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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 said.

My mom laughed because she was pouring wine and not hearing the blood pounding in my ears.

The evening stretched until the sun went down and the windows turned black. Ava stayed long after dinner, perched at the island, bare heel hooked on the stool rung, sundress slipping at one shoulder. My mom talked about neighbors and summer plans. I stood in the kitchen with a dish towel in my hand and pretended I was not memorizing the brown freckle near Ava’s collarbone, the faint crease where her thigh met the chair, the shape of her mouth around the last sip of wine.

When she finally left, she hugged my mom at the door, then looked at me.

“No hug goodbye?” she asked.

Sharon had already turned toward the kitchen with the empty bottle.

I crossed the entry. Ava stepped into me again. This time her cheek brushed the side of my jaw, her body fitting close as if she knew I would hold my breath and hated that I did. Her hand spread between my shoulder blades. Her palm pressed flat and warm, a beat longer than friendly.

“Welcome home,” she said against my ear.

Then she was gone, walking down the front steps with her heels in one hand and the sundress moving around her legs.

My mom locked the door. “She missed you. We both did.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I missed you too.”

“Don’t stay up all night on that phone. Your room is clean. Try not to ruin it in one day.”

“I make no promises.”

Upstairs, my old room looked smaller than it had at Christmas. Posters, desk, narrow bed, the same dent in the wall from a dumbbell I’d dropped years back and blamed on a falling shelf. My duffel sat where I left it.

I shut the door and leaned back against it.

The hug replayed first. Her body pressed along mine. Then her palm on my chest, her foot under the table, her breast against my arm at the sink. I told myself it meant nothing. Ava was affectionate. Ava touched people when she talked. Ava had known me forever in a normal, harmless orbit around my mother’s life.

My cock was hard anyway, heavy against my jeans, and that stripped the lie down to the bone.

I lay on the bed without unpacking, staring at the ceiling fan as it clicked in a slow circle. Downstairs, my mom rinsed the last glasses. Outside, a car passed with bass rattling faintly through the window. Everything was ordinary except the part of me still standing in the kitchen with Ava’s hand on my chest.

I told myself it was nothing. I was good at that for about a week.
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The first week home, Ava became part of the house’s daily machinery. She often arrived before noon with iced coffee and stayed through dinner. Once she came back for sunglasses she had left after returning my mom’s shears.

Sharon treated all of it like weather. Ava had always been around, so Ava being around did not earn a second glance.

It earned every one of mine.

I tried to stay out of the kitchen when I heard her voice. Then I needed water, or invented some other excuse to walk into the kitchen. I came in for reasons thin enough to tear if anybody touched them, and Ava always looked up at me as if she had been waiting.

Friday afternoon, she was in the backyard with my mom, standing by the raised herb beds in a thin white top and loose linen pants. The sun had warmed the yard until the grass smelled cut and sharp. Sharon had a floppy hat on and dirt on both knees. Ava had done no gardening at all, unless standing there with a glass of iced tea counted.

The white top clung to her breasts. No bra. There was no mistaking that, not with the fabric pulling smooth over her nipples whenever the breeze pressed it to her. Her tits sat heavy and low in the thin cotton, full enough to make the hem shift against her belly when she lifted her arm. The pants tied at her waist and draped over her hips, loose until she bent to pick up the watering can. Then they stretched over the round swell of her ass and tightened across the backs of her thighs.

I stopped in the sliding doorway with a laundry basket against my hip.

Ava glanced over. “There he is.”

My mom looked up from the basil. “Jake, come help me move this planter.”

“I thought I was banned from touching your herbs after the cilantro incident.”

“You drowned one plant.”

“It looked thirsty.”

Ava smiled and took a drink through the straw. “He has good hands now, Sharon. Maybe he’s learned restraint.”

I stepped onto the patio. “I have no idea what that means.”

“Sure you do.” Ava set her glass on the table. “Come here.”

My mother went back to poking dirt around the basil, muttering about drainage. Ava held out her hand, palm up.

I gave her mine because refusing would have made more noise than obeying.

