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Chapter One

◆◆◆

Two weeks changed everything and nothing.

Our house was the same house. Same kitchen, same creaking third step, same coffeemaker on its timer clicking on at six. We lived at the end of the same driveway, with the same maple tree and view from the bedroom window of the road that curved toward town and the field beyond it, where the morning mist gathered in the low places like something the earth was trying to hide.

But Jake’s room was empty.

His bed was made — I’d made it myself the day after the first night, tucking the corners with the same hospital precision I’d learned from seventeen years of making a child’s bed, and then I’d closed the door and hadn’t opened it since.

His clothes were in my closet. His toothbrush was next to mine. His pillow smelled like him, and mine smelled like both of us, and every morning I woke to the specific weight of his arm across my waist and the heat of his body curled against my back and the quiet, steady sound of his breathing against my neck.

Two weeks. Fourteen mornings of waking up held.

I hadn’t been held in fifteen years before that. Now I couldn’t imagine the bed without him in it.

We couldn’t make love. Not yet.

But I dealt with his needs, my mouth, my hand — it was enough, even when it was several times a day.

His youth invigorated me, even though my cunt clenched every time I swallowed his cum.

The day’s routine was the same and completely different. Coffee at the counter, but now, his hand found my hip when he passed behind me, and I leaned back into his chest without thinking, the way a plant leans toward light.

At breakfast, he sat closer now, his knee touching mine under the table, and sometimes he reached across and took the toast from my hand and bit it and gave it back. The intimacy of that — sharing food from each other’s hands, the way you only do with the person you share a bed with, made my stomach flip every time.

He bought flowers.

Every week. Grocery store flowers — carnations, daisies, whatever caught his eye. He put them in the glass on the counter because we still didn’t own a vase. The first bouquet from the croissant disaster had lasted five days. When it died, he replaced it without being asked. When that one died, he replaced it again. The glass on the counter always held flowers now.

It was such a small thing.

It undid me every time.

Outside the house, we were mother and son. I drove him to the hardware store, and he called me Mom in front of the cashier. We went to the grocery store together, and he pushed the cart, and I picked the produce, and nobody looked twice at the thirty-eight-year-old woman and the twenty-year-old man who moved through the aisles with the easy choreography of two people who’d been doing this their whole lives.

Nobody saw what we were.

Inside the house, we were something else.

I woke that Saturday to his mouth on my shoulder. Not a kiss — a press. The warm, flat contact of his lips against the muscle where my neck met my back, and his arm tightened around my waist, and his hips pressed forward, and the thick, hard length of his morning erection nestled against my ass the way it did every morning now.

I smiled into the pillow.

“Good morning.”

“Morning, Nora.”

He’d stopped saying Mom. Not entirely — in public, but also it slipped out sometimes, in moments of habit. Each time it happened, we both felt the word land differently. But in the mornings, in our bed, he said my name. Nora. The way a man says the name of the woman he wakes up next to.

“You’re hard.”

“I’m always hard.”

“I’ve noticed.”

His hand slid from my waist to my stomach. Flat, warm, the calluses on his palm catching on the soft skin below my navel. He held me there — not moving lower, just holding — and the restraint in his hand, the deliberate patience, told me he was waiting.

“Jake.”

“Yeah?”

“I want to teach you something.”

His breathing changed. The catch I knew now — the small hitch in his chest that meant his body had heard me before his brain could process it.

“Okay.”

I turned in his arms and faced him. His eyes were dark with sleep and want, his hair pressed flat on one side from the pillow, and the morning light coming through the window caught the faint remains of the bruise on his cheekbone — almost gone now, just a shadow, a watermark from the night everything started.

I put my hand on his face and traced the shadow with my thumb.

“You’ve been a good student.”

“I’ve had a good teacher.”

“The best teacher you’ll ever have.”

I kissed him. Short, warm, the taste of sleep between us.

“Today I’m going to teach you how to give and receive at the same time.”

“At the same time?”

“There’s a position. You’ll understand when I show you.”

I pushed the sheet down. We were both naked — we’d stopped wearing clothes to bed after the first week because there was no point in fabric that was coming off within minutes of waking.

“Lie on your back.”

He rolled onto his back. His cock stood thick and hard against his stomach, the head flushed dark, a bead of moisture already forming at the tip. I’d seen it every morning for two weeks, and it still made my breath catch — not because of the size or the shape but because it was his, because it was offered, because the trust in his nakedness was the same trust he’d given me since he was three years old and it had simply found a new form.

I straddled him. Not at his hips — higher, my knees on either side of his chest. He looked up at me, his hands finding my thighs automatically, and from this angle the sight of his face between my legs — the face I’d washed, and bandaged, and held through fevers and nightmares — sent a wave of heat through me that settled in the pit of my stomach and refused to move.

“This is called a sixty-nine, Jake.”

“I know what a sixty-nine is.”

“You’ve watched it. Have you done it?”

“No, I haven’t.”

“The difference between watching and doing is the difference between reading about the ocean and drowning in it.”

“I want to drown in you.”

“Give great tongue and you will.”

I shifted forward, bringing my hips closer to his face. I could feel his breath against the inside of my thighs, warm and uneven.

“I’m going to turn around. My mouth will be on your cock. Your mouth will be on my cunt. We work together. The same rhythm. When I speed up, you speed up. When I slow down, you slow down.”

“What if I can’t concentrate? With your mouth on me — “

“That’s the lesson. Pleasure doesn’t stop when you receive it. You keep going. Even when your brain is shorting out. Even when you can’t think. You follow my rhythm and you trust your tongue to know what to do.”

“And if I don’t last?”

“You’ll last exactly as long as I decide you’ll last.”

The corner of his mouth twitched. The small, awed smile of a man who is discovering that being told what to do by the woman he loves is not a reduction of his power but an expansion of his trust.

I turned around.

Slowly.

I swung my leg over his chest, making sure he could enjoy the view, pivoting until I was facing his feet. My knees were on either side of his head, my weight on my shins. The position put my pussy directly above his mouth — inches away, close enough that I could feel the heat of his breath against the lips that were already swelling, already slick.

Two weeks of mornings with this man, and my body still responded to his proximity like it was the first time. Maybe it always would. Maybe that was the gift of fifteen years of nothing — the hunger never quite went away.

Below me, his cock was a foot from my face. Hard, thick, the pulsing veins standing out along the shaft, the head dark and wet. I wrapped my hand around the base and felt him throb against my palm.

I gasped and stared at him — the length, the girth, the boundless energy. My cunt responded, leaking. I felt it. Then I felt his mouth — just a kiss as he snapped up the treat.

“When I lower myself, start with the flat of your tongue. Part my lips and lick, wide and slow, from the bottom to the top. You remember?”

“I remember.”

“Good. And Jake?”

“Yeah?”

“You can’t see my face from down there. So you have to listen. My thighs will tell you if I’m close. My hips will tell you if I want more. My voice will tell you if you’re exactly right. Listen to all of it.”

“I always listen to you, Nora.”

“I know you do, baby.”

I lowered my pussy onto his mouth.

The first touch of his tongue was a slow, wide stroke through the full length of me, and I shuddered from tailbone to skull. Not because it was new — he’d done this before, on the kitchen counter, my thighs wrapped around his head and flour on the ceiling. The position was different. I was on top. I was controlling the pressure, the angle, the contact.

I was feeding Jake my cunt.

His tongue was below me, and I was sinking onto it the way I’d sink into a warm bath, and the sensation of his mouth opening under me, accepting me, receiving the full weight of my arousal against his lips, was a power I hadn’t expected to feel this deeply.

I leaned down and took his cock in my mouth.

The salty burn I loved so much seared across my tongue. His precum in my mouth.

Delicious.

The angle was different from the normal position — lying across him, dealing with his morning wood. Here I was straight on, spread wide, and the direct line from my lips to my throat made it easier. I drove my lips down his shaft, his musky crown sliding across my tongue toward my throat, the head nudging the back of my palate. I gagged and controlled the depth he fucked my throat with my hand gripping tightly around his throbbing base.

My head began bobbing as I set a rhythm — slow, firm, the same pace I wanted his tongue to match.

He matched it.

His tongue worked me in long, flat strokes, bottom to top, pausing at my clit to circle it with the tip before starting again at the bottom. The pattern he’d learned in the kitchen. But steadier now. More confident. Two weeks of practice — not just the kitchen but every night since, his mouth found its way between my legs in our bed. Jake learned to lick me the way he’d learned to drive the car, with patience and attention and the quiet pride of a man who gets better at things because getting better at things for me was the only ambition he’d ever had.

I moaned around his cock. The vibration traveled through his shaft and his hips bucked beneath me, pressing his cock deeper into my mouth, and I took it. I opened my throat and let him in another inch and felt the stretch in my neck and the fullness and the exquisite tension of being filled and filling at the same time.

His hands found my hips. He gripped them — not guiding, not pushing, just holding. Anchoring himself. His thumbs pressed into the hollows beside my hip bones and the pressure points sent sparks down through my pelvis.

I worked his cock with my mouth and my hand. The rhythm perfect — my lips sealed around his head, gently pulling against the rim as I sucked and my cheeks hollowed, my tongue on the underside, my fist wanking him, twisting gently at the base. He was leaking steadily now, the salty tang of his precum coating my tongue with each stroke. I swallowed around him and felt his whole body tense.

“Nora.”

“Mm.”

I didn’t take my mouth off his cock.

“Can I — I want to try something.”

I pulled my lips off his cock long enough to speak against the wet tip.

“Try it.”

He didn’t go back to my clit.

He spread my cheeks and sucked my dripping hole, then his thumbs slid closer to my pucker, and he peeled it open. His tongue slid higher, out of his normal range, and then his tongue found the place. The tight ring of muscle between my cheeks that his thumbs held open. The place his cock had been, two weeks ago, the night he’d entered me, where no one ever had.

He licked me there.

My entire body seized.

My mouth froze around his cock, my thighs locked against his head, and a sound came out of me that was not a word. Not a moan. A sound from somewhere below language, from the part of my nervous system that had no vocabulary for what was happening.

His tongue circled my pucker. Soft, wet, the flat of it tracing the ridged skin with a gentleness that was almost unbearable. This was not a place anyone had ever put their mouth. Not Ray. Not anyone. His cock had been here — but his tongue was different. Smaller, softer, wetter, more intimate. His tongue was a question, and my body was answering before my brain could intervene.

“Jake.”

His name came out broken.

“Where did you —”

“—I didn’t learn it. I wanted to.”

“You wanted — “

“I’ve wanted to taste you there since the night you gave me your ass. I think about it. Every day.”

His tongue returned. Circling, pressing, the tip tracing the tight folds and then pressing inward — just barely, just the point, and the sensation rocketed through my pelvis and connected to something behind my clit that made my vision white out at the edges.

I dropped my forehead against his thigh and gasped.

Jake wasn’t following instructions or matching my rhythm. He was improvising — his tongue alternating between my clit and my ass, unpredictable, the pattern shifting every few strokes so I couldn’t brace for it. One moment, the flat of his tongue was dragging through the length of my slit, the next it was circling my clit with the precision I’d taught him, and then it was there again — lower, softer, the forbidden place that sent electricity through every nerve I owned.

I was the teacher, and the student had gone off-script, and the script was better for it.

I took his cock back in my mouth and worked him harder. Not teasing now. My hand pumped the base while my lips sealed around the head, hollowing my cheeks, letting the spit build. The sounds were obscene — the wet suction of my mouth on his shaft, the slick sounds of his tongue working between my legs, the ragged breathing of two people devouring each other simultaneously.

His tongue pressed inside my ass, reaching deeper than before. The tight muscle yielded, and I felt the tip of his tongue slip inside my ring, and the intimacy of it — his tongue inside the most private part of my body while his chin was buried in my cunt — was so far beyond anything I’d imagined that my arms shook and I had to brace myself against his thighs to stay upright.

“Oh my God, Jake. That — right there — don’t you dare stop.”

He didn’t stop.

Jake’s tongue fucked my ass in tiny, shallow thrusts while his chin grazed my clit, and the combination — the wrongness of it, the tenderness of it, the absolute trust required to put yourself in this position with someone and let them go where they wanted — cracked something open in my chest that had nothing to do with orgasm and everything to do with surrender.

He pulled his tongue from my ass and returned to my clit. One long, flat stroke, then a hard suck that pulled the hood back, then he returned to my ass.

Back to my clit.

Back to my ass.

The alternation was devastating — each return to a different spot reset the pleasure, and each reset built on the last, and the orgasm assembling inside me was not the kitchen demolition or the bedroom thunder but something new. Something with layers. Something with rooms.

“Jake. I’m close.”

He spoke against me. His lips moving on my clit as he formed the words.

“I want it all, Nora.”

“Jake — “

“I want you to cum on me. I want to swallow you.”

“I squirt hard, baby. You know that.”

“I know.”

“From this angle it’ll — you’ll get all of it. Right on your face.”

“I want all of it.”

His hands tightened on my hips. Pulling me down. Closer to his mouth.

“Give me everything. I don’t care if I drown.”

“You won’t drown. I’ll take care of you.”

Even now. Even at the edge of an orgasm that was going to dismantle me. I was still the teacher. Still the mother. Still the woman who had never let anything hurt him and wasn’t going to start now.

I spread my knees wider. Changed the angle. Lowered my hips until his mouth was sealed against me completely — his tongue on my clit, his chin against my entrance, his nose pressed into the crease of my ass. Full contact. Every nerve ending I had connected to his face.

Jake slid a finger inside my ass and began fucking me — I cried out, gripping his digit, wanting more. He must have known. I gasped as a second finger slid inside my anus. At first, he fucked me, then he scissored, always clenching my throbbing clit between his lips.

I took his cock deep and fucked him with everything I had — my mouth, my hand, my throat. The rhythm was gone now. There was no teaching, no matching, no careful synchronization. There were just two bodies racing toward the same edge, each one pulling the other faster.

While he fucked my ass two-fingered, his tongue circled my clit. Fast, hard, the way I’d taught him, the way that worked, the way that had broken me open on the kitchen counter and was about to break me again. His hands gripped my hips so tight I felt the bruises forming, and I wanted them. I wanted Jake’s fingerprints on my skin. I wanted to look in the mirror tomorrow and see the evidence of his devotion mapped across my body.

I felt his cock swell in my mouth. The telltale throb, the extra hardness, the tension in his thighs.

He was close too.

I worked him faster. My fist pumping the base of his pulsating cock, my mouth sealed around the head, my tongue pressing the spot beneath the crown where the frenulum stretched thin. I wanted him to cum in my mouth. I wanted to swallow him while he swallowed me. I wanted the exchange to be total — everything given, everything received, nothing held back.

“Nora. I’m — I can’t — “

I pushed my hips down and ground against his mouth, and the orgasm hit me like a door being kicked open.

The first contraction ripped through my pelvis, and I screamed around his cock. My thighs clamped against his head. My body locked, and the squirt released — not a flood this time but a wave, a hot pulse that I felt leave my body and splash into his mouth. I rocked my hips forward, riding the contraction, and his mouth was there — open, sealed against me, sucking and swallowing.

He made a sound. Not distress. Hunger. It was the groan of a man receiving what he’d begged for and finding it was more than he’d imagined and wanting it anyway.

I rocked again.

Another contraction hit me, another pulse, my body releasing in waves timed to the rolling of my hips. I was controlling the angle — not the orgasm, not the squirting, those were beyond me — but the ride. The way I delivered it. Each forward rock of my hips produced a burst, and each burst met his open mouth, and I could hear him swallowing, gasping, swallowing again, his chin and his cheeks and his neck drenched and his hands pulling me closer instead of pushing me away.

“Swallow me, baby. Take it all.”

Jake took me. Each wave. Each pulse. Every drop of squirt. His mouth working through the flood the way it had in the kitchen, but now I was above him, I was giving it to him from above, and the raw power of that — the position, the angle, me on top feeding him below — was our love made flesh.

He roared into my cunt.

His cock erupted in my mouth. The first pulse of hot, salty cum hit the back of my throat. I swallowed without thinking, my body operating on the same instinct that was driving the squirting — give and receive, give and receive, the exchange that had no beginning and no end. His hips drove upward, his cock pushed deeper as he desperately fucked my throat. The second pulse was thicker, hotter. I swallowed again. His cum filled my mouth, and I drank him the way he was drinking me, and we were simultaneous, locked together, mouths sealed on each other’s sex, swallowing each other at the same moment.

