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The heat hits me first. That kind of heavy July heat that makes the air feel thick and turns every slow movement into a small sin. The ceiling fan is doing its lazy circle, pretending it’s helping. I’ve already stripped down to shorts and a loose tank, hair twisted up, a glass of iced tea sweating beside me.

When the knock comes, I almost forget who I’m expecting.

Then I open the door, and there he is—Evan. My son’s old college roommate.

It’s been a couple of years since I saw him last, and dear God, college boys change fast. The lanky kid who used to raid my fridge is gone; in his place stands a man. A real one. Tall, shoulders that fill the doorway, dark brown skin, eyes the color of strong coffee. He’s got that mix of confidence and shyness that only twenty-somethings can pull off, the kind that makes women my age remember what it felt like to be noticed.

He smiles—boyish, easy—and the corner of my stomach goes tight.

“Hi, Ms. Carter,” he says. His voice is deeper than I remember.

“Evan,” I manage, hoping the flush on my chest passes for warmth.

“Please—call me Laura. ‘Ms. Carter’ makes me sound like I should be grading your essay.”

He laughs, the summer light hits him from behind, outlining him in gold, and for one stupid, traitorous moment, I want to step closer just to smell him.

Instead, I clear my throat. “Come in. You must be melting out there.”

He hauls his duffel inside, and I catch the faint scent of detergent and sun—clean, young. His shirt sticks slightly to his back; when he moves, muscles shift beneath cotton, the slow ripple of someone who’s used to lifting more than textbooks.

We make small talk. He needs a place to stay for a week or so until he finds a rental. I nod, pretending to listen while my eyes betray me—first to his forearms, then to his mouth. I bet those full lips would taste good—

Stop it, Laura!

I blame the heat. The loneliness. The way my husband’s been gone for a week already, and still has another week before he’s back. The way the house feels too quiet, too big.

Evan sets his bag by the stairs. “It’s really good of you to let me crash here.”

“Please,” I say, waving it off. “You survived my son’s laundry pile for two years. Consider it karmic repayment.”

He laughs again, and I feel that little flip in my stomach—same one I used to get when a cute man laughed at my jokes instead of my age.

We tour the house—guest room, bathroom, kitchen—and I find myself talking too much, filling every silence. He nods politely, smiling at my chatter, and somehow that makes me nervous. I’m suddenly aware of my bare legs, the way the hem of my shorts rides when I turn.

At the door to the guest room, he says, “This is perfect.” Then, almost as an afterthought, “You haven’t changed much.”

The comment lands between us like a spark.

I arch a brow. “Is that a compliment or an observation?”

His grin widens. “Both, I think.”

There’s a beat of silence that hums louder than the cicadas outside.

I smile back, but my pulse is a drum in my ears. “Well, make yourself at home. Towels are in the closet. Dinner’s at seven if you’re around.”

He thanks me, polite as ever, but as I walk away, I feel his gaze follow me down the hall. It prickles my skin, not in a bad way—more like sunlight when you’ve been in shade too long.

In the kitchen, I lean against the counter, exhaling hard. My reflection stares back from the microwave door: flushed cheeks, bright eyes, the faint sheen of sweat at my collarbone.

God help me, I look alive.

And I realize something I hadn’t admitted before: It’s been a long, long time since I felt like anyone’s pulse sped up because of me.

That night, lying in bed with the hum of the fan and the smell of cut grass drifting in, I hear him moving in the guest room—drawer sliding, shower running—and I can’t stop picturing the water beading down that tanned back.
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THE AFTERNOON FEELS alive.

Not with breeze — there’s none — but with that suffocating, mid-summer stillness that makes even the air feel heavy on your skin. The house hums softly, a ceiling fan pushing around warm air that smells faintly of lemon cleaner and humidity.

Outside, Evan’s mowing the lawn.

The low growl of the mower rises and falls in lazy rhythm, and every few minutes, I catch a flash of him through the window — a dark, glistening figure in the white glare of the sun.

He’s shirtless now. Of course he is. The heat gives him an excuse, and God, he doesn’t waste it. Sweat slicks across his chest, glinting like oil on mahogany. His skin is a deep, smooth brown — and maybe it’s the contrast with the bright green of the lawn or maybe it’s just him — but every muscle looks sharper, more defined, like someone sculpted him for sin.