Her fingers closed around my wrist first. Her rings were cool against my skin. She turned my hand over and spread my fingers with her thumb, studying my palm like there was anything there to read. Her thumbnail dragged once down the center, light enough to make my fingers twitch.

“See?” she said to Sharon. “He’s not a little twig anymore.”

My mom did not look over. “He’s still useless with a shovel.”

“Depends what you give him to handle.”

My throat tightened.

Ava pressed her thumb into the base of my palm, then slid it slow toward my wrist. Her face stayed bright, friendly, harmless to anyone watching with a normal brain. My mother kept patting soil around basil leaves. I stood there with my hand in Ava’s and my body responding as if the patio had turned into a locked room.

“Careful how you look at me, Jake,” Ava said, her voice carrying enough for my mother to hear. “I’ll start thinking you mean something by it.”

Sharon snorted. “He looks confused because you’re giving him chores.”

“I’m always confused,” I said.

“Honest. I like that.” Ava let go of my hand one finger at a time.

I picked up the planter for my mom and set it where she pointed. It was too heavy, and my hands were slick with sweat by the time it hit the patio. Ava’s eyes stayed on my forearms while I straightened. She lifted the glass again and closed her mouth around the straw.

“Show-off,” she said.

“To whom?”

She gave me a smile with teeth. “If you don’t know, I won’t ruin it.”

Sharon stood, brushed dirt from her knees, and groaned. “I’m getting too old to squat over plants.”

“Ava can supervise while you rest,” I said.

“I’m excellent at supervision,” Ava said. “Terrible at restraint, apparently.”

My mom laughed and headed inside. “I’m getting lemonade. Jake, don’t let her boss you around.”

The sliding door shut behind her.

The yard went quiet except for sprinklers ticking three houses over and a robin complaining from the fence. Ava set her tea down. She crossed the patio toward me with no hurry in her steps. My back found the edge of the table.

“You keep running away,” she said.

“I don’t.”

“You do. You hear me come in, and suddenly you have business upstairs.”

“I live upstairs.”

“That works out nicely.”

She reached for my collar. It had folded under itself at the neckline, and she fixed it with two fingers as if that required standing so close her breasts nearly touched my chest. Her nails skimmed the side of my throat. The thin top did nothing to hide the dark points of her nipples or the deep weight of her tits under it. She smelled like tea, sunscreen, and the vanilla flowers she always carried on her skin.

“You’re taller than I remembered,” she said.

“You saw me at Christmas.”

“I know what I said.”

Her palm flattened on my chest, right where it had been the first night, and stayed there long enough that I wondered whether she was counting the seconds.

“Ava?” my mom called from inside. “Do you want ice?”

Ava’s hand left me. She stepped back and lifted her glass from the table.

“Always,” she called, then looked at me over the rim. “You should breathe, Jake.”

I had to force air into my lungs before Sharon slid the door open again.

That should have been enough to make me avoid her for the rest of the week. I told myself I would. I lasted until Sunday.

My mom made pasta and invited Ava because Sunday dinner without Ava, in Sharon’s opinion, meant somebody had died. Ava arrived in a robe.

It was not exactly a robe. She called it a kimono, some soft green thing with a loose tie and wide sleeves, over a black tank and shorts that disappeared when she sat down. The robe would not stay closed. Every time she reached for her wine, it shifted, showing the slope of one breast under the tank and the bare skin high on her thigh. She had her hair down that night, dark and thick over one shoulder, and she kept sweeping it back with a hand that made her robe gape again.

I ate too fast and stared too much.

Sharon glanced at my plate. “Slow down. Nobody’s taking it.”

Ava reached across the table for the parmesan. Her robe slipped open at the top. The black tank dipped low, her cleavage full and shadowed, the tops of her breasts pressed together by the angle of her arm.

“He was always hungry,” Ava said.

My fork scraped the plate.

My mom smiled. “He used to empty the fridge after soccer practice.”

Ava’s eyes came to mine. “Still?”

I took a drink of water. “Sometimes.”

“Good appetite is healthy.”

“Ava,” Sharon said, “don’t encourage him. He already ate half the bread.”