The final wave broke.

I lost the angle. Lost control. The last contraction was bigger than all the others — a deep, rolling quake that started in my ass as he fucked it and tore forward through my cunt and my clit and my stomach and my chest. The release that came with it was not a pulse but a flood. I squirted hard, my body clenching and releasing in spasms I couldn’t steer, and Jake’s hands locked on my hips and held me against his mouth, and he took it. All of it. The flood and the spasms and the sound I was making that was his name mixed with something primal that didn’t have a name.

His cock pulsed the last of his cum into my mouth, and I held him there, softening on my tongue, milking the final drops with gentle suction while my own body shuddered through the aftershocks.

The bedroom was quiet except for our breathing. We were wrecked, broken, the breathing of two people who had just consumed each other.

I climbed off him. Dismounting carefully — my thighs were trembling so badly I nearly fell, and he caught my hips and steadied me with hands that were shaking just as hard. I turned around and collapsed beside him, my head on his chest, my body still pulsing.

Jake’s face was soaked. His chin, his cheeks, his neck, the pillow beneath his head — all of it soaked. He was grinning. The loose, stunned grin of a man who has just been through something he will never adequately describe to another human being.

I traced his jaw with my finger and wiped a streak of wetness from his cheek.

“You didn’t learn that from me.”

“I learned everything from you, Nora. Even the parts you didn’t teach.”

“The rimming. Where did that come from?”

“I’ve been thinking about it since the night you let me fuck you there. The way you trusted me. The way you gave me that. I wanted to give something back.”

“You gave me something back.”

“Was it — “

“—Jake. No one has ever put their mouth there. No one. In my entire life. You were the first.”

His arm tightened around me. The same gesture. The arm across my waist, the body curving around mine. The hold I’d known for seventeen years, rebuilt for the life we were building now.

“Good. I want to be the first or the best for everything.”

“You already are.”

We lay there while the morning light moved across the bed. Our sheets were wrecked. The pillow was soaked. His face was drying, and I could smell us — both of us, mixed, the salt and musk and something sweet underneath that was just skin meeting skin.

I kissed his chest and tasted the sweat.

“Shower, baby boy. I have to meet Dee.”

“Tell her I said hi.”

“I’m not telling her what you just did to me.”

“You’re going to tell her everything.”

He was right. I was.

Bean Café was quiet for a Saturday. Three tables were occupied — the retirees by the window who were there every morning like furniture, a young couple sharing a muffin, and a man in a trucker cap reading the paper. The espresso machine hissed, and the barista called out orders to nobody in particular because nobody was waiting.

Dee was already in the booth. Two lattes on the table, mine with the extra shot she always ordered for me because she said I needed the help. Her hair was pulled back, and she wore the look she wore when she’d already decided the conversation was going to be interesting — the slight lean forward, the eyes bright, the smile she was holding behind her coffee cup.

I slid into the booth and picked up the latte and drank half of it before I said a word.

“You look weary. Is it that bad?”

“It’s that good.”

“Oh?”

“Oh.”

She put down her cup. Folded her arms on the table. The bright eyes sharpened into something more focused — the look of a sister who has been waiting for this update with the patience of a woman who told you so four years ago.

“Talk.”

I wrapped both hands around my cup. The warmth steadied me. Not because I was shaking — I wasn’t, not like the first time, not like the morning I’d walked in here with red eyes and trembling hands and confessed to giving my stepson a handjob. Today was different. Today I was not confessing. I was reporting.

“He makes me cum so hard I can’t think, Dee.”

She blinked.

“Go on, Nora.”

“I’m not — this isn’t — I mean, physiologically. He does something to my body that I didn’t know my body could do. The first time, on the kitchen counter, I squirted. I told you that. I’d never done that in my life. Now it happens every time. Every single time.”

“Every time?”

“This morning he — “

I stopped. Looked around the café. The retirees were not listening. The couple was absorbed in each other. The trucker cap was absorbed in his paper.

I leaned forward.

“He rimmed me, Dee.”

“He what?”

“His tongue. On my ass. In my ass. He did it without me asking. Without me teaching him. He just went there.”

Dee’s mouth opened. Closed. She picked up her latte, put it down, and picked it up again.

“You fucking lucky bitch!”

“I have never — no man has ever — Dee, it was like being electrocuted and baptized at the same time. I came so hard I nearly broke his jaw.”

“Jesus Christ, Nora.”

“I know.”

“He’s twenty years old.”

“I know.”

“And he just did it? On his own?”

“On his own. No instruction. He improvised.”

“And?”

“He fingered me there, too.”

Dee squirmed, then sat back in her chair. She looked at me the way she sometimes looked at me — the way she’d looked at me the day I showed her the Challenger running for the first time, the day Jake graduated high school, the day I told her I’d paid off the mortgage. The look that said: you earned something and I’m proud of you, and I’m not going to make a big deal of it because you’d hate that.

“So.” She took a sip. “Have you fucked him yet?”

The question I knew was coming. The question that had a different weight now than it would have had three weeks ago, because three weeks ago the idea of Jake being inside me was theoretical — a line that existed in the future, blurred by fear and longing. Now it was specific. Now it meant his cock inside my pussy with nothing between us, the pill doing its work, his cum filling the one place it hadn’t been yet.

“No.”

“No?”

“Not yet.”

“Nora. You let him lick your ass, but you haven’t — “

“It’s not that I don’t want to. God, Dee, I want to so badly my hands shake when I think about it.”

“Then why?”

“The pill needs another week to be fully effective.”

“You bought condoms.”

“I hate condoms.”

“You hate — “

“I want to feel him, Dee. Just him. Nothing between us. The first time he’s inside me — inside me properly — I want it to be his skin stretching my tissue. I want to feel every inch of him, and I want him to feel every part of me, and I want it to be — “

“Perfect.”

“Real.”

“Same thing, coming from you. But...”

“But?”

“The pill.”

“What about it, Dee?”

“Something to think about. It makes sex safe, but don’t forget, you never had kids of your own because you were raising Jake.”

“And I didn’t feel safe with Ray.”

Her eyes held mine, and I realized what she meant.

“I couldn’t, Dee.”

“You’d better consider that carefully. Jake will make a wonderful father.”

I drank my latte. Dee drank hers. Outside, a truck rumbled past on Main Street, and the vibration rattled the sugar dispenser.

“So how will you seduce him? I mean, first time inside you... Well, not the first time, but you know what I mean.”

“I’m going to take him to dinner first. A real dinner. Porter’s, maybe, or somewhere further out. I’m going to get dressed up, and he’s going to get dressed up, and we’re going to eat and drink and talk and drive home in the Challenger with his hand on my thigh. And then I’m going to take him to my bed, and he’s going to be inside me for the first time, and I’m going to feel him cum inside me with nothing between us, and it’s going to be — “

“—The first time in fifteen years that a man’s been inside that part of you.”

“The first time that the right man has been inside me ever.”

Dee reached across the table and squeezed my hand. Her grip was strong — the grip of a woman who had carried things, who had held things, who had never put something down that mattered.

“You deserve this, Nora.”

“I’m sleeping with my stepson, Dee.”

“You’re being loved by the only man who ever stayed, and nobody can deny he is a great guy.”

I blinked hard. The café blurred and then cleared.

“When will this happen, Nora?”

“Next week. The pill will be fully effective on Thursday.”

“Friday night, then.”

“Friday night.”

“Wear the black dress.”

“I was thinking about buying a new one.”

“A new dress. For the new woman with a new man.” Dee grinned. “Look at you. Thirty-eight years old and going on a first date.”

“It’s not a first — “

“It’s a first. The first real one. Everything before this was prologue.”

She picked up her latte and toasted me with it.

“To the mother who stayed.”

“To the woman who stayed.”

“Okay. I get it.”

We drank. The morning sun came through the café window and painted a stripe across the table between us, and for a moment the light caught the gold in Dee’s hair, and the steam from the coffee and the dust motes spinning in the air, and the world was warm and uncomplicated and kind.

Jake was on the porch when I got home.

He sat in the wooden chair with his feet up on the railing, a glass of sweet tea in his hand, the Challenger gleaming in the driveway behind him. He’d washed it while I was out — the black paint throwing light in every direction, the chrome catching the afternoon sun. The car looked like it always looked after he washed it — like a promise kept.

I climbed the steps, and he caught my hand and pulled me into his lap. I went and settled against his chest, my legs across the arm of the chair, my head under his chin. The position of a child in her father’s lap, or a woman in her lover’s arms. The same architecture, different intent.

“How’s Dee?”

“She says hi.”

“You told her?”

“I told her everything.”

“Even the — “

“Everything, Jake.”

He laughed. The rumble of it traveled through his chest and into mine.

“Good.”

“Good?”

“Good that you have someone you can tell everything to. Good that she’s on our side. Good that you’re not carrying this alone.”

I tilted my head and looked up at him. The afternoon light was warm on his face, softening the angles, catching the stubble on his jaw that he hadn’t shaved because I’d told him I liked the scrape of it between my thighs. His eyes were half-closed, easy, the eyes of a man sitting on a porch with the woman he loves after she’s come home to him.

“I’m not carrying anything alone, Jake. Not anymore.”

His arm tightened around my waist. We sat there while the shadows lengthened across the porch and the birds made noise in the maple tree and the Challenger cooled in the driveway, ticking, the engine sounds settling the way they always did after she’d been running — the mechanical equivalent of a sigh.

My phone buzzed in my pocket.

I pulled it out. Unknown number. No name, no contact, just ten digits on the screen.

“Who is it?”

I stared at the number. Something moved in the back of my mind — not recognition, not quite, but the shape of recognition. The way you know a smell before you can name it.

“Nobody.”

The phone buzzed again. Same number. I hit decline and turned the phone face down on the arm of the chair.

Jake looked at me. I felt his eyes on the side of my face.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” I leaned into his chest and closed my eyes. “I’m home.”

The phone sat face down on the arm of the chair. The screen glowed through the case for a moment, then faded, and the number disappeared into the dark.

The maple tree threw its shadow across the porch. The Challenger gleamed.

And in the quiet of the afternoon, the phone buzzed once more — a voicemail this time — and then went still.


Chapter Two

◆◆◆

I bought a dress.

I didn’t wear the black one from the back of the closet — that dress belonged to a woman who was trying to remember what she looked like.

It was Thursday afternoon, the day the pill became real. I drove to an outlet mall two towns over, where nobody knew me, and walked into a store I hadn’t set foot in since my twenties and told the woman behind the counter I needed something for a date.

She didn’t ask who with.

She looked at my shoulders and my hips and my hands — the callused, oil-stained hands of a woman who rebuilt a Dodge Challenger in her garage — and she pulled three dresses off the rack without a word.

The first was red.

“That’s too much.”

She appraised me, holding the dress against me.

“You can carry it.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Not seducing, then?”

“Yes, but I’m seducing a gentleman.”

“Ahh. Not this.”

The second was white. She looked hopeful. I shook my head.

“It’s too bridal.”

“Yeah, and the slightest stain shows.”

“I need something elegant.”

“I have just the thing. Dark green.”

The green was beautiful. Fitted through the waist, looser through the skirt, a neckline that showed my collarbones and the line of my throat without announcing anything. The fabric was soft — not silk, not that kind of money, but something that moved when I moved and held its shape when I stood still.

I slipped into it in the fitting room. The woman in the mirror was not the woman from three weeks ago. That woman had stood in front of her closet in a black dress and asked herself where she’d been. This woman knew exactly where she was. She was going to dinner with the man who slept in her bed, brought her flowers, and called her by her name when he came.

I stepped out to check the full-length mirror. The assistant was leaning against the counter, arms folded, watching me the way a mechanic watches someone start an engine she just rebuilt.

“I can figure out most women who come in here. Widow, divorcee, single. You, I can’t figure out.”

I turned to face her.

“Is figuring people out important to you?”

She waved an arm around the shop.

“Professional hazard.”

I held out both palms.

“What do you see?”

She walked around me. Slow. The full circle.

“Athletic. Proud. Beautiful.”

She stopped in front of me and locked eyes.

“Loved.”

“You can see that?”

“No wedding band. Not even a ghost of one. No dark circles. No divorce weight. No widow trying to remember how to smile. You’re just — lit up. From somewhere I can’t see.”

“And your summary is?”

“I wish whoever’s putting that look on your face was putting it on mine.”

We both laughed.

I bought the dress. I bought new underwear — not lingerie, not a costume, just something that matched. Black. Simple. The kind of underwear a woman buys when she knows it’s coming off but wants to look deliberate about it.

Dee texted while I was at the register.

Is Friday happening?

I bought a dress.

Which one?

The green one.

Jesus, Nora, which green one?

I sent her a photo from the fitting room mirror. Three seconds later:

You fucking queen. Jake’s going to die.

That’s the plan.

Wear your hair down.

Already planning to.

And Nora?

Yeah?

Enjoy it. You earned this.

I drove home with the bag on the passenger seat and the windows down and the Challenger’s engine shaking the road under me. I felt something I hadn’t felt in so long I almost didn’t recognize it.

I felt young.

Friday.

I stood in front of my mirror at six o’clock with my hair still damp from the shower and the green dress laid out on the bed behind me. Jake was in the bathroom down the hall — our bathroom now, though his shaving kit still sat on the left side of the sink like a guest who hadn’t fully unpacked.

I dried my hair. Left it down the way he liked it — the way he’d never said he liked it but I knew because of the way his hand found it in the dark, the way his fingers moved through it when we lay together, the way he buried his face in it every morning before either of us spoke.

I put on mascara with trembling prom-night fingers and wore my gold earrings, adding a touch of something on my wrists that I’d found at the back of the medicine cabinet — perfume, years old, probably expired, but when I opened the cap the smell was clean and warm and nothing like the woman who’d bought it.

I stepped into the dress, pulled it up over my hips, settled the straps on my shoulders, and reached behind me for the zipper. The fabric closed around me like a decision.

I looked in the mirror.

The woman in the green dress had strong shoulders and callused hands and lines around her eyes that told the truth about the years. Her hips were wider than twenty-one. Her stomach was softer. But her eyes were clear, and her chin was up, and she was not apologizing for a single thing about the body that had rebuilt a car, raised a man, and spent the last three weeks learning what it meant to be touched by someone who loved her.

“You’ll do, Nora.”

The girl in the mirror smiled. I smiled back.

The bathroom door opened, and I heard his footsteps in the hall. The creak of the bedroom door — the guest room, where he kept the clothes that didn’t fit in my closet yet — and the sound of drawers opening and closing.

I went downstairs.

The kitchen was clean. The flowers on the counter — this week’s, yellow daisies, already opening — sat in their glass catching the last of the afternoon light through the window.

I leaned against the counter and waited. I’d stood in that spot every evening since Jake was three — waiting for the pasta water to boil, waiting for him to come down for dinner, waiting for the sound of his feet on the stairs that meant the house wasn’t empty. Fifteen years of leaning against that counter.

Same counter, same lean, but the woman leaning was someone the counter hadn’t met before.

I heard his footsteps and the creak of the third step.

Jake came around the corner and stopped.

He wore a charcoal button-down I hadn’t seen before. It was new, bought for tonight, the way I’d bought the dress. Dark blue jeans. His jaw was clean, freshly shaved, and the bruise was gone. Completely gone. The last physical trace of the night everything started had finally faded, and the face that remained was just his face — strong, open, the face of a man who looked at me the way no one in my life had ever looked at me.

“Nora.”

“Jake.”

“You’re beautiful.”

I didn’t stop him this time.

“Thank you.”

“The green is… you look—”

“Thank you.”

He crossed the kitchen. His hands found my waist — the specific pressure of his palms through the new fabric, the heat of his fingers on my hips. He leaned down and kissed my forehead. Not my mouth. My forehead. The tenderness of it cracked something in my chest.

“Are you ready, Nora?”

I held out the keys.

“You’re driving.”

The restaurant was called Hillside. It was forty minutes north, past the county line, past Porter’s, past anywhere we’d ever been together. A converted stone building on a ridge with a view of the valley and a parking lot full of cars that cost more than my annual salary.

Jake parked the Challenger between a Mercedes and an Audi. The black paint gleamed under the lot lights. She looked like she belonged there — loud, low, American muscle, the only car in the lot that had been rebuilt by the hands of the woman stepping out of the passenger side.

