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I was nineteen and home for the summer, and I’d spent the whole drive back from Michigan State telling myself that last August at the pool had meant nothing. I parked in the driveway I’d learned to back out of, a finance textbook still wedged in my duffel, and sat there long enough for the old house to make me feel ridiculous.

It still had white shutters and hydrangeas crowding the front walk. The chipped brass knocker remained because Sharon never replaced anything that worked; she polished it twice a year and called the wear character.

“Jake?” she called from inside before I had my key turned all the way.

“I’m here.”

“Don’t track anything in. I mopped.”

I looked down at the clean soles of my sneakers and grinned despite myself. “Good to be missed.”

The kitchen smelled like basil, cut lemons, and the white wine my mom bought when she wanted to pretend it was a casual Thursday. My duffel hit the hallway floor with a heavy thump. Sharon came around the counter in jeans and a sleeveless blue top, wiping her hands on a towel, already smiling.

Then I saw Ava behind her and forgot what my mother had been saying.

She stood at the far side of the island with one hip against the cabinet, a glass of wine loose in her fingers, her heels kicked off under the stool as if she owned the tile. She wore a cream sundress with thin straps and a low neckline, the fabric pulled full over tits that had weight, real grown-woman weight that shifted when she lifted her glass and settled when she lowered it. The dress gathered under them and fell close over a soft belly, then hugged her hips before breaking loose around thick tan thighs. When she turned to set the wine down, the back of it pulled across a round ass I had no business staring at in my mother’s kitchen, full and soft and high enough to make the sundress swing with it.

Ava was forty-two and built like a bad idea I had walked into before taking off my backpack. Her arms were smooth and tan, her mouth glossy, her dark hair twisted up with loose pieces at her neck. Gold rings flashed on her fingers. She smelled faintly of vanilla and flowers when she was nowhere near me, or maybe I made that up because my body wanted a reason before my brain could stop it.

I had seen her my whole life in the same rooms as my mom. Pool parties, birthdays, Christmas mornings when she dropped off cinnamon rolls, all of it stacked behind the woman in front of me as dull facts that belonged to another version of my head. She had been Sharon’s best friend since long before I was born. That was background. The foreground was her dress, her thighs, the curve of her breasts against cream cotton, the shape of her mouth as she smiled at me.

“Well,” Ava said, “look at you.”

My mom hugged me first, hard and fast, pressing her cheek to my shoulder. “You’re skinny. Are you eating actual meals at school or living on beer and cereal?”

“I made pasta at least twice.”

“Boiling noodles doesn’t make you a chef.”

“It does in a dorm.”

Ava laughed, and her tits moved when she did, heavy under the thin dress. My eyes dropped for half a second before I forced them back up. She saw it. I knew she saw it because her smile changed by a fraction, her lower lip catching on the rim of her glass before she took another sip.

“Come here,” she said.

I should have crossed the kitchen like a normal person. I should have hugged my mom’s friend the same way I had hugged her a dozen ordinary times. I walked to her with my hands empty and my pulse sitting too high in my neck.

Ava set her wine down and opened her arms. The hug started normal. It did not stay there.

She pressed herself against me from chest to thigh, her body warm through the thin dress and my T-shirt, her breasts pressing flat against my ribs. Her arms slid around my shoulders. She held me close until my hands settled at her waist and my fingers learned how narrow it felt above the swell of her hips. Blood rushed low and stupid.

She drew back first, but she did not step away. Her palm stayed flat on my chest.

“You left here a string bean,” she said, looking me over from my face to my shoulders and down again. “Sharon, when did he turn into this?”

My mom snorted from the counter. “Don’t encourage him. He already thinks college made him interesting.”

“It did something,” Ava said.

Her hand pressed once against my chest, not a pat, more a test. My shirt felt too thin under her palm. I stared at her rings because staring at her mouth was worse.

“I mostly learned how much laundry costs when you forget detergent,” I said.

“There he is.” My mom squeezed past us to grab a bowl. “Same smart mouth.”

Ava let her hand slide off me. Her fingertips passed over my shirt one at a time. She went back to her wine, leaving my skin hot in the shape of her hand.

I bent for my duffel to hide whatever was happening to my face. “I’ll take this upstairs.”