“Maybe he needs it.” Ava’s foot touched mine under the table and stayed. “Growing takes fuel.”

I nearly laughed because the alternative was choking. “I’m not growing.”

Her foot slid up my ankle. “No?”

Sharon stood with her plate. “Chloe asked about you, by the way.”

Ava’s foot stopped.

My mother carried her plate to the sink. “She’s home for the summer too. You should call her. She said you never text back.”

Chloe lived three houses down and had been in half my classes until graduation. She was nineteen, home from Ohio State for the summer, funny in a quick bright way, normal enough that my mom had been trying to arrange us all summer without calling it arranging.

Ava’s smile stayed on her mouth, but her thumb went still on the stem of her glass. She had been rubbing the pad of it over the curve near the base. The motion stopped as clean as a light switched off.

“Chloe’s sweet,” Ava said.

“She is,” Sharon said. “Pretty too.”

“Very pretty,” Ava said.

Her foot withdrew from mine.

I looked down at my plate because Ava heard that and did not like it. I had no right to think that. The idea sat in my head anyway, hot and absurd.

“I’ll text her,” I said.

Ava lifted her glass. “You should.”

My mom brightened. “Good. Finally.”

Ava’s eyes stayed on me as she drank.

After dinner, Sharon went down to the basement for another bottle because the first one had somehow become empty between the three of us. I stood at the sink rinsing plates. Ava came up beside me with the parmesan bowl.

“You should text Chloe,” she said.

“She’s nice.”

“I’m sure she is.”

The bowl touched the counter with a quiet tap.

I rinsed another plate. “Are you mad about that?”

Ava laughed under her breath. It did not sound amused. “Mad?”

“You got quiet.”

“Did I?”

She stepped closer. Her robe brushed my arm. The belt had loosened, and I got a strip of bare stomach above the waistband of her shorts, soft skin with a faint line where she had been sitting. Her hand came to my chest again, but this time she used two fingers to smooth nothing on my shirt.

“I’m not mad at you,” she said. “That would be silly.”

“Okay.”

“It would also be silly for you to stand there staring at my tits while your mother is downstairs getting wine.”

My hand slipped on the plate. It clattered against the sink.

Ava caught my wrist before I could grab it. Her grip was light, her thumb pressed over the vein in my wrist. She looked down at my wet hand, then up at me.

“Careful,” she said. “You’ll break something.”

Footsteps sounded on the basement stairs.

Ava released me and took two smooth steps back, leaving the parmesan bowl between us like evidence neither of us would admit existed.

Sharon came in with the bottle. “Found the good stuff. Why do we hide it behind cleaning supplies?”

“Because you forget where you put everything,” Ava said.

“I do not.”

“You called me Tuesday asking where your car was.”

“That was one time.”

Ava sat again and tied the robe with lazy fingers. I watched the green fabric close over her body and hated the knot for doing its job.

The rest of the night, she behaved. That was worse. She asked about my classes, laughed with my mom, argued about a show they both claimed to hate and watched every week. She never touched me again. She barely looked at me.

My body did not care. It kept the shape of her fingers on my wrist and her foot against my ankle. My brain kept trying to build a sane explanation, then Ava would lean forward and the robe would open an inch, or she would say my name in front of my mother with too much care placed on the first syllable, and the sane explanation would die in my hands.

When she left, she hugged Sharon and waved at me from the doorway.

“Night, Jake.”

“Night.”

She glanced down my body once, fast enough my mom missed it. “Behave.”

Then the door closed behind her.

My mom carried the wineglasses to the sink. “Ava’s in a mood.”

“Is she?”

“She gets restless in June. Happens every year.”

I took a towel and dried a glass too hard. “Yeah. Maybe.”

I went upstairs after that and sat on the edge of my bed with my hands clasped between my knees. Avoiding Ava was the smart thing. Staying away from any room she entered was smarter. I told myself she was playing because she liked making me squirm, because she was bored, because my reaction flattered her.

The problem was her hand on my chest and her foot stopping cold when Sharon said Chloe’s name.