My boyfriend came around and opened my door. I took his hand. His palm was warm and dry and steady, and I held it longer than I needed to because tonight I could. Tonight, we were forty minutes from town in a place where nobody knew us, and if anyone looked at the woman in the green dress holding the hand of the man in the charcoal shirt, they would see a couple. Just a couple. A woman and a man going to dinner because they wanted to be together, and the world hadn’t made that illegal yet.

I didn’t let go.

We walked in holding hands.

The hostess seated us at a table by the window. The valley spread out below us — dark fields, distant lights, the black ribbon of the highway threading through the low ground. A candle burned between us. The wine list came in a leather folder. The menu was handwritten.

“What looks good, Jake?”

“Order for us, please.”

I ordered two filets, medium rare, the roasted asparagus, a bottle of the Pinot Noir. The waitress smiled and walked away, and Jake looked at me with the same expression from Porter’s — the quiet wonder of a man watching the woman who’d fed him for seventeen years choose his dinner without asking.

“Why didn’t you order for yourself?”

“You always ordered for me. Not because I was a kid who couldn’t. I was the guy you always knew what to order for.”

“Seventeen years of practice.”

“Eighteen in November.”

His shoeless foot found mine under the table. Not the slow pressure from Porter’s — just contact. His foot rubbing my ankle, then resting there, the smallest physical connection two people can maintain across a table in a public place.

We ate.

The filets were perfect — a clean sear, pink through the center, the kind of steak that doesn’t need a knife so much as a suggestion. The wine opened up after the first glass, and the candle threw warm light across his face, and we talked the way two people talk at dinner when the world outside the window doesn’t apply to them.

“I’m starting work in a month.”

I stopped eating and set my knife and fork down.

“Where?”

“The Henderson ranch.”

“As what?”

“Assistant to the ranch manager. Don’t worry, Mom — sorry, Nora. It’s management. Bill Henderson is retiring in five years. He’s taking two of us on. One for beef, the other for crops.”

“Wow. I had no idea.”

“I have my agricultural degree, and he’ll fund a Master’s.”

“You never mentioned it.”

He smiled.

“You want to provide?”

“Not want. Will.”

I leaned across the table and kissed him on the mouth.

“You’re not the only one thinking about change, Jake.”

“Go on?”

“What would you say if I left Robb & McMichael?”

“Give up law?”

“I’m a legal secretary, not a lawyer.”

He chewed on a piece of steak, watching me. Then he reached across the table and set his hand on mine.

“What do you want to do?”

“I saw a listing at the machine shop on Route 9.”

“Carmichael’s?”

“You know it?”

“You’ve bought parts there for fifteen years, Nora. Dave Carmichael sold you the cam shaft for the Challenger. What’s the job?”

“Mechanic. Classic car specialist. Monday through Friday, starts at eight, finishes at five. The posting said experience preferred, but they’d train the right person.”

“You don’t need training.”

“You think?”

“You rebuilt a transmission from YouTube videos and a Haynes manual. Your hands are steady, and you don’t quit when something doesn’t fit the first time. Yeah, I think.”

He smiled. Not the big grin — the quieter one, the one that meant he’d heard something he needed to hear and was storing it somewhere safe.

“I’ve been reading this book. History of the muscle car era — the factories, the engineers, the guys who figured out you could drop a big block into a mid-size frame and change everything. There’s a chapter on the ‘70 Challenger R/T that’s basically the blueprint for ours.”

“Ours.”

“Ours, Jake. It’s been ours since you were old enough to hold the light.”

I drank my wine and let that settle. He knew I was right. The car had stopped being mine the day he picked up a wrench without being asked.

“The woman at the dress shop didn’t ask me a single question.”

“What do you mean?”

“She tried to figure me out.”

“How?”

“I walked in and told her I needed something for a date, and she looked at me — my shoulders, my hands, all of it — and pulled three dresses off the rack without a word. Like she already knew.”

“Did she pick the green one?”

“First one was red. Second was white. The green was third.”

“Third time’s the charm.”

“That’s what I thought when I looked in the mirror.”

“She knew.”

“She knew I was dressing for someone who mattered.”

The wine was good. The food was good. The candle threw warm light across his face, and I watched him eat and talk and laugh, and I thought: this is what other people have. This ordinary thing — dinner, wine, conversation, the easy quiet of two people who chose each other — this is what the world takes for granted, and I waited fifteen years for.

His hand found my knee under the table. Not higher. Not teasing. Just his hand on my knee, his thumb drawing circles on the inside of my leg through the fabric of my dress, and the circles were enough. The circles said everything.

“Jake.”

“Yeah?”

“Take me home.”

His eyes held mine across the candle. The dark want in them — the same want that had been building for three weeks, for twenty years, for his entire life — met something in my chest that rose to meet it.

“The check.”

“I’ll get it.”

“I’m getting it, Nora.”

“You got it last time.”

“I’m getting it every time.”

Jake paid. He signed the receipt and left a good tip and stood and offered me his hand the way a man offers his hand to the woman he’s taking home, and I took it. We walked out of the restaurant and into the cool night air.

The Challenger was waiting in the lot like a promise.

The drive was thirty-eight minutes, and I felt every one of them.

His hand was on my thigh before we left the parking lot. Not under the dress — over it, his palm flat on the green fabric, his fingers curving around the inside of my leg. The heat of his hand through the cloth was enough to make me shift in the seat.

“Eyes on the road, Jake.”

“Always.”

“Your hand isn’t on the road.”

“My hand is where it lives now.”

I put my hand on his thigh. The muscle tensed under my palm. I slid higher and found his cock — rock hard — the thick ridge of his crown straining against the denim, the heat of him radiating through the fabric.

I closed my fingers around his shaft and squeezed.

“Nora.”

“Drive, Jake.”

The highway was dark. The Challenger’s headlights cut the night in two white lines, and the engine rumbled through the chassis into the seats into our bodies. His hand pressed harder on my thigh, and my hand rubbed his length harder, and neither of us spoke for ten miles because speaking would have broken something that was building between us in the dark.

I watched his profile in the dashboard light. His jaw was set, his eyes on the road, his knuckles white on the wheel. Jake was the man who was driving me home. The man who was going to be inside me in less than an hour. The man whose body I knew in every way except the one that mattered most — the one I’d saved, deliberately, specifically, because I wanted it to mean something when it happened.

It was going to mean everything.

“You’re quiet, Nora.”

“I’m thinking.”

“About what?”

“About how long it took to get here.”

“Thirty minutes.”

“Fifteen years, Jake.”

His thumb pressed into my thigh. One slow circle.

“Was I worth the wait?”

“Ask me again in the morning.”

Jake smiled, his grip tightening slightly on my thigh

“Jake.”

“Yeah?”

“Make love to me.”

“Properly?”

“Yes. The pill is ready.”

His hand tightened on my thigh. I felt each finger press into the muscle.

“Are you sure?”

“I’ve been sure since the morning you woke up in my bed.”

“Nora—”

“I want to feel you. Just you. Your skin inside mine. When you cum, I want it inside me. I want to feel it. I’ve waited fifteen years to feel that again, and I want it to be you.”

“It was always going to be me.”

“I know.”

The Challenger ate the road. The last twenty minutes were the longest of my life and the shortest. Every mile brought us closer to the house, to the bed, to the moment I’d been counting down to since the Thursday the pill became effective and the clock in my body started ticking toward tonight.

We turned into our driveway. The headlights swept across the porch, the maple tree, the mailbox. Jake killed the engine. The silence fell around us — sudden, total, the absence of everything except our breathing in the dark interior of the car that I’d rebuilt from the wreckage of a man who left.

Jake turned to me.

I turned to him.

“Inside, Jake. Now.”

We walked through the front door, and I didn’t turn on the lights.

The house was dark. The kitchen — the flowers in their glass, the counter clean, the coffeemaker set for morning. All of them existed as shapes in the ambient light from the street. We moved through it without speaking, his hand pressing into my lower back, the warmth of his palm through the green dress guiding me toward the stairs the way I’d guided him through every room of this house since he was three years old.

Up the stairs. The creak of the third step under his weight.

Down the hall. Past his bedroom door — closed, the bed inside it made and untouched, the room that used to be his shrinking into memory with every night he spent in mine.

My bedroom.

Our bedroom.

The streetlight cut its line across the plaster. The bed was made — clean sheets, the ones I’d put on that morning with my hands shaking because my hands knew what my mind was trying to stay calm about. The nightstand held a glass of water, the lotion, and nothing else.

I turned to face him.

He closed the door. The click of the latch.

We stood three feet apart in the half-dark. His charcoal shirt. My green dress. The streetlight between us like a blade.

I could smell him from three feet away. Not cologne — Jake didn’t own cologne. Soap, clean sweat, and underneath it something warm and specific that was just his skin. The same smell I’d breathed off his pillow every morning for three weeks. The smell that made my mouth water before my brain caught up.

“Jake.”

“Nora.”

“Undress me.”

He stepped forward. His hands found the straps of my dress — one, then the other — and eased them off my shoulders. The fabric loosened. He found the zipper at the back, drew it down, and the dress slid from my body and pooled at my feet with a sound like a sigh.

I stood in the black underwear. The simple set I’d chosen because I wanted to look deliberate. His eyes moved over me — not the hungry scan of a man in a hurry but the slow, careful attention of a man memorizing something he wants to remember forever.

“Your turn, Nora.”

He unbuttoned the charcoal shirt. One button at a time. I watched his hands work — the same hands that had washed the Challenger that afternoon, the same hands that held me every morning, the same hands that shook the first time he touched me and were steady now. The shirt came off. His chest in the half-light — the flat planes, the muscle, the rise and fall of his breathing.

He unbuckled his belt. Stepped out of his jeans. He stood in his boxers, his cock pressing hard against the cotton, and the outline of him through the fabric sent a pulse through my body that settled between my legs and stayed.

I was wet. My panties had soaked through, and my thighs were sticky.

He inhaled and smiled.

I closed the distance and put my hands on his chest. His heart hammered against my palms.

“Jake. I need you to know something.”

“Tell me.”

“The last time a man was inside me — there — was your father. Fifteen years ago. And it was never good. It was never what it was supposed to be. He was inside me because he felt entitled to be inside me, not because I wanted him there.”

“Nora—”

“I want you there. I want you inside me because I love you and because my body chose you and because you are the only man I have ever truly wanted. Do you understand the difference?”

“I understand.”

“Then come to bed and make love to me.”

I reached behind me and unclasped my bra. Let it fall. His eyes dropped to my breasts, and I watched his throat move as he swallowed. I hooked my thumbs into the waistband of my underwear. They stuck, my soaking, sticky gusset peeling slowly away from freshly shaven pussy lips. I pulled and slid them down my legs and stepped out of them.

I was naked in front of him in the streetlight — thirty-eight years old, every year of it earned, and I was not ashamed of a single inch.

He leaned down, lifted my panties, scrunched them in a fist, and held them to his nose. He inhaled deeply and smiled.

“I’m keeping these.”

He folded them and set them aside while my pussy groaned, begging for his cock.

Jake pushed his boxers down. His cock sprang free — thick, hard, the head dark and wet, the veins standing out along the shaft. I’d had that cock in my mouth, in my hand, in my ass. I’d swallowed him and milked him and taught him how to use what he had. But I’d never had him where I wanted him most.

Tonight.

I lay back on the bed. The sheets were cool against my skin. I spread my legs wide apart, and the air touched me where I was already wet — my cunt was soaking, had been since the restaurant, since the car, since the moment I’d put on the dress and known what it was for.

“Come here, Jake.”

He climbed onto the bed. Positioned himself between my legs, his palms cupping my kneecaps. His weight settled over me, and he lowered himself until his forearms rested on either side of my head. His hips fitted perfectly between my thighs, his cock resting against me. The hot, hard length of him pressed against my slit, against the lips that were swollen and slick, and the contact — just the contact, just the weight of his crown resting against the entrance to my body — made me inhale so sharply my ribs ached.

“Look at me.”

He looked at me. His face was inches from mine. His eyes were dark, his pupils blown wide, and in those eyes I saw the boy I’d held through nightmares and the man who held me now, and the distance between them was everything and nothing.

“I love you, Jake.”

“I love you, Nora.”

“Fuck me slowly and deep.”

“And cum inside you.”

“Damn right.”

He reached between us. His hand found his cock, and he guided the head up and down my slit, crushing my clit at the top. Then, when he was ready, he found my entrance — the blunt, hot tip of his cock pressing against the place that had been closed for fifteen years.

His hips drove forward.

I felt my pussy open for him. The slick parting of my lips around his crown, the first stretch, the first pressure.

He pushed forward.

One inch.

I groaned.

“God, I need this.”

The head of his cock slid inside me, and the sensation — the fullness, the heat, the absolute specificity of his skin against my walls with nothing between them — hit me so hard my vision blurred. Not pain. The opposite of pain. The feeling of a body remembering what it was built for after fifteen years of forgetting.

The sound I made wasn’t a word. It was low and broken and came from the back of my throat, and I heard him answer it — a groan that vibrated through his chest into mine. The stretch burned. Not pain — the burn of a muscle being used for the first time in years, the ache of something opening that had been closed so long it had forgotten how.

“Nora.”

“Give me more cock.”

He pushed deeper, filling and stretching me inch by inch. The slow, devastating penetration of a man entering the woman who raised him in the place she’d kept empty for fifteen years because no one deserved to be there until him.

Each inch stretched me wider. Each inch filled me deeper. I felt the ridge of his crown dragging against my walls, felt the thickness of his shaft spreading me open, felt my body yielding to him the way it had never yielded to anyone — not with resignation but with hunger.

My cunt was tight, pulling him in. The muscles I hadn’t used in fifteen years were gripping his cock and drawing him deeper because my body knew what my mind was still processing: this was him. This was Jake. This was the man I’d built my life around, and he was inside me, and the world was exactly the width of his cock and the depth of my love, and nothing else existed.

He bottomed out. The full length of him buried inside me. His pelvis felt flush against mine, his cock filling me completely, the head pressed against my cervix with a pressure that sent sparks through my spine.

We both stopped breathing.

“Oh my God, Jake.”

“Nora. You feel — I can’t—”

“I know.”

“You’re so wet. So hot. I can feel everything.”

“I can feel everything too.”

His forehead dropped to mine. Our noses touched. Our breath mixed in the inch of air between our mouths. He was inside me, and I was around him, and the connection was so total, so complete, that the boundary between his body and mine dissolved, and I couldn’t tell where I ended and he began.

Fifteen years.

Fifteen years of nothing.

Fifteen years of an empty bed and a body that forgot what it was for and a hunger I buried so deep I thought it was dead. And now Jake was fucking me, and the hunger was not dead — it was roaring, it was alive, it was consuming me from the inside out, and the tears that rolled from the corners of my eyes into my hair were not sadness. They were relief. They were the sound a dam makes when it finally breaks.

“Fuck me, Jake. Please. I need you to fuck me hard and stretch me completely.”

He pulled back. Slowly. The drag of his cock against my walls sent a shudder through my entire body. The ridge of his crown caught on something inside me — a spot, a place — and the sensation detonated behind my clit, and I gasped and gripped his shoulders.

He pushed back in. Slow. Deep. The full stroke, root to tip filling me, the slick sound of our bodies meeting, and my hips rose to meet him because I couldn’t not — because every cell in my body was reaching for him.

He found a rhythm that fucked me hard. Slow, deep strokes. The controlled, patient pace of a man who was paying attention — the same attention he’d given to everything I’d taught him, the same focus, the same quiet determination to get it right. His cock moved inside me with a precision that made my teeth clench. Each thrust reached the deepest part of me. Each withdrawal left an emptiness that lasted a heartbeat before he filled it again.

The room filled with the sound of us. The wet, thick noise of his cock moving inside me, the creak of the bed frame finding its own rhythm under ours, the slap of his hips against the inside of my thighs. I could smell sex in the air — my arousal, his sweat, the sharp salt of the two of us mixing. The sheets were soaked under my ass. I could feel the mess of it spreading beneath me with every thrust, and I didn’t care. I wanted more of it.

“Fuck me faster, Jake.”

“Are you sure?”

“I need it faster, deeper, and harder. I need you to take me.”