“You’ll take it upstairs after you eat,” Sharon said. “Ava brought that bread from the bakery you like.”

“Still bribing me with carbs?”

“Always,” Ava said.

She leaned over the island for the bread basket. The neckline of the sundress dipped, and I got a hard, full view of cleavage packed deep and soft against the bodice, a shadow between her breasts where the fabric struggled to hold. My hand tightened on the strap of my bag. I thought of dropping it again. I thought of my mom standing six feet away with salad tongs in her hand.

Ava straightened, set the basket in front of me, and met my eyes over it.

“Hungry?” she asked.

My mouth went dry.

“Yeah,” I said.

Sharon pointed the tongs at me. “Wash your hands first. College boy germs.”

I went to the sink. Ava was already reaching past me before the water ran warm.

“Glasses,” she said, as if that explained why her body had to slide along my side.

Her breast brushed my arm, full and soft through cotton. It was a quick contact, a friendly kitchen squeeze past a person at the sink, except she had plenty of space behind me. Her hip pressed my thigh. She stretched for the top shelf, and the dress lifted an inch on her thighs.

I froze with my hands under the faucet.

Ava’s fingers closed around two glasses. Her arm lowered slowly enough for her breast to drag against me again. She did not look at me until the glasses were in her hand.

“You’re in my way, Jake,” she said.

I stepped aside too fast and knocked my elbow against the sink.

My mom turned. “You alright?”

“Yeah. Fine.”

Ava handed Sharon the glasses. “He’s taller. He hasn’t figured out what to do with the extra limbs.”

“Men never do,” Sharon said.

Ava laughed into her wine.

Dinner was loud because my mom made it loud. She wanted every detail about school, classes, roommates, whether I had washed my sheets, whether the dining hall was as bad as I’d claimed in April, whether I’d called the financial aid office. Ava sat across from me and kept adding nothing innocent to the conversation.

“So, finance,” she said. “You planning to make us all rich?”

“Mostly planning to pass accounting.”

“He did well,” Sharon said. “Don’t let him undersell it.”

“I’m not underselling. I’m managing expectations.”

Ava tipped her head. “That sounds useful. I could use somebody to manage mine.”

My fork stopped halfway to my mouth.

Sharon reached for the salad. “Good luck. Ava expects everyone to read her mind.”

“No,” Ava said, eyes still on me. “Only the ones worth training.”

I coughed once and reached for water. Sharon never looked up.

Ava’s bare foot touched my ankle under the island.

It was light enough to be accidental, except it stayed there through my next drink of water. Her toes slid against the inside of my ankle, then withdrew before I could decide whether my body had betrayed me in a visible way. She asked my mom about work. She kept her eyes on my mother and her mouth blank. That made it worse.

By the time dinner ended, I had answered questions with half my brain and tracked Ava with the rest, especially the dress inching up when she crossed her legs and the ring tapping her glass before she reached for the bottle. Every inch of her looked practiced in being wanted.

“Jake, get the plates,” my mom said.

I stood too fast. “Yeah.”

Ava stood with me. “I’ll help.”

“You’re a guest,” Sharon said.

“I’ve been in your kitchen more than my own this week.”

“You’re still a guest.”

Ava picked up two plates anyway and brushed past me toward the sink. Her ass swayed under the sundress, and I stared for one second too long at the fabric stretching over it. When she looked back, her mouth was calm. Her eyes were not.

At the sink, she reached for a dish towel while I rinsed plates. Her shoulder touched mine. Her breast grazed my upper arm again, then stayed there for a breath.

“You’ve been quiet,” she said low enough that Sharon, talking from the pantry, would miss it.

“Have I?”

“Mm.”

“I’m tired.”

“Sure,” Ava said.

I rinsed the same clean plate twice.

My mom came back with a box of cookies. “Ava, tell him about your patio disaster.”

“My patio disaster does not need retelling.”

“She hired a man to fix one cracked tile and he tore up half the yard.”

“He had confidence,” Ava said. “Sadly, not skill.”

“Maybe Jake can look at it,” Sharon said.

Ava’s eyes flicked to me. “Maybe he can.”

“I don’t know anything about patios.”

“I’ll teach you what I need,” Ava
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