I had spent a week deciding I imagined all of it. Ava kept proving I had no imagination at all.
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By Wednesday, the heat broke hard enough that my mom gave up on cooking indoors and declared the pool a public service. Sharon said this to Ava on the phone at ten in the morning. By noon, Ava was at the gate in a black one-piece and oversized sunglasses, carrying a straw tote and a bottle of rosé sweating through a paper bag.

I was skimming leaves out of the shallow end when she came through. The net dipped too low and dragged water over the concrete.

Ava stopped at the pool steps and slid the sunglasses down her nose.

“Hard at work,” she said.

“My mom pays in sandwiches.”

“Cheap labor.”

“I have low standards.”

Her mouth curved. “I know.”

Sharon came out behind her with towels stacked under one arm. “Ava, stop distracting my pool boy.”

Ava’s eyes stayed on me. “He distracts easy.”

“I’m standing right here,” I said.

“Yes,” Ava said. “You are.”

The black one-piece looked simple until it clung wet to her breasts and the round of her hips. A faint freckle showed near one strap, the same one I had clocked in the kitchen.

She set her tote on a chair and walked down into the water. Her ass shifted under the black fabric with each step. I stared at the net in my hands as if pool leaves required concentration.

“Jake,” my mom said.

“What?”

“You’re dragging the net.”

“I’m cleaning aggressively.”

Ava laughed as the water closed over her hips, then her waist, then her chest. Her hair was piled on top of her head, a few dark strands already damp at her neck. She pushed off the step and swam one smooth length, and I stood at the edge pretending I had any reason to remain there.

Sharon settled at the patio table with a magazine. “You can stop working now. Sit down before you melt.”

“I’m good.”

“You’re sweating.”

“It’s ninety degrees.”

“You are stubborn because you are mine.”

Ava reached the far side, turned, and floated on her back. The black suit held her breasts up at the surface. Water slipped over her stomach and pooled in the hollow of her navel before she rolled and swam back.

I had watched Ava at that pool dozens of times across my life, but never like this. The old images were flat, harmless things with chlorine and paper plates in them. This was present tense in my blood: her thighs kicking under the blue water, her mouth opening for breath, her tits heavy when she braced her hands on the coping and lifted herself out.

Water streamed down her body. The swimsuit clung to her breasts, and her nipples pressed through the wet black fabric, hard points under slick cloth. She stood on the concrete with droplets running from her collarbone into the low scoop of the suit, down the soft slope of her belly, along her thighs. She reached for a towel on the chair, and the suit pulled tight over her ass.

My mouth forgot how to close.

Ava took the towel, squeezed water from the ends of her hair, and looked straight at me.

“Jake,” Sharon said.

I jerked my gaze to my mom.

She held up the empty pitcher. “Grab more ice and the lemonade from inside?”

“Yeah.”

Ava wrapped the towel around her waist but left her chest bare above it, suit still wet and shining in the sun. “I’ll come help.”

Sharon waved a hand. “No, stay. You just got out.”

“I need a glass,” Ava said.

“She has glasses,” my mom said to me, as if I might forget halfway to the kitchen.

I went inside. Ava did not follow. For three seconds I stood in the cool kitchen with the fridge open, angry at myself for wanting her to. Then the sliding door opened behind me.

Ava came in barefoot, towel tied at her hips, swimsuit wet enough to leave darker patches across the front. She shut the door.

“My glass,” she said, pointing at the cabinet to my left.

I pulled down a tumbler. She took it from my hand and set it on the counter instead of leaving.

Through the glass door, my mom had opened her magazine. She was ten yards away and blind behind sunglasses.

Ava leaned back against the island. “You remember last summer.”

The pitcher sweated in my hand. I knew exactly what she meant. “What about it?”

“Out there,” she said.

I looked toward the pool. The water flashed bright under the noon sun. The memory rose so fast my fingers tightened around the pitcher handle.

It had been late August, a few weeks before I left for State. I had come back from my summer job early because my shift got cut for rain that never arrived. My mom was at work. I parked out front and came through the side gate because I thought I’d left my headphones by the pool the night before.