He fucked me faster and raised my knees until they touched the pillow behind my head. Then he pounded me hard and fast — the strokes lengthened, deepened, his hips driving forward with more force now. The sound of him fucking me changed — the wet, rhythmic slap of his pelvis against mine, the creak of the bed frame, the ragged harmony of our breathing.

He released my legs. I wrapped them around his waist. Locked my ankles against the small of his back. The angle changed, and his cock drove deeper, hitting the spot that had detonated before, and I cried out — not his name, not a word, just a sound that came from the place where language ends and the body takes over.

“There. Right there. Don’t stop fucking me like this.”

He kissed me without slowing down. His mouth tasted like wine and salt, and the faintest trace of my cum from three weeks of mornings. I bit his lower lip and tasted copper, and he groaned into my mouth and fucked me harder.

Jake didn’t stop. His hips pistoned forward with a rhythm that was no longer controlled — it was need, pure need, the need of a man who had waited years to be inside the woman he loved and was finally there and could not slow down because slowing down was impossible when every nerve in his body was connected to every nerve in mine.

My hands found his back. My nails dug in. I felt the muscle flex under my fingers with each thrust, and I pulled him closer, deeper, harder. I wanted his weight driving his cock into me. I wanted his skin on mine. I wanted no air between us, no space, no distance — just his body stretching mine and the sound of our breathing and the bed shaking and the streetlight on the wall and the fifteen years of emptiness burning away with every stroke.

“Jake. I’m close.”

“Me too.”

“I want you to cum inside me. I want to feel it.”

“Nora—”

“When you cum, don’t pull out. Stay inside me. I want all of it. Every drop. Deep inside me.”

His rhythm broke. The controlled strokes dissolved into something raw — shorter, harder, his hips snapping forward, his cock driving into me with an urgency that matched my own. His breathing was destroyed. His arms shook on either side of my head.

The orgasm built in the pit of my stomach. Not the explosive wall from the kitchen. Not the deep rolling wave from the first time he took my ass. Something new. Something that started where his cock met my cervix, and heat radiated outward — through my pelvis, down my thighs, up my spine — like a sound growing louder, like a wave gathering height, like every year of every empty night compressing into a single point of light behind my clit that was about to detonate.

“Jake. Now. Cum with me. Please.”

He drove deep — one final thrust that bottomed his cock out against my cervix — and held.

Our orgasms broke.

Mine broke me open like a door being kicked in. The first contraction ripped through my cunt, and my body clamped around his cock so hard he shouted my name. The wave tore through my pelvis, my stomach, my chest. My legs locked around his waist. My nails tore at his back, drawing blood. My mouth opened, and the sound that came out was not controlled, not quiet, not the bedroom voice of a woman who knows the neighbors might hear — it was raw, animal, the sound of a body releasing fifteen years of nothing in a single, shattering moment.

Jake came inside me.

The first pulse of hot cum hit me deep — deeper than anything I’d felt, deeper than his fingers, deeper than his cock alone. The heat of it spread inside me, filling me, and the sensation — the specific, irreplaceable sensation of a man’s cum flooding a place that had been empty for fifteen years — broke whatever was left of the wall I’d built between who I was and who I was becoming.

He came and came. His hips pressed flush against mine, his cock buried to the hilt, each pulse pouring more of him inside me. I felt the heat spreading, felt the fullness, felt my walls gripping his shaft in rhythmic contractions that milked him deeper. I held him with my legs and my arms and my body, and I took every drop because that was the deal — nothing between us, nothing held back, everything given and everything received.

I locked eyes with his.

“Every drop, Jake. Give me all of it.”

“Every drop, Nora.”

The words from the first night. Our words now. The echo that carried across every crossing we’d made — from mother to lover, from hands to mouths, from his cock in my ass to his cock in my cunt — the same two words that meant the same thing every time.

I trust you with everything I am.

The last contraction rolled through me, and I felt my body squirt around his cock — not the dramatic flood of the kitchen or the sixty-nine, but a warm, liquid release that soaked the sheets beneath us and mixed with his cum still pooling inside me. The mess of it. The beautiful, obscene mess of two bodies that had given each other everything and were lying in the evidence.

He collapsed on me. His weight — heavy, warm, the full press of his body against mine. His cock still inside me, softening slowly, the small aftershocks twitching between us. His face found the curve of my neck. His breath was broken against my skin.

I could feel the ache already. Deep inside, where he’d been — the tender, raw soreness of a body that had been thoroughly used after fifteen years of nothing. My thighs burned from holding him. My back was damp against the sheets. The room smelled like sweat and cum and the fading ghost of my perfume, and under it all the warm, animal smell of two people who had just wrecked each other.

I held him. My arms wrapped around his back, my legs still wrapped around his waist, my hand in his hair. The same gesture. The same hold. The hold I’d used since he was three years old and crying in my arms — but now his cum was inside me, and my body was still pulsing around his cock, and the hold meant everything it had always meant plus everything it meant now.

“Jake.”

“Yeah?”

“You were inside me.”

“I’m still inside you.”

“I know. I can feel you. Stay, please.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“I know you’re not.”

He lifted his head. His face was wet — tears and sweat. The rawness of a man who has just felt something he will measure the rest of his life against. He kissed me. Slow, deep, the taste of wine and salt between us, and I kissed him back with the taste of fifteen years dissolving on my tongue.

“Was it—”

“—Jake. Nothing in my life has ever felt like that.”

“Not even—”

“Nothing and nobody. Not the kitchen. Not the first time. Nothing. You were inside me, and I could feel everything — every inch, every pulse, your heartbeat inside my body — and I have never in my life felt that close to another human being.”

He smiled. The open, vulnerable smile of a man who has just been told he is enough.

“You’re enough, Jake. You’ve always been enough.”

His cock softened inside me. I felt him slip out — the absence, the sudden emptiness — and a small stream of warmth followed, his cum leaking out of me onto the sheets. I reached between my legs and pressed my fingers there, holding it in, not ready to let go of the physical evidence of what we’d done.

“Don’t waste it.”

“I’m keeping every drop.”

He laughed. The sound rumbled through his chest and into mine.

We lay tangled in the ruined sheets. His arm across my waist. My head on his chest. The streetlight had moved — the stripe now across the foot of the bed, the room darker, the hour later than either of us had tracked.

His heartbeat was slowing under my ear. The house was quiet. The night was quiet. The world outside the window was nothing but the maple tree and the dark road and the Challenger in the driveway, gleaming under the stars.


Chapter Three

◆◆◆

I lay on my side watching him sleep.

Dawn came through the gap in the curtain — a thin blade of gold that crossed the foot of the bed and climbed the wall behind his head. It caught the edge of his jaw, the dark stubble I’d told him to grow because I liked the scrape of it between my thighs, the rise and fall of his chest under the sheet.

My cervix ached.

Not the dull ache of something wrong — the deep, specific tenderness of a body that had been opened and filled and opened again. Jake had fucked me four times. Four. More than anyone had ever fucked me in a single night — more than Ray had managed in a month, back when my ex-husband still bothered to touch me.

The first time had been slow, overwhelming, the full-body shock of a man’s cock stretching me after fifteen years of nothing. The second had been harder — my knees pushed back, his hips driving, my nails in his shoulders.

The third time, I’d ridden him, my hands on his chest, my cunt fully impaled on him, my hips rolling in slow circles while he watched my breasts move. His hands gripped my waist like he was afraid I’d float away. The fourth was when I was half asleep — him behind me, one arm under my neck, the other hand between my legs, lifting one, his cock sliding into me while I was still wet from the third time, both of us too tired to do anything but rock together until he pulsed inside me and I came on his cock and we fell asleep still joined.

I was stretched.

Sore in the muscles I hadn’t used in fifteen years. His cum was still inside me — I could feel it, thick and warm, pooling at the lowest point every time I shifted. I’d slipped on the black panties from the night before, the simple ones I’d bought at the outlet mall, and the gusset was already soaked. Not just from him. From me. From the slow leak of everything he’d left in me, mixing with the slick heat my own body kept producing because apparently my cunt hadn’t gotten the message that we were resting.

I didn’t want to rest. I wanted to keep him there. Keep him inside me. I wanted to walk through every room of this house with his cum running down my thighs, and I wanted him to know it was there, and I wanted the knowing to make him hard again so he could put more of it inside me.

Thirty-eight years old.

A legal secretary.

A stepmother.

And I was lying in the morning light thinking about cum the way a woman thinks about water after crossing a desert.

His eyes opened.

The way Jake woke up — it wasn’t gradual. One moment, he was somewhere deep and still, and the next, his eyes were open and focused and looking directly at me with the expression that undid me every single time. Not sleepy confusion. Recognition. Like he’d been dreaming about me, and then I was there.

“Hey, Mom.”

His face changed. The flush started at his neck and climbed.

“Wow. Sorry. Inappropriate.”

“It might take a while.”

“Are you sore?”

“In a good way.”

“We made love a lot.”

“You fucked me hard. Let’s not beat around the bush.”

“Too hard?”

“You were perfect, Jake.”

I watched his eyes move down.

The sheet had slipped to my waist. I was wearing one of his t-shirts — the white one, thin from a hundred washes, and my nipples were visible through the fabric, hard points pressing against the cotton. His gaze traveled lower, to where my thighs were pressed together under the sheet, to where my hand rested on my hip.

“Your cock is already hard. I can see the shape of it.”

“Can’t help myself.”

“You don’t have to. I have the perfect place for you to slide into.”

“Wet and warm.”

“Sticky.”

I pulled the bedsheet away. The thick ridge around his swollen crown was dark red from use. The upward curve of his shaft reminded me of the places he reached.

“Twenty years old with morning erections that could break concrete.”

His body didn’t know what tired meant.

“Can we?”

“Always.”

Can we fuck? Oh god, yes.

I reached down, wrapped my fingers around the shaft, and felt the heat of it, the pulse of his heartbeat through the vein on the underside. He was slick — residue from last night, his own precum already seeping from the slit. My thumb found the head and circled the rim, pressing the frenulum, and his hips pushed forward into my hand.

“Nora.”

I rolled onto my back and pulled the sheet away. Hooked my thumbs into the waistband of the panties and pushed them down.

“Wow.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Your cum. It feels so fucking nice to have you inside me.”

“Your panties are stuck.”

“That’s you leaking out of me.”

“I love it, Nora.”

I’d never been performative in the bedroom, but for him, now, I wanted to be. I wanted to release a feral part of me that had always existed, one that he’d unleashed through the night.

I pulled the soaked gusset, peeling the cotton fabric away from my swollen lips with a sound we both heard.

I kicked them off and spread my legs.

Wide.

“Fuck me again, Jake.”

He was on me before the words finished. His body covered mine — the weight of him, the heat, the broad chest pressing my breasts flat, his hips settling between my thighs. He kissed me, and I tasted sleep and salt and the faint ghost of my own arousal from when he’d gone down on me before the fourth time.

His cock found me without his hand. The head dragged through my folds — heavy, blunt, parting the swollen lips, catching against the slick entrance where I was still open from him, still loose, still full of what he’d filled me with.

He slid his cock inside me.

There was no resistance. Not this time. My body took him in one long stroke — the stretch of his crown spreading me, the thick shaft filling the channel his cock had carved last night, the head sliding deep until he pressed against my cervix and I gasped.

We locked eyes. I saw love.

The pressure was sharper this morning — the tenderness, the rawness, the sweet ache of bruised tissue being pressed again. It hurt. I wanted it to hurt. I wanted to feel every inch of him in the places he’d already claimed.

“Nora. You’re so wet.”

“That’s you, Jake. That’s everything you gave me last night.”

“You drive me to this.”

He groaned.

His hips pulled back and drove forward, and he fucked me slowly and deep, the full length of his shaft dragging against my walls. I felt the ridges of his veins catching the swollen tissue inside me. Felt the thick head push against the deepest part of me with each stroke. I felt his cum from last night being churned and spread, the obscene wet sound of his cock squelching through the mess he’d made inside me.

I wrapped my legs around his waist, locked my ankles at the small of his back, and pulled him deeper. He dropped his forehead to mine, and we breathed the same air — his exhale, my inhale, the rhythm matching his hips.

“Fuck me harder, Jake.”

“Are you sure?”

“You want to?”

“Yes.”

“So do it.”

“Is it better hard?”

“It’s been too fucking long. I want to be broken in again.”

He gave me harder.

The bed frame knocked the wall. His pelvis ground against my clit on every downstroke, the coarse hair at the base of his cock rubbing my swollen bud, and the pressure built in the place behind my pubic bone where his cock was hitting with every thrust.

I dug my nails into his back and felt the muscles flex under my fingers.

“Don’t stop fucking me, Jake. Don’t ever stop.”

He didn’t stop. His pace increased — not frantic, not the desperate jackhammering of a twenty-year-old who doesn’t know better. Jake knew better. Three weeks of learning, my body had taught him what rhythm meant, what depth meant, what the angle of his hips did to the specific spot inside me that made my vision blur.

He fucked me the way I’d taught him to fuck me — with purpose, with pressure, with the steady patience of a man who understood that a woman’s orgasm is built, not chased.

I came.

Not the explosive wall from the kitchen counter. Not the tectonic collapse from last night. This was slower and deeper. A wave that started in my cervix and rolled outward through my pelvis, through my thighs, through the soles of my feet, and the tips of my fingers.

My cunt clenched around his shaft, and I felt every pulse of the orgasm grip him and release him and grip him again. My back arced off the mattress. My mouth opened, and no sound came out for three full seconds, and then the sound that came was his name.

“Jake.”

“Nora. I’m going to —”

“Inside me. All of it. Every drop.”

He came. The pulse of his cock swelling inside me, the first hot jet hitting deep, the groan that tore out of his chest. His hips ground forward and held — buried, pressed flush against me, his body trying to get deeper than deep while he emptied himself. I felt each spasm. Felt the cum pooling where his head met my cervix. Felt my own body clench and milk him, pulling it deeper, keeping it, wanting it.

“Every drop, Nora.”

“Every drop.”

Jake collapsed. His full weight on me, his face in my neck, his cock still buried inside me — softening slowly, the last twitches pulsing against my walls. I held him. My arms wrapped around his back, my fingers raking through his hair, my legs still wrapped around him. The wetness between us was total — his cum, my cum, the slick mess of two bodies that had spent the night learning each other and still weren’t finished.

The dawn light had shifted.

It crossed the bed now, warm across our tangled legs. The maple tree threw its shadow on the wall. Somewhere outside, a bird was making the same three notes over and over.

“Stay inside me.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“I mean it, Jake. Don’t pull out yet.”

He settled his weight, and I kept my legs open. I felt him slip a little — still half hard, the angle shifting, his cum starting to leak around the seal where our bodies met. I reached between us and pressed my fingers against myself, holding him in, keeping the mess where it belonged.

“Do you know how long it’s been since someone held me like this?”

“Fifteen years.”

“Longer. Ray never held me after. He’d finish and roll over and be asleep in thirty seconds. I didn’t know this was something people did.”

“Nora.”

“Yeah.”

“I’m never going to roll over.”

“Is it weird, Jake?”

“Talking about Dad?”

“Yes.”

“Not at all. We have to understand each other. What brought us together.”

“Love.”

“Yes. But when, Nora? I didn’t fall in love with you a few weeks ago.”

“How long?”

He was quiet for a moment. His thumb traced a slow line along my collarbone, the way he did when he was reaching for words he hadn’t used before.

“I was in the yard. Maybe sixteen. You were working on the Challenger — jeans, black tee, oil all over your face. You had the timing light in one hand and a wrench in the other, and you were talking to the engine like it owed you money. And I stood there, and I thought —”

“What?”

“What joy it would be to belong to a woman like that.”

“Older?”

“Everything. Your hands. Your patience. The way you didn’t quit when something didn’t fit. Every girlfriend after that, every date — I measured them against you. None of them came close. None of them ever could.”

I pressed my face into his chest. His heart was steady under my cheek. The boy who’d watched me from the yard was the man whose cum was drying on my thighs, and the distance between those two things was seventeen years of love finding its shape in the dark.

“Jake.”

“Yeah?”

“When you changed your name. Was that why?”

He went still. Not tense — held. The way a man goes still when the thing he’s been carrying finally gets named.

“You know about that?”

“I’m your mother, Jake. The courthouse sent the confirmation to the house. I opened it two years ago and sat in the kitchen and cried for an hour.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Because I didn’t know why you’d done it. And I was afraid the reason was the same as mine.”

