curb, and had to have surgery. He felt old and useless, especially this time of the year, during their most beloved holiday. His steel-gray hair left him looking the most well-seasoned of their group, though he still felt young at heart, his eyes forever twinkling with good humor and his smile still easy and warm.

“I could climb up there for you,” the youngest of the three men said, his bottle of beer nearly empty. Mark finished it off and waved the empty bottle at the kids – now college-aged young men – as they decorated Dex’s house. He wouldn’t, though. He’d agreed to this, to their children trying their hand at decorating their houses this year. It was time for traditions to be passed on to the next generation, and he was proud of them for wanting to keep the spirit of the block alive.

Having turned forty not all that long ago, Mark was still the tall, handsome nerd, a beloved professor at the college with tenure and a probable promotion to dean of his department soon. He carried some extra dad weight to him, though he balanced it well with hard workouts at the gym, giving him both some serious muscle and a comfortable layer of softness his wife adored. Everyone agreed though that his recent unfortunate attempt at growing a beard had been a complete disaster, though he still reached up forlornly to rub where it had been six months ago, a missed friend even if no one else appreciated it.

Their girls spilled out of Dex, Phoebe, and Clarice’s garage with even more decorations. Dex had accumulated a whole wall of it over his years of trying to best Thomas at the decorating game, never quite successful but always coming so close that he stayed in the hunt. Thomas and Emmanuelle still played Santa and Mrs. Claus to the neighborhood, though they’d been joined by many neighborhood elves throughout the years. Thomas himself was still tall and thin, his hair only beginning to gray in his mid-fifties. His would be a slow, dignified walk into old age, much to the good-natured grumbling of the other two men.

“I guarantee you, you assholes will be out tonight sneaking up there to fix your lights,” Dex said.

“Yeah, obviously,” Mark said. “Because we can climb ladders.”

Thomas chuckled at that. The front door opened to his house, and out stepped Emmanuelle. Though there were laugh lines around her eyes now, her face was remarkably untouched by time, and her smile just as lovely. She’d quit the library ten years ago to open her own little bookstore, a questionable venture but one which her neighborhood family supported and helped make thrive. Outside of her family, it was her life, and it, in turn, was the center of Zen for a lot of young and old minds alike in their community.

She came to her man and Thomas roped an arm around her before kissing the side of her head. “How are they doing?” she asked.

Dex only grunted sourly. Thomas said, “Great. And it looks like they’re having fun.”

Ashley was next out the door, a plate of cookies and candy in hand. With her fifties came an attempt to fight off the gray in her hair. She was trying a shade of caramel brunette not all that far from Emmanuelle. Like Mark, their three children left her with a cozy softness to her. And like Emmanuelle, Clarice, and Phoebe, she wore a few laugh lines these days, and glasses, a recent affectation she liked.

Around the same time as Emmanuelle opened her bookstore, Ashley threw her name in the hat for an executive position at the dog food company. It was her job for the taking, and though she missed the fun days of her old job, this new one was rewarding and challenging, exactly what she needed in life, especially as the kids grew older and left the nest. And when their friend and relationship angel Barb ran into some financial trouble after a water line burst, Ashley and Mark became silent partners in the business that had brought them together, the best investment they ever made, outside of their family.

Mark took a caramel from the plate and kissed her gently, his hand going possessively to her lower back. “Reminds me of us,” Ashley said softly.

“Us too,” Emmanuelle said. “The year Thomas and I got together, the day after Thanksgiving, when I came back from Black Friday shopping, Thomas and my dad were out decorating like this.”

“I wish he and your mom were here,” Thomas said. “They’d love this.”

“Me too,” Emmanuelle said, then more cheerfully. “But mostly I wish I was with them.”

“I saw their pictures,” Dex said. “Man, I need Clarice and Phoebe in bikinis on the beach.”

“We can try the bikinis here but it miiiight be a little cold,” Clarice said, stepping out. She carried her fifties well, her face and body softer but no less beautiful for it. In her arms was their latest granddaughter, wide awake and looking adorable in her tiny winter gear. She waved her chubby arms at the sight of her grandpa Dex, and he took her with a smile.

“I’m all for that idea,” Dex said.

“Of course you are,” Clarice said, giving him a kiss.

Phoebe was last, and carrying another tray, this one loaded with meats, cheeses, and crackers. Like Emmanuelle, she had largely escaped aging so far, though she looked tired that day, being the one to deal with the fussing baby the night before when they babysat. She wouldn’t have had it any other way, though.

The car dealership she worked for when Clarice first came to them had long ago closed. With the blessing of both her partners, she decided to become a stay-at-home mom, at least through the kids’ formative years. Now she was thinking about going back to college, liking the idea more and more of becoming a professor like Mark and their friend Javonte, who still lived down the street.

“I don’t think I want to watch them climb on ladders,” she said. Louder, she called, “Chance, you be careful!”

Chance waved at her over his shoulder. The ladder shook side to side and he called in an overexaggerated tone, “Whoooooooa!”

“That’s not funny!” Phoebe shouted.

“It’s a little bit funny!” Chance called back.

“We raised a bunch of brats,” Phoebe muttered. There was general agreement at that, even from the baby, who chose that moment to yawn.

Up and down the street, neighbors were decorating their own houses. They came by, said hello, and got a bite to eat. Drinks were had, compliments were given to their sons and daughters on the great job they were doing, the grandbaby cooed at, and the cheer, which always started off as polite and a little plastic, soon became genuine as the street remembered its love of the holiday season.

Mark took the little one, talking baby nonsense to her with Ashley at his side. The baby tried to grab his ear, and he let her. Dex had to sit down, his leg starting to twinge, and he, Clarice, and Pheobe made a party of it out on the front lawn in folding chairs, nibbling on the food, having a few more drinks, keeping an eye on their sons and daughters.

Emmanuelle watched all of this, smiling to herself, her heart swelling so much it seemed it must burst from the love she held for her closest friends. No. Her family. Even if it wasn’t by blood, they were that to her, this entire block.

She watched them all prepare for her favorite holiday, and in the midst of the yard, among the snowflakes coming down faster, Emmanuelle turned her head upward, spinning in a slow circle, arms outstretched. Hands pressed to her waist. Her head dropped and she smiled at her Thomas, her great love. Usually her silly dancing would have rendered him shy beyond all measure, but not that day. He danced with her too, the snow sticking to their hair, melting on their faces. He laughed, a rich, lovely sound she would never get enough of, and she stepped into him, Mrs. Claus to her Santa, joy and warmth and all the loveliest feelings of the year sweeping through her as she stared at the beautiful world around her.

* * * * *

Thank you so much for reading! This is the last of the Christmas Street novellas. I truly hope you’ve enjoyed reading them as much as I did writing them. It’s been a pleasure getting to explore this little suburban nook of holiday cheer, and I will sorely miss these characters.

If you’re reading this around the holidays, please, have a very merry Christmas, but no matter what time of the year it might be, I hope you find a measure of peace and joy with the family you choose.

Much love to all,

Ian Snow
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