Ava was on the lounger near the deep end.

I thought she was asleep. Her sunglasses covered her eyes, one arm loose over her head, skin glossy with oil. Her bikini top was untied and pushed aside, barely covering one breast and leaving the other exposed to the sun. Her nipple was darker than I expected, tight against the heavy curve of her, and her breast rested full against her ribs with a softness that made my body go dumb. The bottoms tied at her hips. One knee was bent, thigh open just enough to show the crease where tan skin met the fabric.

I should have backed out through the gate. I stood there with my backpack on one shoulder and my cock getting hard in my work shorts, staring at the naked slope of her tit and the shadow below her stomach, waiting for the world to correct itself.

Ava opened her eyes behind the sunglasses.

She did not cover herself.

She lifted the glasses to the top of her head and looked at me looking at her. My face burned so hot I thought I might pass out. My hand clutched the gate latch. My shorts had tented hard enough that she only had to glance down once.

Her mouth changed. No smile at first. Just a slow press of lips, a tiny inhale through her nose, a woman seeing exactly what she did to me and deciding what that meant.

I said, “Sorry.”

My voice cracked on it, which made it worse.

Ava held my eyes. Then she reached for the loose bikini cup. She took her time. Her fingers caught the fabric and drew it over her breast inch by inch, covering the nipple last. She tied the string behind her neck without looking away.

“Your headphones are under the table,” she said.

I grabbed them and left so fast I scraped my shoulder on the gate.

For a year I told myself she had been embarrassed and graceful enough to spare me. I told myself she had forgotten. I told myself the little smile she gave me at Christmas had nothing behind it. Standing in the kitchen with her wet swimsuit clinging to her tits, I knew I had lied to survive the year.

Ava picked up the tumbler and poured herself lemonade from the pitcher in my hand. “You didn’t think I saw.”

I swallowed. “Ava.”

“I saw everything, Jake.”

The sound of my name in her mouth made my grip loosen. Lemonade sloshed near the rim.

She took the pitcher from me and set it down. Her wet fingers brushed mine. “I had a whole year to decide what I wanted to do about it.”

She looked calm. The calm was the worst of it. Her skin still shone with pool water. Her nipples were still hard under the suit. A droplet slid from her throat down between her breasts, and I followed it because I had no discipline left.

“And?” I asked.

Ava drank from the glass. Her throat worked. She lowered it with a soft click on the counter.

“I’m done pretending I didn’t see.”

Outside, Sharon flipped a magazine page.

My heart worked too hard against my ribs. “What does that mean?”

“It means you’re going to drive me tomorrow.”

I blinked. “Drive you?”

“My car’s making that stupid grinding noise again, and there’s a place two towns over with the patio chairs I want. Sharon thinks I’m incapable of picking them up myself, which is insulting and useful.” Ava tilted her head. “You have a car. You have arms. I need both.”

“You want me to help you buy chairs.”

“I want you to drive.”

“To buy chairs.”

“That’s the cover, yes.”

My cock twitched in my swim trunks. She could read it on my face, and there was nothing I could do about it.

Ava smiled then, full and slow. “You really are terrible at this.”

“At what?”

“At pretending your thoughts are clean.”

“They’re not.”

The answer left me before I could stop it. Ava’s lips parted a fraction. For the first time since she walked into the kitchen, some of that calm cracked.

Then Sharon called from outside. “Did you two get lost in there?”

Ava picked up the pitcher and held it out to me. Her fingers slid along the back of my hand before she let go.

“Coming,” she called.

She stepped past me for the door. Her wet hip brushed mine. At the last second, she lifted her hand and trailed her fingers over my shoulder, slow enough to make my skin tighten under the path.

“Tomorrow at eleven,” she said.

I nodded.

“Use words, Jake.”

“Tomorrow at eleven.”

“Good.”

She opened the sliding door and walked back into the sun with the pitcher in her hand, hips moving under the towel, swimsuit dark and wet against her body. My mom looked up from the table.

“You two took long enough.”

“A man should know how to fill a pitcher,” Ava said. “I was educating him.”

Sharon laughed. “Good luck.”