“What was your reason?”

“I changed my name back to Cole eight years ago. When the divorce went through. I left Hayes on the mailbox because it was still your name, and I didn’t want you to come home from school and see a stranger’s name on your own house.”

“It wasn’t a stranger’s name, Nora. It was yours.”

“I know that now.”

“I changed it at eighteen because I wanted to be yours. Not his. I went to the courthouse and filed the papers, and the woman behind the desk asked me why, and I said — because my mother’s name is the only name I’ve ever wanted to carry. And she looked at me like she understood exactly what I meant, and I don’t think she did. Not really. Because what I meant was — I didn’t want to be Jake Hayes anymore. I wanted to be Jake Cole. Not because I hated him. Because I loved you.”

“And you couldn’t tell me.”

“How do you tell your mother that you changed your name because you’re in love with her?”

“You don’t. Not then.”

“I can be honest now.”

“Yeah, Jake. You can.”

The room was quiet. The dawn had turned from gold to white. His hand rested on my stomach — warm, broad, the hand of a Cole — and I put my hand over his and held it there.

Two years.

He’d been carrying this for two years. The name change made sense as a son’s gesture even though it wasn’t one. It was a declaration he couldn’t deliver until the language between us changed, and now it had, and the name he’d chosen fit the way it was always supposed to.

Jake Cole.

My name.

His choice.

The coffeemaker clicked on in the kitchen below us — the 6 am timer I’d set fifteen years ago and never changed. The sound broke the stillness the way it did every morning, ordinary and mechanical, the house keeping its own time regardless of what the people inside it were becoming.

“Shower?”

“Together?”

“Jake Cole, if you get in that shower with me, we will never leave this bedroom.”

“I’m hearing that as a yes.”

“Go. I’ll make coffee.”

He kissed my forehead — the same spot, the same tenderness from last night before the drive — and rolled out of bed. I watched him walk to the bathroom. Naked, easy in his body, the muscles in his back moving under his skin. He didn’t look back.

He didn’t need to.

He knew I was watching.

I lay there for another minute. The sheets were wrecked. The room smelled like us — sex and sleep and the faint trace of the perfume I’d put on last night, in another life. I pressed my hand between my legs one more time, feeling the slick warmth of everything he’d left inside me, and I thought: this is my life now. This man. This name. This mess. This house.

I got up. Found his t-shirt on the floor, pulled it on, padded downstairs in bare feet and the ruined panties and nothing else.

The kitchen was clean, the flowers on the counter catching the early light. This week’s were yellow daisies, already opening, sitting in their glass because we still didn’t own a vase. I liked that we didn’t. The glass was honest. The glass said: a man who brings you grocery store flowers every week without being asked is worth more than crystal.

I leaned against the counter with both hands and let my head drop, the way I did when something landed in my chest that was too big to process standing up.

Jake Cole.

He’d chosen me before I’d chosen him.

He’d gone to a courthouse and put my name on his life because he needed to, and then walked around inside that decision for two years without being able to explain it, because the explanation would have broken everything open before we were ready.

And now we were ready.

And the name fit.

I made coffee. I set two mugs on the counter. I listened to the water running upstairs, and waited for him the way I’d waited every morning for eighteen years — the sound of his feet on the stairs, the creak of the third step, the shape of him appearing in the doorway.

Same kitchen. Same counter. Same woman leaning.

Different name on the papers. Different name in my heart. Different everything.

The shower stopped. I heard his footsteps in the hall and the creak of the third step.

Jake came into the kitchen in jeans and nothing else — bare chest, hair damp, the towel over his shoulder. He poured coffee without speaking, stood next to me at the counter, and put his hand on the small of my back. We drank in silence. The kind of silence that doesn’t need filling because the two people inside it are already saying everything.

“What do you want to do today, Nora?”

“Nothing. Everything. I want to sit on the porch and look at you.”

“That’s a plan.”

“The timing belt is due on the Challenger.”

“I know. I can hear it.”

“You want to do it together?”

“I want you to teach me.”

I looked at him. Twenty years old, shirtless in my kitchen, drinking coffee he’d made too strong the way I liked it, offering to spend his Saturday under the hood of a car with the woman who’d raised him and slept with him and was still carrying his cum between her legs.

“No man ever asked me to teach them anything except you, Jake.”

“I want you. Every part of you. Shall we?”

“Yeah, Jake. I want to do it together.”

We spent the morning in the garage with the Challenger up on stands, the hood open, the old timing belt showing hairline cracks I’d been listening for. Jake handed me wrenches the way he’d done since he was old enough to hold them — right tool, right moment, handle first. I’d taught him that when he was eight. Same hands, bigger now and stronger. The hands that had gripped my hips last night while I rode him.

I lay on the creeper under the engine and worked the tensioner pulley while Jake held the new belt in position. His arm brushed mine. The contact was electric — even now, even after everything, the simplest touch sent a current through me that terminated between my legs.

“Nora.”

“Yeah.”

“I can see up your shirt.”

I looked down. The t-shirt had ridden up. My breasts were visible from his angle — the underside, the nipples tight from the cool garage air.

“Is that a complaint?”

“It’s the opposite of a complaint.”

“Then hand me the 10-mil and keep staring.”

“I’ll hand you the 10-mil. I’m not going to stop staring.”

By noon, the new belt was on. I turned the engine over and listened — the sound was clean, the timing tight, the mechanical rhythm restored. Jake stood beside me as the engine idled, his hand on the fender, and we listened to her the way two people listen to a heartbeat.

“She sounds good.”

“She sounds right.”

He washed the car while I showered. I stood under the water and let it run hot over my shoulders and my back and the soreness between my legs, and I thought about the way his face looked in the morning light when he said Mom instead of Nora. I thought about the way his hands felt on the wrench, and I thought about the fact that in less than a month, he’d be working at the Henderson ranch, and I might be turning wrenches at Carmichael’s, and we’d come home to each other every evening and eat dinner and go to bed, and this would be our life.

This ordinary, impossible, beautiful life.

I dried off and dressed. Jeans, a clean tank top, bare feet. I went downstairs and found Jake on the porch sitting in a wooden chair with a cup of sweet tea, his feet up on the railing, the Challenger gleaming wet in the driveway. The afternoon sun threw long shadows across the yard. The fence posts he’d set three weeks ago stood straight and solid along the back property line.

I sat in his lap. His arm went around my waist. My head found his shoulder. We watched the afternoon go gold, quiet, and still.

“Nora.”

“Mm.”

“I want this every day.”

“You have this every day.”

“I know. I just wanted to say it out loud.”

We made love outside, then inside, then upstairs, and finally in our bedroom. My body was changing, hormones surging, life breathing in me.

We fell asleep in each other’s arms.

I woke to a sound.

Not the house settling. Not the wind. Not the maple branch that sometimes brushed the window when the air moved.

It was metal on metal.

Specific. Unmistakable. The sound of a Slim Jim sliding between the window glass and the door seal of a car. I knew the sound because I knew the car — every sound she made, every creak and groan and rattle, every note in the mechanical vocabulary of a machine I’d rebuilt with my own hands.

Someone was trying to break into the Challenger.

I sat up.

The bedroom was dark — the streetlight cut its line across the plaster ceiling, the digital clock on the nightstand read 1:47 AM. Jake was asleep beside me, his arm across my waist, his breathing deep and even.

“Jake.”

He was awake instantly — one moment deep, the next focused.

“What?”

“Someone’s at the car.”

He was on his feet before I finished the sentence. Boxers pulled on in the dark. The baseball bat from behind the closet door — a Louisville Slugger I’d bought him for his fifteenth birthday, the one that had leaned in that corner since his last season of high school ball.

“Jake, wait —”

He was already moving. Down the hall in four steps, the stairs two at a time, the front door opening, his bare feet on the porch boards.

I grabbed my phone from the nightstand. Dialed 911 before I grabbed the robe.

“911, what’s your emergency?”

“Someone is breaking into a car in my driveway. 1847 Maple Road.”

“Ma’am, are you in danger?”

“My son is outside with him. Send someone now.”

I was on the porch in time to see Jake cross the lawn in his boxers and bare feet, the bat held low at his side — not raised, not swinging, held the way you hold something when you want the other person to know you have it.

The Challenger’s driver-side door was open. The dome light was on. A man was crouched in the front seat, his hands under the steering column, and the sight of a stranger’s hands inside my car — inside the car I’d rebuilt from nothing, the car that had carried me to the bar the night I got my son back — sent a fury through me that made my hands shake.

“Get out of the car.”

Jake’s voice was steady. Not loud. The voice of a man who had put three men down in a gravel parking lot and was capable of doing it again.

The man straightened. He backed out of the car and stood in the driveway light.

He was older and thinner. The years had carved him hollow. His hair was gray where it had been dark, his face drawn, his clothes the kind of clothes a man wears when he’s been wearing the same clothes for too long. His eyes were bloodshot, and his hands were shaking, and he looked at Jake with the expression of a man who was expecting an empty house and found a twenty-year-old with a baseball bat instead.

He looked at Jake the way a stranger looks at a stranger.

He didn’t recognize his own son.

“Easy, kid. I’m not — this is my car.”

“This isn’t your car.”

“I’m telling you — I left this car here fifteen years ago. It’s registered in my name.”

“That’s horseshit. Try again.”

“Who are you? You live here?”

“I’ve always lived here.”

The man squinted at him.

The bloodshot eyes trying to focus, trying to place the face, trying to do the math that fifteen years of absence had made impossible. He couldn’t do it. The five-year-old he’d left was gone. The man standing in front of him was a stranger built from the bones he’d abandoned.

Same shoulders. Same jaw. Same dark eyes. The resemblance was there if you knew where to look, and this man didn’t know where to look because he hadn’t looked in fifteen years.

“Look, I don’t want trouble. I just need the car. I owe people money, and this car is worth —”

“This car isn’t worth anything to you. You didn’t build it. You didn’t keep it. You left it to rot.”

“I bought it. I have the original papers —”

“Papers don’t mean anything when you faked them.”

His eyes moved from Jake to the porch. To me. Standing in the robe, phone in my hand, the kitchen light falling across my face.

He recognized me.

The recognition hit him in stages — confusion, then surprise, then something that might have been shame but was too brief to name before it was replaced by something harder. Calculation. The look of a man who is running the numbers on a situation and not liking what they add up to.

“Nora.”

“The police are on their way, Ray.”

Jake’s head turned. Not all the way — not taking his eyes off the man in the driveway — but enough. Enough for me to see the understanding land. The name. Ray. The man in the driveway was his father.

“I just — I need the car. I’ll sign whatever —”

“You left, Ray. Fifteen years ago. You left the car, and Jake, and me, and you didn’t look back. We rebuilt this car from the ground up. New engine. New transmission. Every bolt, every gasket, every wire. Our hands. Our weekends. Our money.”

“I’m in trouble, Nora. Real trouble. I wouldn’t be here if I had anywhere else to go.”

“You had somewhere to go. You had here. You had us. You chose to leave.”

“I made a mistake —”

“You made a choice. Every day for fifteen years, you made the same choice. You don’t get to call it a mistake now because you need something.”

Ray’s hands were shaking harder now. The desperation was bleeding through the calculation — the mask slipping, the man underneath it smaller than the man I remembered. Smaller than the man who’d punched walls. Smaller than the man who’d driven too fast and disappeared for three days and come back smelling like someone else’s perfume.

Fifteen years had taken whatever was left of the man I’d married and ground it down to this — a hollow drifter in dirty clothes trying to steal a car in the dark.

He turned to Jake.

“Tell her. Come on, kid. I’m not a bad guy. I just need a break.”

“Don’t talk to him.”

My voice came off the porch like a blade. Ray flinched.

Jake hadn’t moved. The bat hung at his side. His knuckles were white around the grip, but the bat stayed down. When they’re down, they’re down. He’s not cruel. He’s his mother’s son.

“Get off our property, Ray.”

“That’s Dad to you.”

“Go now. I’m sure you have pending warrants.”

Sirens. They were distant, but approaching fast. The sound traveled across the flat fields and the low ground where the morning mist gathered. Ray heard it the way a man hears sirens when he’s standing in someone else’s driveway with a slim jim in his hand.

He looked at Jake. At the bat. At me on the porch.

He ran.

Not toward the road — across the lawn, through the gap in the fence Jake had rebuilt three weeks ago, into the dark field beyond. The sound of his footfalls in the tall grass faded fast. By the time the blue and red lights swept across the front of the house, he was gone.

Jake stood in the driveway. The bat hung at his side. The Challenger’s door was still open, the dome light on, the interior exposed to the night.

I came down the steps. The robe was thin and the night air was cold and my feet were bare on the concrete, but I didn’t feel any of it. I reached Jake and took the bat from his hand — his grip was locked, his knuckles white, and I had to pry his fingers open one at a time.

“He didn’t recognize me, Nora.”

“I know.”

“His own son. He looked right at me, and he didn’t know who I was.”

“I know, baby.”

“He called me kid. Like I was some stranger in the driveway. Like I was nobody.”

“You are not nobody, Jake.”

“I’m his son, and he looked through me.”

“You’re mine. And I have never once looked through you.”

His breath hitched. The sound a man makes when the thing he’s been holding cracks.

I put my arms around him. He was shaking. Not from cold — from the adrenaline, from the confrontation, from the specific wound of standing three feet from the man who made him and seeing nothing in his eyes. I held him the way I’d held him since he was three years old. My arms around his back, his face in my neck, his body shaking against mine.

But I was shaking too.

The police came. Two officers. They took a report. I described Ray — height, build, the clothes, the direction he ran. I didn’t say his name. I said, “an unknown male.”

I didn’t know him.

Not anymore.

Jake stood beside me in his boxers, and the officers didn’t ask why a twenty-year-old man was standing in his mother’s driveway at midnight in his underwear, because the answer was obvious: someone had tried to steal our car.

When the officers left, I closed the Challenger’s door. Checked the ignition — he hadn’t gotten far. The custom wiring I’d installed when I rebuilt the steering column had stopped him cold. The car I’d built from the wreckage of his leaving had refused to leave with him.

Good girl.

We went inside. I locked the front door. Locked the back. Checked the windows — something I hadn’t done in years, something I’d never needed to do because this was a safe house, a house where nothing bad got in.

Until tonight.

We climbed the stairs. The creak of the third step. Down the hall. Into our bedroom. The sheets were still wrecked — the evidence of everything we’d done, the outline of our bodies, the damp patch where his cum had pooled beneath me.

Six hours ago, the world had been perfect.

We got into bed. He pulled me against him — his arm across my waist, his body curving around mine, his face in my hair. I could still feel the soreness between my legs where he’d been inside me. Could still feel the last of his warmth, drying now on the sheets beneath us.

“Nora.”

“Yeah.”

“I didn’t tell the officers who he was.”

“Neither did I.”

“Why not?”

“Because if I say his name, he becomes real. He becomes part of our story again. And I’m not ready to give him that.”

“He’s going to come back.”

“Probably.”

“What do we do?”

I turned in his arms and faced him. His eyes in the dark — afraid, angry, searching mine for the answer the way he’d searched my eyes every day of his life when the world got too big for him to face alone.

“We do what we’ve always done, Jake. We hold on to what’s ours, and we don’t let go.”

“The car. The house. Us.”

“All of it. None of it is his. Not one piece of this life belongs to the man who left it.”

His arm tightened around me.

“I love you, Nora.”

“I love you, Jake.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“I know you’re not. You’re the man who stayed.”

The house was quiet. The sirens were long gone. The Challenger sat in the driveway, locked, the custom ignition dark, the engine cooling in the night air with the slow, steady ticking of a machine that had refused to be stolen.

The maple tree threw its shadow across the yard. A car passed on the highway, and its headlights swept the ceiling and disappeared.

I held Jake in the dark and listened to his breathing slow, and I knew two things with absolute certainty.

The first: what we had was worth everything it cost.

The second: Ray was out there. And he wasn’t done.


Chapter Four

◆◆◆

I didn’t sleep again after the police left.

Jake did. Not deep—his breath kept hitching, his arm tightening across my waist every time a truck went by—but he slept. Twenty years old and a body that took what it needed. I lay with my cheek against his chest and counted his heartbeats like I used to count his breathing when he was three and feverish.

Dawn came. A thin blade of gold across the ceiling. The same bird outside making the same three notes it always did.