I’m leaning on the kitchen counter with a sweating glass of iced tea, pretending to check my phone while I watch him. The condensation on the glass slides down my fingers, cool and wet. I press it against my neck, just below my ear, then down between my breasts, where the tank top clings damp to my skin.

It’s almost obscene, the way he moves. Slow, strong, all easy power. Every time he turns the mower, his back flexes, shoulders rolling, arms tightening. I find myself tracing the lines of his body with my eyes — that clean cut from ribs to hipbone, the dip of muscle disappearing into his shorts.

And the way he pushes the mower, head tilted slightly down, focus written across his face. There’s something about that intensity that hits me low in the belly.

I shift my weight, thighs brushing together, a pulse waking up between them.

“Jesus, Laura,” I mutter under my breath. “He’s twenty.”

Twenty-one, I remind myself — he’s in college, he’s an adult — but that doesn’t make it better. Doesn’t make the ache in my chest any easier to ignore.

He stops for a second, wipes his face with the hem of his T-shirt. The motion lifts the fabric, baring his abs — tight, cut, the kind you only get when youth hasn’t yet been softened by beer or bills or time. I see the glint of sweat sliding down his stomach, tracing lower, and for a split second, I imagine following it with my tongue.

My breath catches.

He looks up — and catches me watching.

Just for a moment.

And God help me, he smiles. Not shy. Not awkward. Just a small, slow smile that says Yeah, I see you too.

I jerk back from the window so fast my iced tea sloshes over my hand. I grab a towel, busy myself wiping it up like that somehow erases what just happened. My heart’s pounding, my cheeks are hot, and I can feel a tremor in my knees.

I stand there in the kitchen, pretending to scroll my phone, trying to breathe normally. But all I can think about is that look — that brief, electric moment when he knew.

When I knew he knew.

The mower goes silent not long after, and a minute later, I hear the back door open. He steps in, the scent of fresh-cut grass following him, along with the heat and something else — that sharp, male smell of sweat and sunlight and skin.

“All done, Mrs. C.,” he says, grinning as he wipes his brow. His teeth flash white against his dark skin, and that grin — good lord, that grin — could melt steel.

“Thank you, Evan.” My voice comes out softer than I mean it to. “You can use the guest bathroom to shower, if you want.”

“Appreciate it.” He’s polite, but his gaze lingers just a little too long — not blatant, just aware. It’s subtle enough that I could pretend I imagined it. I don’t.

When he disappears down the hall, I let out the breath I’ve been holding. The house feels quieter without the mower, but heavier somehow. From the kitchen, I can hear the shower start, the faint rush of water.

And then my imagination betrays me.

I picture him under the spray — head tilted back, eyes closed, water streaming over his face, down his chest, gliding over those abs I can’t stop thinking about. My fingers tighten around the edge of the counter. My nipples stiffen under the thin cotton of my tank top.

I shouldn’t. God, I shouldn’t. But I do. I close my eyes and let the image play out. The sound of the water. The heat of the day. The way his muscles gleam under his dark, smooth skin when he moves.

When the shower stops, I step away from the wall like I’ve been caught doing something sinful. I pour another glass of tea with shaky hands, ice clinking too loudly.

Dinner passes quietly, thank God. He’s polite, sweet, even funny in that unpolished way young men are. My husband’s voice echoes in my head, casual and trusting: “He’ll be fine there for a week. Laura’s a great host.”

Great host. Right.

When I go to bed, the air feels thick enough to drink. My sheets cling to my skin. I toss, turn, flip the pillow to the cool side. But it isn’t the heat keeping me awake. It’s the thought of him — a few rooms away, bare-skinned under the light blanket, maybe thinking about nothing but sleep.

Maybe.

My hand drifts down between my thighs before I can stop it. Just to ease the ache, I tell myself. Just a little.

But the moment my fingers brush that slick, swollen heat, my breath stutters. The storm outside grumbles, thunder rolling far away, but inside — it’s just me and the image of him. That brown skin slick with sweat. That
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