Ava poured lemonade into three glasses, looking everywhere but at me. She had told me she wanted me and made it sound like an errand about furniture.

I sat in a deck chair with a towel bunched over my lap and watched her rub sunscreen onto her thighs. Her hands slid over tan skin, thumbs pressing near the high inside of one leg, and she took her time, because she knew exactly where I was looking.
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At ten fifty-six the next morning, I sat in my car outside Ava’s townhouse with both hands on the wheel and the engine off.

She had texted once: Park by the curb. Don’t come to the door.

I read it six times, then put the phone facedown in the cupholder before I read it a seventh time.

Ava came out at eleven on the dot carrying a purse and wearing a pale blue blouse tucked into a dark skirt that hit just above her knees. The blouse had buttons. She had left one more open than a normal errand needed. Maybe two. The skirt hugged her hips and pulled tight around her ass as she locked the door behind her. She wore sunglasses and low heels, her hair down, and the bright morning did nothing to soften the fact that she had dressed for a man she intended to ruin in traffic.

She opened the passenger door and slid in. The car filled with her perfume, vanilla and flowers over warm skin.

“You’re early,” she said.

“I didn’t want to be late.”

“I like punctual.”

“I guessed.”

She buckled her seat belt, then smoothed her skirt down her thighs. The fabric rode back up the moment she crossed one leg over the other. Her knee angled toward me. The blouse parted when she leaned to put her purse between her feet, and I got a deep view of her breasts held in a cream bra, full against lace, the line between them shadowed and soft.

I stared through the windshield.

Ava settled back. “You can start the car, Jake.”

“Right.”

The engine turned over too loud. I pulled away from the curb, checking mirrors more than I needed, because the alternative was looking at her legs.

“Your mother thinks you’re helping me pick up chairs,” Ava said.

“Aren’t I?”

“You can if you want to be useful.”

“I’m trying to follow the plot.”

She laughed. “That’s adorable.”

“Is it?”

“Mm. You still think there is one.”

The first ten minutes were almost normal. She asked about school, my roommates, whether I had a summer job lined up. I answered in scraps. Her skirt kept inching up as the road unrolled toward the highway. She did nothing to fix it after the third time. Her thigh was bare almost to the top, smooth and tan, thick where it pressed against the seat.

“You’re doing it again,” she said.

I kept my eyes on the road. “Doing what?”

“Looking.”

“I’m driving.”

“You’re doing a terrible job.”

“I’m in my lane.”

“You drift when you glance at my legs.”

“I’m not glancing.”

Ava reached over and touched my chin with two fingers, turning my face toward the windshield. “Eyes on the road, baby. I mean it.”

My cock twitched, and I put both hands back on the wheel.

“You crash us,” she said, “and I’ll never do this again.”

“Do what?”

Her hand dropped from my chin to my shoulder, then down my arm. “Still pretending?”

The road ran straight ahead, fields on both sides, the town shrinking behind us. A truck passed in the opposite lane, wind pushing against my car. Ava’s fingers circled my wrist, then slid to the top of my thigh.

My breath caught before I could hide it.

“There,” she said. “That’s more honest.”

My hands tightened on the wheel.

“Keep driving.”

Her hand rested high enough to be a problem, low enough that I could lie to myself for another mile. She talked about the furniture place. Wicker versus teak. Seat cushions. Whether my mother would complain about color. Her palm climbed inch by inch as if the words had nothing to do with her fingers.

My jeans tightened until they hurt.

“You really did think I forgot last summer,” she said.

I stared at the dashed line ahead. “I hoped.”

“Why?”

“Because I was embarrassed.”

“You were beautiful.”

The wheel shifted in my hands. “Don’t say that.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m driving.”

Ava’s nails dragged lightly over my inner thigh. “Then drive.”

I gritted my teeth.

“You walked in with that backpack,” she said, “and you stood there staring at my tits like your brain had emptied out through your shoes.”

“Jesus.”

“I thought about your face for a week.”

I glanced at her. Mistake. Her sunglasses hid her eyes, but her mouth told me enough. She was
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