I slid out from under his arm. Stood in the middle of the bedroom in one of his t-shirts and nothing else and listened.

The house was quiet.

I walked down the hall barefoot and checked the latch on the front door, the back door, the kitchen window where the lock had been stiff since before Ray left. It still held. I stood at the sink for a minute and looked out at the driveway.

The Challenger sat where Jake had parked her after the officers drove off. Black paint dull in the early light, chrome catching the first of it. Door closed. Ignition dark. A machine that had refused to be stolen, sitting there like nothing had happened.

The mailbox at the end of the driveway read HAYES.

I hadn’t read that mailbox in years. Not really. You stop noticing the name on your own mailbox. Last night it had become readable again. Ray had stood at the curb in the dark with a Slim Jim in his hand, and five letters had told him he was entitled.

The lie on the mailbox cost us.

I made coffee.

I set two mugs on the counter and watched the drip line fill. I leaned with both hands on the edge of the sink and made my breathing match the pace of the coffeemaker.

The coffeemaker gurgled and went silent.

The third step creaked.

Jake walked into the kitchen wearing jeans and nothing else. His hair was mussed so bad, I felt bad, in a good way. His eyes were still sleep-rimmed. He crossed the floor without a word and stood behind me at the sink and put his arms around my waist and his chin on the top of my head, and we stood there for a full minute like that.

“You want eggs, Jake?”

“I want you to sit down.”

“I’m not going to sit down.”

I pointed at a coffee.

“Share?”

“Thanks.”

He sipped the coffee, set the mug down and wrapped his arms around me again.

I turned inside his arms and put my palm on the stubble along his jaw. His eyes were clear. The fear from last night was gone. What had replaced it was steadier and a little colder, and I couldn’t say yet whether that scared me or relieved me.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m a man who woke up knowing what he wants.”

“And what is that?”

He kissed me. Slow. Morning mouth, coffee breath, the soft catch of his lower lip between mine. My hand on his jaw slid back into his hair.

“You called me baby last night.”

“I did.”

“I liked it.”

“I noticed.”

He smiled.

He let me go.

Jake walked past me and out the back door in bare feet. The screen door banged behind him. I heard the shed latch slide, heard him rummaging through the tools I’d hung on pegs ten years ago, heard the heavy drag of something being lifted.

I stepped out onto the porch.

Jake came around the side of the house carrying the four-pound mallet—the one I used for setting fence posts—and walked past me down the driveway to the curb. Barefoot on the asphalt. The gold light caught the top of his head.

He didn’t look back at me.

He reached the mailbox. Stood in front of it for a second. Adjusted his grip.

One swing.

The crack traveled up the driveway. The metal box folded around the post like a crushed can and dropped onto the grass with a hollow tin sound. Five letters on the side. You could still read HAYES if you bent down. It didn’t matter anymore. It wasn’t attached to anything.

Jake stood there another second. He nodded, then shouldered the mallet and walked back up the drive.

The post stood bare. Clean cedar, weathered gray. Nothing on it.

He stopped at the bottom of the porch steps. Looked up at me.

“Gone.”

“I noticed.”

I made it down the two steps on legs I didn’t entirely trust. Put my hand flat on his bare chest. His heart was moving but not fast. He wasn’t winding up for anything. It was already done.

“You’re going to need coffee, Jake.”

“I’m going to enjoy coffee now.”

He came back inside with me. Set the mallet on the counter by the door, washed his hands and drank the coffee I’d poured. He piled into a plate of scrambled eggs on toasted rye like a man planning on expending a lot of energy.

The mailbox lay in the grass at the end of the driveway. The post stood up from the curb like a finger.

It was a little after seven.

By ten-thirty the neighborhood was out doing what neighbors did.

Saturdays on Maple Road had a shape.

Keith Palmer ran his mower along the strip of grass between his walk and the curb. Bev came out of her side door with a basket of wet laundry and pegged it on the line—she owned a dryer and had since I’d known her, but she still hung sheets because she said the sun did something nothing else did.

Mrs. Ellis took Stella the Yorkie down to the hydrangeas at the corner and back. A boy I didn’t recognize rode a bike the length of the block, turned it around on the dead end and rode it back. Sprinklers activated on one-minute staggered cycles, a chainsaw cut two streets over, the distant low-gear whine of a truck ran on the highway.

I stood at the kitchen window and drank my third coffee, watched all of it and held the rhythm of it in my chest like a thing I needed to memorize.

Jake was on the porch in a white t-shirt and jeans. Bare feet. He’d sat in the wooden chair. He’d laid the mallet across his thighs and rested his hands on it.

He wasn’t hiding. He wasn’t displayed either. He was waiting.

I stepped outside.

“They know, Nora.”

“About Ray?”

“Of course, but that’s not what I meant. They know about us.”

“How?”

“You’re a screamer.”

My cheeks warmed. I sat beside him.

“You’re an amazing lover, Jake.”

“So are you.”

I watched Keith Palmer catch Jake’s eye from across the street. Keith looked at the naked post at the end of our drive and then at Jake on our porch, and then he looked back at his mower, and he didn’t look surprised. He didn’t come over. He also didn’t go back inside. He just kept mowing a strip he had already mowed twice.

When he finished, he nodded, smiled and waved.

Bev pegged another sheet, glanced over but didn’t wave.

Mrs. Ellis paused at her own driveway with Stella in her arms and looked across at our house for longer than was polite. Then she stepped up her porch and didn’t go in, just sat in her porch chair and set the dog on her lap.

Nobody was pretending not to look.

Nobody was walking away.

I went inside, washed two mugs, set them on the drying rack and stood at the screen door with my hand flat against the wire mesh.

The F-150 turned the corner at the top of the street at ten-forty. White, older, a dent in the front passenger quarter panel that hadn’t been there fifteen years ago but was the same kind of dent Ray had always put in a truck within a year of owning it.

He drove the block slow.

Every house.

Reading numbers.

He pulled up to the curb and parked at an angle, two wheels on the grass verge. Killed the engine.

He sat in the cab for maybe fifteen seconds.

Then he got out.

Ray in daylight was shorter than I remembered and softer in the shoulders. The jaw was the same jaw, and it hurt to look at because it was Jake’s jaw coming toward us up our own driveway. He wore a jacket he’d had on last night. He hadn’t shaved. He walked past the flattened mailbox in the grass and past the bare cedar post and registered neither of them.

He started up the drive.

Jake set the mallet on the boards of the porch and stood up.

He came down the porch steps before Ray had made it halfway. Didn’t run. Didn’t hurry. Walked.

They met twenty feet from the Challenger.

I stayed where I was, one hand on the railing, arms crossed, bare feet on the boards. I don’t know what my face looked like. I know I didn’t change it.

“Ray.”

Ray’s head came up at the name. He looked at Jake and tried to find in his face the five-year-old he’d left, but he couldn’t. And I saw clearly for the first time.

Ray was afraid of his son.

“Son—”

“Don’t.”

Jake’s voice was flat. Not raised. Lower than it had been the night before.

“That’s not the name you get to use. That’s not a name you ever earned. You want to know my name now, it’s Jake Cole. I changed it two years ago. Hers has been Cole for eight. Ours. Not yours. You come up this drive looking for Hayes, you’re not going to find any. We threw him out with the mailbox.”

Ray’s eyes cut sideways to the crushed tin in the grass.

“Jake, I—”

“You don’t get to offer excuses.”

Somewhere up the street a sprinkler ticked over.

“Here’s what you need to hear, Ray. Everything in this house belongs to Nora. The house. The car. The land it sits on. The shed in the back. The garden she hasn’t planted. The mortgage she paid off on a legal secretary’s salary while you were wherever you’ve been.

“Some of it’s mine.”

“None of it is yours. None of it is going to be yours. You will never come up this drive again. You will never knock on this door. You will never call the phone in that kitchen. You will never drive slow past this house. If I see this truck on this street one more time, Ray, I will know what to do about it.”

He stopped.

“I’m going to tell you one more thing. I intend to be the man in Nora’s life. That’s not something I’m asking permission for. I don’t care what you think. I don’t care what you call it. I don’t care what church or court or family dinner table anyone says the word at. I love her. She’s mine. I’m hers. That’s the whole thing.”

Ray’s mouth opened. Closed.

“You’re fucking joking?”

“The last thing, Ray. If you have any love at all for your biological son—you will get in that truck, drive away and stay gone. For your sake.”

He took a step back.

“But—”

“—That’s it. That’s everything I’m ever going to say to you.”

Ray stared.

He stood in the middle of our driveway in the mid-morning sun, and he stared at his son, and his son’s face didn’t move.

Something in Ray’s shoulders dropped.

Then—and I did not see it coming, and I don’t think Jake did either—he stepped forward, and he put his arms around Jake. Pulled him in. Tight. Not for show. For himself. A man holding on to a thing he had already lost and was telling himself goodbye to with his body because his mouth didn’t have the words.

Jake’s arms stayed at his sides.

He didn’t pull away. He didn’t push him off. He didn’t lean in. He stood, and he let Ray hold him, present and separate, and he gave him nothing.

Ray held on for maybe four seconds.

When he stepped back, Ray’s face was wet. He turned. Looked up at the porch. At me. Met my eyes. I didn’t nod. I didn’t shake my head. I didn’t give him a single thing.

He looked back at Jake once, opened his mouth, closed it, walked to the truck and got in.

The engine turned. Ray put it in gear, pulled off the grass verge, onto the asphalt and drove the length of Maple Road in no particular hurry.

The white of the F-150 caught the sun at the corner and was gone.

Keith Palmer walked across the street.

He came up our drive with the easy weight of a man who had been waiting for the moment when he was needed. He stopped beside Jake. Put a hand on Jake’s shoulder. Left it there for a count of three. Took it away.

Didn’t say a word.

Nodded at me up on the porch.

Then he walked back across the street to his mower.

Bev Palmer stood at her clothesline with a peg in her hand and met my eyes across two yards and one road and nodded once. Then she went back to her sheets.

Mrs. Ellis sat with Stella on her porch. She did not wave or smile. She looked at me over the top of the Yorkie’s head for a long moment, and her eyes held mine, and there was something in them that I had been missing for a long time. I held her look back, and she nodded.

Nothing had been said.

Everything had been said.

The sprinklers ticked.

Jake came up the porch steps.

He didn’t stop in the chair. He didn’t pick up the mallet. He walked straight past me to the door and pulled the screen open and held it for me.

I went through.

The inner door shut behind us.

My hands came up onto his face.

I kissed him.

Not the kitchen kiss from an hour ago, the soft one with coffee breath and morning mouth. This was the other kiss. My palms on either side of his jaw, my thumbs along the hinge of it, my mouth open against his and the wet heat of his tongue meeting mine. He tasted like coffee and salt.

The salt had come off my own cheek.

I hadn’t realized I was crying.

He got his hands under my t-shirt. Flat palms up my ribs and over my breasts. He ran his thumbs across my nipples, and they were already hard. My breath hitched against his mouth. He pulled back to get the shirt up and over my head, and it hit the floor next to the boot tray.

I undid his jeans.

Button.

Zipper.

My knuckles pressed against the ridge of him through the cotton, and he made a sound into my hair. I got a hand down inside his boxers. My fingers closed around his long, thick, rigid cock. It was warm, hot actually, the heat of a body that had been waiting since the moment the truck disappeared. His foreskin was already peeled fully back.

The head was slick with precum, a single bead that coated my fingertip when I passed over the slit.

I licked it, then sent my fingers down for more.

“I could swallow this all day.”

“I feel thirsty too.”

I pressed my forehead against his collarbone and stroked his cock slowly from root to tip. My other hand on his back, pulled him into me.

“Upstairs, Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“Now.”

The third step creaked.

It always did.

It had creaked the night I carried him up after a nightmare when he was four. It had creaked the night I brought him home from the bar with Kylie’s mascara on his shirt. It had creaked last night when we went up to bed after the officers left.

It creaked now, and he pulled me back against him on that step, his bare chest against my back, his hand flat across my belly, and his mouth against the side of my throat. His cock stuck proudly through his open jeans and pressed into the small of my back, hot even through the denim.

I reached behind me and unclasped my bra. Let it fall behind us on the stairs.

Four steps up, he stopped me again. Turned me. My back slammed against the banister. He bent and took my nipple into his mouth and sucked—a slow, teasing pull, wet heat, the edge of his teeth rasping my trembling skin. The bolt of it went straight down between my legs and pooled there. I gripped the railing behind me with both hands. His mouth moved to my other breast and did the same thing. I could feel the wet ring his mouth had left on the first nipple cooling in the chill of the stairwell.

I pushed him off me, gently, and climbed.

“I need more than these stairs can take.”

“I have more.”

“Then hurry and give it to me.”

By the bedroom door he was out of his jeans and boxers. I was in panties soaked through at the gusset—they clung, warm and sticky to my cunt lips, pressing against me with every step.

I turned in the doorway.

Jake walked into me.

The bed took us at the edge. I went down first—not falling, lowering—and he came down over me with his forearms on either side of my head and his cock heavy and hot against the inside of my thigh.

My hips were already rising.

My panties were still on, but juices flooded through them, spreading across my thighs until I was a hot, sticky mess.

Jake hooked a finger in the elastic at my hip and dragged my stained underwear down to my ankles, and I kicked them the rest of the way off.

Then I opened wide for him.

The scent of my arousal was overwhelming. Jake’s eyes widened.

I pushed him over.

My palms rested flat on his chest. I swung a leg over, mounting him, and came down his body—mouth on his sternum, tongue through the trail of hair below his navel, kissing the crease where his thigh met his groin. I licked him there, slow, and his stomach concaved against my chin as he gasped.

I wrapped my hand around the base of his cock.

I peeled his foreskin back with my thumb. The head was glossy and dark, and the slit was weeping. I closed my lips around the rim of his swollen head, and the salt hit my tongue—sharp, clean, his—and my mouth flooded with spit.

I sucked Jake’s cock.

The bulging crown pulsed against my tongue.

Precum coated the back of my throat, burning, and I swallowed around him, and he groaned my name at the ceiling.

“Nora—”

I took his cock deeper. Past the soft palate, past my tonsils. I gagged—spit flooding around his shaft, tears blurring my eyes—but I didn’t pull back. The deeper musk hit under the salt, thicker, unmistakably his. My hand worked the thick base in counter-rhythm to my lips. I pulled off with a wet pop, then went down again—the vein on the underside of his solid shaft thumped against my lower lip.

His hand came into my hair.

“Up here, Nora.”

I came up and cocked a leg high.

He rolled me under him. Down the bed. His shoulders pushed my thighs open, and he went lower.

His breath hit me first—hot, close, the air on the wet of my cunt—and then the flat of his tongue dragged through the seam of my swollen lips, slow, gathering the taste of me. I felt the cool trail of spit he left behind before his lips sealed over my clit and he sucked. The hood peeled back on his command, and the raw nerve of me met the soft heat of his mouth, and my hips came off the bed.

His tongue flattened and held me there. Pressure. Heat. I felt the vibration of a groan against the most sensitive part of my body. My hands found the back of his head. I pulled him closer. His nose pressed into my mound, and his chin was wet, and his mouth and cock were my entire world.

Then he went higher.

His hands came under my thighs, lifting me, folding me back. My knees up toward my chest. My pucker into the light.

He peeled open my anus with both thumbs, his fingers gripping my cheeks wide apart.

The cool air hit my exposed skin first. Then his breath, hot and close and deliberate. Then his tongue. The flat of it traced the ridges in slow circles, and my pucker clenched and softened under the wet heat. He licked, the tip against my center. Then he pressed, and my ring opened, and he speared inside my back passage, and my thighs shook against the sides of his head.

“Jake. Jake, please—”

His mouth moved down and up, again and again. Rim, entrance, clit—one long wet drag—and he pressed two fingers inside my throbbing cunt while his mouth closed over my clit. My orgasm built at the base of my spine.

I reached down and pulled him up by his hair.

“Now. Inside me, Jake. Fuck me hard now.”

He came up over me.

His face was wet. My wet. His mouth glossy, his chin slick. He kissed me with my own taste between us—deep, open, messy—and I tasted him and me and the salt, sweet burn seared across my tongue.

“Look at me, Nora.”

I looked.

His eyes in mid-morning light were different from his eyes at three in the morning. Same brown. Same long lashes but a different man. The man fucking me now was the man who had stood on our driveway twenty minutes ago claiming me.

“I love you, Nora.”

“I know you do.”

He took his cock in his hand and parted my lips, notching the crown at my entrance.

Then he pushed.

His bulging head spread me—thick, blunt, the ridge dragging against the inner edge of my lips as they stretched. I felt every vein. I felt the pulse of him around the solid base as he sank the first inch and then another.

My cunt was tight.

Even after him fucking me last night, my body still admitted his cock one inch at a time as if it had never known what a man felt like because it had never known one like him.

Halfway inside me he paused and looked at me.

“Fuck me deep, Jake. I want all of it.”

He slid his giant cock all the way inside me. His pelvis pressed flush against mine. The head nudged my cervix, and my breath stalled in my chest, and my hands flew up to the back of his neck. I pulled him down and buried my face in his throat and held him there, my cunt full, not moving, while the tremor worked its way through my hips and up my spine and broke in the base of my skull.

“Stay, Jake. Just—stay.”

He stayed buried balls deep inside me.

His pelvis pressed. Not grinding. Holding. His crown kissing my cervix, his weight settled, his hips angled so every millimeter of him was as deep inside me as he could be. He wasn’t fucking me yet. He was claiming the space.

“I want you so deep there’s nowhere for it to go.”

“That’s where I’m putting it, Nora.”

The words went through me like a current. My cunt clenched around him once, hard, and his cock jumped inside me in answer.

He started to fuck me.

Not the way he’d fucked me the first time. Not the learning strokes of a boy discovering how to please a woman. This was another way. He pulled his cock out almost to the rim and drove back in, pressing until he squeezed against my cervix. Out. In. Out. In. Every thrust inside me landed at the deepest part of me. The ridge at the base of his head catching the front wall of my cunt on the way out and the crown hammering my cervix on the way in.

The wet sound of us fucking filled the room, and my body understood what he was doing before my mouth could name it.

Jake was breeding me.

Every stroke was engineered.

His hips tilted upward, his pelvis grinding at the top of each thrust so his weight bore down on my mound and his cock sat at the deepest possible point of me for an extra beat before he pulled back. A twenty-year-old had decided he was going to put a baby inside a thirty-eight-year-old woman and was practicing it now, every stroke designed to land his cum as far inside me as a man’s cum can go.

My hips tilted up to meet him. I couldn’t help it. My pelvis rose to give him the best line. My body answered his intention before my mind caught up to it.

“Jake—”

“I’m going to put a baby in you, Nora.”

“Yes.”

“I want you pregnant.”

“Yes.”

“I want you full of me. The pill was a waste of time.”

“I’ll stop now.”

“Will you?”

I nodded against his throat. My cunt clenched hard around his cock, and my thighs opened wider, and my heels came up onto the backs of his thighs. I pulled him into me with every thrust. Holding him. Helping him. Urging him deeper.

The heat was building at the base of my spine.

It wasn’t going to be a slow climb this time. Too much had happened. The adrenaline of the driveway, the silence of the neighbors, the taste of Jake’s cock in my mouth and the taste of me from his lips, and the shape of my own body on this bed wanting what he was telling me with his cock.

My orgasm rolled up from my cervix outward and hit the backs of my thighs. I arched up against him and went over.

My cunt clenched around his cock. Hard. Harder than I’d ever clenched. My cunt was a fist around his shaft, and I heard the sound he made against my ear—low, broken—as my walls milked him with muscles I didn’t know I was using, in sharp pulses.

“Inside me, Jake. Don’t you dare pull out.”

“Every drop, Nora.”

“Every drop. All of it. Always.”

His cock swelled.

I felt it.

His shaft thickened against my walls, the crown flared, and then the first pulse squirted—a hot jet deep inside me, hitting the place where his head met my cervix, spreading outward into the space he had just stretched open.

His hips ground against mine with each spasm, his shaft throbbing between my walls.

Another pulse.

Another.

His whole body shook above me, and he buried his face in the hollow of my throat. I felt his cum filling me, warm, thick, more than seemed possible, pooling in the deepest part of me and leaking around the seal of my cunt lips under pressure.

He kept his weight on me.

I tilted my hips up and held him there with my arms around his back and my thighs wrapped high around his waist, my ankles locked at the small of his back. I clenched around him in long, slow, milking pulls while he softened inside me, holding every drop.

Jake stayed inside me until he was soft, and then he stayed longer, his weight bearing down on my chest, his mouth pressed against my neck, his breath slowing against my skin. I could feel our heartbeats finding the same count.

He rolled, finally, and took me with him. My head on his shoulder, his arm under me, his hand flat on the small of my back, holding me against his side.

He was quiet for a long minute.

Then Jake moved his head, and his lips were very close to my ear.

“I want to have a family with you, Nora.”

“I want nothing more than that.”

My hand was flat on his chest over his heart. I moved it, slowly, down across his ribs and across the flat of his stomach, and I didn’t know where I was going to stop it. It stopped on my own belly. Low. Below the navel. Palm flat. Fingers spread.

Outside, a sprinkler clicked over.

The mailbox post at the end of the drive stood bare in the late morning sun, and the house was quiet, and I held my hand where I had put it, and I didn’t move.


Epilogue

◆◆◆

Our son had his father’s shoulders.

Not Ray’s.

Jake’s.

The same broadness settling in early, the same slope from neck to arm that would fill out over the next twelve years into something a woman would notice across a room. He was four years old and running barefoot across the yard with a soccer ball he couldn’t kick straight, and every time he connected, the ball went sideways, and every time it went sideways, he laughed.

“He loves Lily.”

“Yeah, Dee. I see so much of Jake in both of them.”

“You married a great man.”

My sister wove her fingers through her husband’s and smiled at him.

“So did I.”

I left them for a moment alone and went inside to wash dishes and watch from the window.

Jake was chasing Thomas at half speed. One hand on Lily’s ankle, where she sat on his shoulders, fists buried in his hair, shrieking at the sky. His other arm was out for balance, his stride deliberately wrong so our son could outrun him.

He went down on one knee, careful with our baby, and let Thomas roll the ball past him, and Thomas threw his arms up and shouted a word that wasn’t a word yet but meant everything to a four-year-old who had just beaten his father.

Lily bounced on Jake’s shoulders, pulled his hair, and screamed.

I stood at the kitchen window with my hand on the small of my back and watched them.

Forty-three years old.

I was seven months pregnant with our third baby.

The kitchen smelled like the potato salad I’d been making on and off for an hour because standing was all my back would allow, and sitting was something my body had forgotten how to do gracefully.

The counter was covered in bowls, cutting boards, and the corn that still needed shucking. Coleslaw in the fridge. Buns on the rack. Two racks of ribs marinating in a tray I’d found at the back of the pantry, which Jake had built three years ago when the old cupboard gave up.

The house was different.

Not dramatically—it was still the house on Maple Road, still the same porch, same driveway, same maple tree throwing shade across the front yard. But Jake had built a deck off the back. Extended the kitchen into what had been the utility room. Put in a new window over the sink so I could see the yard while I cooked. Repainted the clapboard last summer—same white, fresh coat. The fence along the back was still standing. The six posts we’d set together five years ago hadn’t moved.

The mailbox at the end of the driveway read COLE.

It had read COLE for five years.

Jake had taken the mallet to HAYES the morning after Ray tried to steal the Challenger. The new box went up the next weekend. Black letters on white. Our name. The name he chose at eighteen because he loved me. The name I chose at thirty because I was done carrying a man who’d left.

Dee came inside to help me. But first, she held me tightly, cupping her hands around my baby.

“Another boy?”

“No idea. Didn’t ask. Jake doesn’t mind.”

“He just loves being your husband and their father.”

“I love him so much.”

“It shows, Nora.”

She pointed.

The Challenger sat in the driveway. Black paint, chrome catching the afternoon sun. She ticked in the heat the way she always did—the mechanical sigh of a machine, recently used, now at rest.

“Jake drives her now more than I do.”

“You rebuilt it for him. You didn’t realize it, but every nut and bolt.”

“He helped me.”

“Never met a man who showed up harder.”

She took over potato salad, sprinkling paprika a little heavier than I would.

I had a truck for work—a white F-250 with CARMICHAEL’S MACHINE SHOP stenciled on the doors. I’d been meaning to change it for two months because the name on the paperwork was about to be different.

A new owner with a new broom.

Thomas scored again.

The ball hit the side of the deck and bounced into the flower bed I’d finally planted last spring—zinnias, marigolds, black-eyed Susans, the kind of flowers that survived neglect because the woman tending them had three jobs and two children and a third on the way.

Jake caught the ball with his foot, flicked it back, and looked up at the window.

He saw me.

The look he gave me was the same look he’d given me at twenty when he woke in my bed and said my name for the first time. Older now. Broader in the face and thicker through the chest, the last of the boy burned off somewhere around twenty-two when ranch work filled him in, and the man arrived.

Twenty-five.

Estate Manager at Henderson, running the whole operation since Bill retired last year. He wore the work in his hands—rougher than they’d been, his skin darker from the sun, the same heart and hands that had dug fence posts in the backyard the day after I brought him home from the Rusty Nail.

He raised a hand.

I raised mine.

Our baby kicked.

I put my palm flat on the curve of my belly and felt the roll of a heel or an elbow—I couldn’t tell anymore, not at seven months, when the baby was big enough to move with purpose—and I pressed back gently with my fingertips.

Three pregnancies had changed my body in ways I didn’t apologize for. My hips were wider than they’d been at thirty-eight, which was wider than they’d been at twenty-one. My breasts were heavier—full from nursing Lily, who was thirteen months and still feeding twice a day, fuller now from the pregnancy hormones that had turned them tender and warm and aching by evening.

My stomach was a landscape of what motherhood did to a woman who had waited until she was thirty-nine for her first biological child. The stretch marks from Thomas had silvered. The new ones from Lily were still pink. The newest ones were arriving now, faint lines across the lower curve where the skin was pulling again.

I was the strongest I’d ever been.

Running the shop had put muscle in my forearms I hadn’t had since the years I rebuilt the Challenger. My shoulders were broader. My hands were calloused in new places—the web between thumb and forefinger from wrench work, the pads of my fingers from gripping engine blocks.

I stood different.

Carried different.

Jake said I walked like a woman who owned something, and he was right—I did own something. I owned a family, and they owned me.

Dee stared at me from across the kitchen.

“You’re gorgeously enormous, Nora.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m being accurate.”

She put her hand on my belly. Flat palm, fingers spread. The baby rolled against her hand, and she left it there.

“That’s a big one.”

“They’re all big. Jake’s children don’t do small.”

“I want—”

She leaned closer and pressed her forehead against my temple.

“You’ve only been trying for three months. Don’t pressure yourself.”

“Have I left it too—”

“No. You haven’t.”

She looked at me. The look she’d been giving me for five years—the one that started at the Bean Café when I told her my stepson had his hand around my waist and I didn’t want him to move it. The look that said: I see you, and I’m not going anywhere.

“How are you feeling, Nora?”

“Like a woman carrying a bowling ball who still has to shuck corn.”

“Sit down. I’ll shuck.”

“I can stand.”

“I didn’t ask if you could. I asked you to sit.”

She took the corn out of my hands. I sat.

It was one of those things about Dee. She’d told me I didn’t need permission five years ago, and she’d been right. She’d told me to get to the doctor for birth control, and she’d been right about that too, though we’d stopped the pill within days of starting it. She’d told me Jake would make a wonderful father, and she’d been right about that in a way that still hit me in the chest when I watched him in the yard.

She’d never once told me I was wrong.

She’d never once looked at me and my stepson and flinched.

I loved her for it.

Not because I needed approval—I’d stopped needing that the morning our neighbors nodded from their porches—but because she’d known before I did. She’d seen it when Jake was sixteen, carrying my plate and sitting too close, and she’d waited four years for me to catch up.

“Jake looks good.”

“Jake always looks good.”

“He’s bigger.”

“The ranch filled him out.”

“I wasn’t talking about his arms, Nora.”

“Dee.”

She grinned at me over the corn.

Through the window I could see the yard full of joy. Cal had set the cooler by the deck and was opening two more beers.

Jake declined. Dee noticed.

“It changes.”

“Cal doesn’t drink much.”

“It changes. I promise you. You won’t have to ask.”

“I know.”

Jake shifted Lily off his shoulders and into the crook of his arm without breaking stride. One-armed, our baby against his chest. She grabbed his collar and tried to eat it.

Jake caught my eye through the window again.

I didn’t wave this time. I just looked at him. Holding our daughter in one arm, our son running circles around his legs.

Five years ago, he’d sat on this porch with sweet tea and bare feet while I sat in his lap and listened to the evening come down. Twenty years old. Unemployed. In love with his stepmother and unable to say it in public.

Now he was twenty-five and stood in his own yard with the ease of a man who’d earned every square foot of it.

“What’s the plan for your anniversary, Nora?”

“A weekend at a lodge. Lake Louise. Jake has plans to rent a boat.”

“Dinner?”

“With the kids.”

“Not a private thing?”

“That is our version of private, Dee.”

We ate on the deck.

Jake grilled the ribs.

He’d gotten good at it—better than me, which I’d never said aloud, but he knew. The corn went on the grate until the kernels blackened. Potato salad in a bowl on the table. Coleslaw. Buns. A pitcher of lemonade for the kids and cold beer from Cal’s cooler for the adults—except me, because the baby had opinions about alcohol and I respected them.

Except Jake, too.

Our children ate in the way children eat when the rules are suspended. Thomas had corn in both fists, rib sauce on his chin. Lily showed her father something involving a napkin while he fed her the tiniest scraps.

Dee and Cal sat close, as couples with things to discuss do. Cal reached across the table and took her hand. She let him.

Cal was telling a story about a job site—something involving a breaker panel and a raccoon, and Dee was laughing, the real laugh, the one that opened her face up. Dee caught my eye over her coffee and held it for a second.

Jake sat beside me. His thigh pressed against mine under the table. His hand found my knee the way it always did—automatic, unhurried, the touch of a man who’d been touching the same woman for five years and hadn’t stopped wanting to. His thumb drew a circle through the cotton of my dress.

I looked at him.

“No beer?”

“I had one with Cal. That’s enough.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I know I don’t have to.”

He looked at me the way he looked at me when he meant something he wasn’t going to explain twice.

“I don’t want my children smelling beer on their father when I carry them to bed. And I don’t want you smelling it on me when I carry you to ours.”

My cunt clenched. Not because he was trying. Because he wasn’t.

I kissed him.

“Don’t.”

“I can’t help myself.”

“Not yet.”

“Are you out of control, Nora?”

“You know I am.”

This was what we’d built. Not just the house or the deck or the careers. This. Four adults together on a Saturday evening in the yard behind the house on Maple Road while two children destroyed corn and each other.

The ordinary architecture of a family that shouldn’t exist and did.

Nobody on Maple Road had made a scene. That was the thing I’d dreaded most—the confrontation, the whisper campaign, the pointed silence at the grocery store. It hadn’t happened. Or if it had, it had happened so quietly I’d missed it.

The morning after Ray’s last visit, the neighbors had watched from their porches and their clotheslines, and they’d nodded, and they’d stayed. Keith Palmer still mowed his strip. Bev still hung her sheets. Mrs. Ellis still walked Stella past our house every morning, and when Thomas was born, she’d left a casserole on the porch with a note that said: Welcome to the world, little one.

The people who mattered stayed.

The people who didn’t had never mattered.

The light changed. Gold went amber. The shadows from the maple tree stretched across the yard and touched the deck. The children slowed, run down by sugar and ribs and the gravitational pull of evening.

Jake had put a speaker on the railing. Country music—because this house had always played country, even when I pretended I didn’t know the words. The song that came on was old, something about a woman and a back road and the kind of summer that only exists in memory.

Jake stood up.

He held out his hand.

“Dance with me.”

“Jake, I’m seven months pregnant.”

“I know what you are.”

I took his hand.

He pulled me up.

My back protested, and my belly got in the way, and he solved both problems by putting one hand on the small of my back and the other flat between my shoulder blades and pulling me in until my head rested against his chest.

We danced in the yard.

Slow.

His feet were barely moving. My feet were not moving at all—just shifting weight from one to the other while his body held mine and the music played. Our baby rolled between us, and his hand slid down to the curve of my belly.

Dee was watching from the table. I could see her over Jake’s shoulder. She had her chin in her hand and her coffee in the other, and she didn’t say a word. Cal had his arm along the back of her chair.

Jake’s mouth was close to my ear.

“I want to talk to you about the garage.”

“What about it?”

“Dave’s ready to sell.”

I pulled back enough to look at him. His face was lit by the last of the sun—the jaw I’d traced with my fingers ten thousand times, the dark eyes that still looked at me like I was the only woman in any room.

“I know, Jake. He has a buyer.”

“He has an interested party.”

“You’ve been talking to Dave?”

“I’ve been talking to the bank.”

“Jake.”

“The numbers work. The building, the equipment, the client list. Henderson’s behind us—he’ll guarantee the loan. I want to buy it for you.”

“You are the interested party, Jake?”

“No, my love. You are.”

He looked across the yard at Thomas, who had fallen asleep on the deck with his head on a cushion and rib sauce in his hair. He looked at Lily, who was in Dee’s lap, pulling at her earring. He looked at the curve of my belly under his hand.

“The mother who rebuilt a car isn’t done building, if you ask me.”

I didn’t answer.

I put my head back on his chest and closed my eyes. His heart was steady under my ear. His hand held the place where our third child was growing. The music played something about staying and leaving and choosing, and I chose what I’d always chosen.

“Cole’s Machine Shop.”

“Cole & Son & Daughter.”

I looked at him.

“It’s long, but I love it. It might not fit on the paperwork.”

“So that’s a yes?”

I looked at him again and saw the playful smile that had lit me up for as long as I’d known him.

“It’s a yes. The name is subject to a discussion.”

“And invoices that have enough space.”

I chose the man whose heart was beating under my cheek.

The song ended. Another one started. We didn’t stop.

The evening wound down the way evenings do when the children run out of fight.

Jake started clearing. Plates stacked. Chairs folded. The grill lid closed. He moved through the cleanup the way he moved through everything—steady, thorough, without being asked. He rinsed every plate. He’d been rinsing plates since he was six. That hadn’t changed.

He picked up Cal’s beer.

It was almost full.

I watched from a distance.

“Do you want this?”

“Nah. Thanks, Jake. I’ve had enough.”

I took Lily upstairs.

Her room had been Jake’s room, once. The bed where he’d slept as a boy was gone—replaced by a crib, a changing table, a rocking chair I’d found at a yard sale and refinished myself. The walls were pale yellow. The window looked out on the same stretch of Maple Road Jake had looked out on his whole life.

I sat in the rocker and unbuttoned my dress and brought Lily to my breast. She latched the way she always did—fast, efficient, the small hot mouth sealing around my nipple with the purpose of a child who knew exactly what she wanted. The pull was immediate, deep, the familiar tug that started in my breast and traveled down through my belly.

She fed for ten minutes. Less than usual, which made me smile.

“Daddy’s girl.”

Her eyes were heavy from the evening, the sugar, the scraps of rib, the noise of the yard. She pulled off, milk on her lower lip, and her head dropped against my shoulder.

I held her.

Our house was quiet. Below me, I could hear Jake’s footsteps in the kitchen—the clink of plates, the rush of the faucet. Outside, Dee’s voice murmured on the deck.

I put Lily in the crib. She turned her face into the mattress and was gone.

Thomas was next. He’d fallen asleep on the couch, and I couldn’t lift him anymore—not at seven months, not with thirty-five pounds of boy—so I knelt beside him and stroked his hair until his eyes opened.

“Bed, baby.”

“I’m not tired, Mommy.”

“Walk with me.”

“Did you see me and Daddy and Lily?”

“I did.”

“I love you, Mommy. I love Daddy. I love Lily.”

“And we all love you.”

He walked upstairs holding my hand, his eyes half-closed, navigating the steps from muscle memory. I got him into his pajamas and into bed, and he asked for a story.

“Tell me about the car.”

He always wanted the car story.

“There was a car that wouldn’t start. It sat in a garage for a long time, and nobody thought it would run again.”

“But a woman fixed it.”

“A woman fixed it. She taught herself. She watched videos, read a book, and worked on it every weekend for a very long time.”

“How long?”

“Fifteen years.”

“That’s a lot.”

“Some things are worth a lot.”

“Did the car start?”

“On the first turn. It always did.”

He was asleep before the engine turned over.

I pulled the sheet up to his chin and stood there for a minute with my hand on the doorframe, looking at the shape of my son in the dim light. Jake’s shoulders already. Jake’s dark hair. A boy who would grow into the same man his father had grown into, and I would be there to see it.

Jake was in our bedroom.

He’d showered. The damp smell of him—soap, warmth, the scent of his skin that I’d been breathing for years and still noticed—filled the room. He stood by the window in jeans and nothing else, towel on his shoulder, looking out at the yard where Dee and Cal still sat in the deck chairs.

I closed the door behind me.

“She didn’t feed much.”

He turned. His eyes went to my chest. I was still unbuttoned from nursing Lily, the dress open to my waist, my bra unclasped. My breasts were full. The left one—the side Lily hadn’t emptied—was aching, heavy with the pressure that built when she didn’t take enough.

“I need help, Jake.”

He crossed the room.

He sat on the edge of the bed, and I stood between his knees, and he put his hands on my hips and looked up at me.

“I’m here.”

I lowered myself into his lap. His arms came around me. I guided his mouth to my left breast, and he latched with the slow, deliberate care of a man who knew my body the way a mechanic knows an engine—every pressure point, every threshold, every sound that meant keep going.

Jake nursed.

The letdown was immediate—a rush of heat from my chest down through my belly, the milk releasing in a wave. I felt it leave me, warm and steady, and the ache ebbed with it. His mouth worked gently—not sucking the way our daughter did, harder, a man’s mouth drawing from a woman’s body. His hand came up to cradle the underside of my breast, his thumb stroking the skin below my nipple.

I held his head. My fingers in his damp hair, my palm against the curve of his skull. The same hand. The same gesture. I’d held him like this the first night in this bed, when he was twenty and crying into my chest.

I’d held him like this the morning after we made love for the first time. I held him now while he drank from me, and the current that ran from my breast through my belly and between my legs was the same current that had run through everything we’d ever done—love first, the body following where the love led.

He pulled off.

A thin line of milk traced from my nipple to his lower lip. He looked up at me, and his eyes were dark.

“The other one?”

I shifted. He took my right breast into his mouth. This side was less full—Lily had fed from it earlier—but the sensation was sharper for it. Every pull sent a bolt straight down. My hips rolled forward against him, and I felt him harden beneath me, the ridge of his cock pressing against the inside of my thigh through his jeans.

My breath caught.

“Jake.”

“I know.”

“I want you.”

“I know, Nora.”

“Inside me.”

I pulled his mouth off my breast and kissed him. Tasted my milk on his lips—warm, sweet, faintly metallic, the taste of my own body given back to me. His hands went to the hem of my dress and pulled it up and over my head. I unclasped the bra the rest of the way, and it fell between us.

I was naked except for my panties. Seven months pregnant, my belly between us, my breasts heavy and leaking, stretch marks across my hips. He looked at me the way he always looked at me—like the first time and every time.

His hands found the elastic at my hips. He pulled my soaking wet panties down.

I kicked them off.

“Lie back, Nora.”

I lay on our bed. The streetlight cut a line across the ceiling—the same line, the same plaster. Five years in this room, and the light hadn’t changed. Only we had.

He undressed. Belt, jeans, boxers. His cock was rock hard—thick and heavy, the upward curve I knew as well as I knew the roads I drove to work. At twenty-five, his body was denser, harder, the ranch work carved into his chest and arms. But his cock was the same cock I’d held in my hand the first time in this bed—the same heat, the same weight, the same pulse I could feel from across the room.

He climbed onto the bed. Careful. He always was at seven months—one hand on my belly, reading the shape of it, finding the angle. His knees between mine. His palms on my knees.

“Fuck me slowly, Jake.”

“Always.”

He smelled like soap and warmth and the scent of his skin after a shower—five years of breathing him in, and I still noticed. I still wanted to press my face into his neck and stay there.

He entered me with the patience of a man who’d learned that the best things in his life came from not rushing. The head of his cock parted my swollen lips—thick, blunt, the rim dragging against the inner edges as they stretched around him.

I was wet.

I’d been wet since the nursing, since the milk let down and the current started, and my body offered no resistance except the slow, slick grip of walls so engorged with pregnancy blood that I felt every vein on his shaft as he sank inside me.

He stretched me inch by inch.

The ridge of his head caught my front wall on the way in. The heat of him spread through tissue that was swollen and tender and alive in ways it hadn’t been before the pregnancies—seven months of increased blood flow had turned my cunt into something that felt everything at twice the volume.

Our baby shifted.

He paused and looked at me.

“Still okay?”

“Don’t stop. I need this.”

He sank his cock deeper inside me. My body opened for him the way it always had—not the tight resistance of that first night five years ago, but the deep, welcoming heat of a woman who knew this man inside her was exactly where he was supposed to be. Jake filled me to the place where fullness became pressure—his crown nudging my cervix, the blunt kiss of it that made my breath catch every time—and he held there.

My legs wrapped around the backs of his thighs.

He started to fuck me. Long, slow strokes—the outstroke pulling the ridge of his head along my front wall, the instroke pressing deep until his pelvis met mine and his cock sat flush against my cervix.

The wet sound of us was quiet—not the urgent, drenched sounds of our early sex, but something steadier. A rhythm we’d found together over five years and three pregnancies, the pace that worked when my body was heavy and full, and everything was closer to the surface.

His forehead rested against mine. My hands were on his back. I could taste the milk on his breath—warm, sweet, faintly metallic—mine, given back to me. We breathed together.

I came slowly.

The way I came when we went slow—a wave that started at my cervix, where his cock pressed and spread outward through my walls, rolling through my belly and down into my thighs. My cunt clenched around his shaft in long, rhythmic pulses—not the hard, desperate grip of the early days, but the deep, pulling contractions of a body that knew how to hold him.

My back arched against the mattress, and my breath broke against his mouth, and I whispered his name because after five years, his name was still the only word that fit.

“Jake.”

“Nora.”

“Inside me. Every drop.”

He pressed deep and held.

His cock swelled against my walls—I felt the shaft thicken, the crown flare—and the first pulse came. Hot. Familiar. A jet hitting the deepest part of me where his head met my cervix, spreading outward into the space he’d stretched open.

His breath stuttered against my throat. Another pulse. The warmth of his cum pooling inside me, thick and heavy, more with every spasm. My cunt milked him in slow, pulling contractions, holding everything he gave me, keeping it where it belonged.

Jake stayed inside me while his cock softened. His weight settled carefully—chest against my breasts, his hand cradling the side of my belly.

I held him.

My fingers traced the line of his spine. The smell of us—soap, milk, sex, the warm compound of two bodies that had made this particular scent a thousand times—filled the room. Our breathing synced.

“I love you, Nora.”

“I know you do.”

“No. I mean—I love what we built.”

“So do I, Jake.”

“The garage. Say yes again.”

I smiled against his shoulder.

“Yes, again.”

He kissed the place where my neck met my jaw. The place he always kissed. The place he’d found five years ago and claimed as his.

We came back down the stairs.

Dee and Cal were still on the deck. The speaker had gone quiet. The yard was dark except for the string lights Jake had hung from the deck posts last summer—warm, small, the kind that made everything look like the ending of a movie.

Dee looked at me.

I looked at Dee.

She raised her coffee.

“Kids down?”

“Kids down.”

Cal stood up and started collecting the coffee cups. Jake helped. The two of them moved through the deck the way men do when they’ve found an arrangement that works—quiet labor, no negotiation.

Dee patted the chair beside her.

I sat.

“You’re glowing.”

“I’m pregnant, Dee. That’s what we do.”

“That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”

I didn’t argue. I was. My thighs were slick. My body was warm and heavy and full of the man I loved, and Dee knew, because Dee had always known.

She put her head on my shoulder.

“I’m proud of you, Nora.”

“For what?”

“For all of it. For every fucking bit of it.”

She squeezed my hand once and let go.

Cal stood and offered Dee his hand. She took it.

Dee hugged me on the porch. She held on for a second longer than usual. She smelled like coffee and sunscreen and the perfume she’d worn since college.

“Same time next week?”

“Always.”

Their headlights swept the yard as they backed out. Red taillights down Maple Road. Gone at the corner.

Our house was quiet.

Jake came up the porch steps. He sat in the wooden chair—the same chair, the one he’d sat in at fifteen with sweet tea, the one he’d sat in at twenty with a mallet across his thighs. He leaned back. The wood creaked under his weight.

I sat in his lap.

His arms came around me. One hand on my belly, the other on my thigh. My head found the hollow of his shoulder. The Challenger ticked in the driveway—he’d started her up to let Thomas hear the engine, and she was still cooling, still making the small mechanical sounds of a machine settling.

The porch light was on. It had been off the night I ran to the Rusty Nail five years ago because I hadn’t stopped to turn it on. It was on now. It had been on every night since.

The street was quiet. The sprinklers had stopped. Mrs. Ellis’s porch light was off—she’d passed last year, and the new family had different habits. Keith Palmer’s mower sat under its tarp. Bev’s clothesline was empty.

I could feel Jake’s heartbeat against my back.

“Are you happy, Nora?”

I looked at the yard. The deck he’d built. The flower bed I’d planted. The fence along the back—six posts, still standing, the ones we’d set together the morning after he came home from the Rusty Nail. The string lights glowing warm against the dark.

I looked at the mailbox.

COLE.

The name he’d chosen at eighteen because he loved me. The name I’d chosen at thirty because I was done carrying a ghost. The name our children carried. The name that would go on the garage when the paperwork cleared.

I put my hand over his on my belly. Our baby moved under both our palms.

“I stayed.”

“You always do.”

“So do you.”

His mouth pressed against the top of my head.

The engine ticked.

The porch light burned.

I closed my eyes.
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Some temptations feel too wrong to ignore and far too good to resist.

Claire never expected her visit to the family spa to spark something dangerous. But one moment of heat, one slip of the tongue, and everything shifts between her and the alluring woman her father married.
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Book One of a daring, slow-burning age gap series that explores taboo desire, awakening, and the thrill of crossing boundaries.

Shaved For My Stepdad: Book One

Cassie has been in love with the wrong man for as long as she can remember. Not a stranger. Not a boy from college. The man who made her breakfast every morning, who drove her to school, who sat in the front row at every recital and never once looked at another woman after her mother died.

She's twenty-two now. Old enough to know what she wants. Old enough to stop pretending she doesn't.

One night at a jazz club, wearing her mother's dress and nothing underneath, Cassie stops waiting. And the man she's wanted since before she had the words for it finally stops pretending too.

What begins on a dance floor continues in the Canadian Rockies, at a lodge overlooking Lake Louise, where the rules of who they were to each other dissolve and something new takes their place. Something with a collar. Something with conditions. Something that demands she explore the world before she's allowed to choose him.

Shaved For My Stepdad is a story about the line between devotion and desire, and what happens when someone decides to cross it.

Stormbound Stepdaddy

In the shadow of devastating loss, twin sisters Mia and Ava return to their isolated family cabin, desperate to save the stepfather who raised them from the darkness of grief.

Mia, fierce, dominant, and a no-nonsense cop has always needed control, especially in her desires. Ava, soft, emotional, and yearning for safety finds comfort in the one man who's always protected her. Cade, their rugged, grieving stepdad, has buried his pain in solitude, but the storm trapping them together awakens something primal and forbidden.


More Information

◆◆◆

Thank you so much for reading The Stepmom Who Stayed: Book Two. It truly means the world to me.


-----------------------------------

Follow me on Amazon

The easiest way to never miss a new release is to follow me on Amazon. When you follow, Amazon will notify you the moment a new book goes live. No newsletters, no fuss, just a quiet nudge that something new is waiting for you.


Follow Kate Granger on Amazon - one click, and you'll always be first to know.


-----------------------------------

Kate Granger Website

All my books and where to find them are right here: Kategranger.net


https://www.kategranger.net/

-------------------------------------

Substack

If you'd like more of my stories between releases, I post two to three brand-new chapter-length stories every single day on Substack. Over 2,000 already in the library, with multiple ongoing series and standalone stories every week.


https://kategranger.substack.com/


-----------------------------------

Social Media

X: @AuthorGranger

Bluesky: @kategranger.bsky.social

TikTok: @kate.granger0
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