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  Lingering Touches


Carrie Morner gripped the steering wheel tighter as she pulled into the long driveway of the Sizemore home. The sprawling two-story house loomed ahead, all clean lines and manicured hedges, exactly the kind of place her best friend Taylor had described during late-night dorm talks. Her stomach twisted with nerves, but beneath that a steady pulse of determination thrummed. This was her shot. Job hunt in the city, a place to stay for a few weeks, and if everything went according to plan, something far more forbidden waiting inside those walls. 
She killed the engine and stepped out, smoothing her fitted jeans over her hips. The late afternoon sun caught her long dark hair, and she shook it back, letting the olive skin of her neck catch the light. A deep breath steadied her. She was twenty-two, a recent graduate with a degree and zero patience for playing it safe anymore. Darren Sizemore was fifty, married, and her best friend’s father. The perfect storm.
The front door opened before she could knock. Taylor bounded out first, all athletic energy and short blonde hair flying. “Carrie! You made it!” Her best friend pulled her into a tight hug, laughing. “Mom’s inside finishing up some calls, but Dad’s around here somewhere. Come on, let me show you the guest room.”
Carrie smiled, returning the hug while her eyes flicked past Taylor into the dim hallway. “Thanks for letting me crash. I owe you.”
“Please. You survived my snoring all through senior year. This is the least I can do.” Taylor grabbed one of Carrie’s smaller bags and headed inside. Carrie followed, pulse quickening as the scent of polished wood and something faintly spicy filled the air.
They had barely reached the bottom of the stairs when a tall figure appeared from the kitchen. Darren Sizemore. Salt-and-pepper hair swept back from a strong jaw, piercing blue eyes that landed on her and held. He wore a crisp button-down rolled at the sleeves, revealing forearms corded with muscle. At fifty he still moved like a man who owned every room he entered.
“Carrie,” he said, voice smooth and low. “Welcome. Taylor’s told us a lot about you.”
“Mr. Sizemore.” She extended her hand, letting her fingers linger a fraction too long when he took it. His grip was firm, warm. “Thank you for having me. I really appreciate it.”
His eyes flicked down to their joined hands, then back up. Something unreadable crossed his face before the polite smile returned. “Darren is fine. And it’s no trouble.”
Taylor was already chattering about dinner plans when Julie appeared from the study. The older woman was elegant in a tailored blouse, auburn hair perfectly styled. She offered a brief, distracted smile. “Carrie, nice to meet you. Make yourself at home. I’ve got a call in ten minutes, but Taylor will get you settled.”
The dynamic settled into place quickly: Julie polite but already half-turned toward her phone, Taylor warm and oblivious, Darren standing just a little too still as his gaze brushed over Carrie again.
“Let me help with the rest of your things,” Darren said, already moving toward the door. “Guest room’s upstairs at the end of the hall.”
Carrie followed him outside, heart thudding. He lifted her two heavy suitcases with easy strength, muscles shifting under the cotton of his shirt. She grabbed her carry-on and trailed him up the stairs, close enough that the heat of his body reached her. On the landing he paused to adjust his grip, and she stepped in at the same moment. Their shoulders brushed. Her breast grazed his arm. The contact lasted only a second, but electricity snapped between them, sharp and undeniable.
Darren cleared his throat, voice rougher than before. “Sorry. Tight space.”
“No problem,” Carrie murmured, letting her eyes meet his. She held the look, letting a small, knowing smile curve her full lips. “I don’t mind close quarters.”
His jaw tightened. For a beat he didn’t move, suitcases still in his hands, blue eyes locked on hers. Then he turned and continued down the hall.
The guest room was bright and airy, with a queen bed and en-suite bath. Darren set the suitcases down near the closet and straightened. Carrie stepped past him to test the mattress with one hand, deliberately arching her back just enough that her curves drew the eye. She felt his gaze like a physical touch.
“This is perfect,” she said, turning to face him. “Really. I’ll try not to be too much trouble.”
“You won’t be.” His voice had dropped again. “If you need anything, my office is downstairs. Door’s always open.”
She nodded, holding his stare. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
Dinner unfolded around the long dining table with the same careful politeness. Julie checked her phone between bites, Taylor launched into stories about their college antics, and Darren sat at the head of the table, listening but contributing little. Carrie kept her contributions light, laughing at Taylor’s jokes while letting her gaze drift to Darren whenever the conversation allowed. Each time their eyes met across the table she felt the same low thrum of awareness. She crossed her legs slowly, letting the movement draw his attention, then looked away with a soft, private smile.
After the plates were cleared, Julie excused herself for an early call. Taylor stretched and yawned. “Jet lag’s hitting me too. You good, Carrie? Need anything before I crash?”
“I’m great. Thanks again.”
Once Taylor disappeared upstairs, the house settled into quiet. Carrie lingered in the kitchen, pouring herself a glass of water. Darren was still at the table, scrolling through something on his tablet, but she could feel the weight of his attention when she leaned against the counter.
“Long day?” she asked, voice soft.
He looked up. “They usually are.” His eyes traced the line of her throat, then returned to her face. “You settling in okay?”
“Better than okay.” She took a slow sip, letting her tongue catch a drop on her lower lip. “Your home is beautiful. And everyone’s been so welcoming.”
Darren set the tablet down. “Taylor’s lucky to have a friend like you.”
Carrie stepped closer, just enough that the air between them thickened. “I think I’m the lucky one.” She let the words hang, then added with a teasing lilt, “You especially. Carrying my bags like that. Very gentlemanly.”
A muscle in his jaw flexed. “Careful, Carrie.”
Her pulse jumped at the warning in his tone, but she didn’t back away. Instead she smiled, slow and sweet. “I’m always careful. But I like knowing where the lines are.”
He stood, towering over her. For a moment she thought he might step closer. Instead he moved past her to the sink, his arm brushing her shoulder again in that same deliberate, lingering way. Heat bloomed low in her belly.
“Get some rest,” he said quietly. “Tomorrow’s another day.”
Carrie watched him leave the kitchen, the faint scent of his cologne trailing behind. She pressed her fingers to the spot on her shoulder where he’d touched her and smiled to herself. The first threads were in place. Now she just had to keep pulling.






  
  Late-Night Drinks


Carrie woke to an empty house on Saturday morning, the kind of quiet that felt charged rather than peaceful. Julie had left a note on the kitchen counter explaining her weekend conference upstate, something about networking and a last-minute flight. Taylor was still in bed when Carrie padded downstairs in soft shorts and a tank top, her long dark hair loose around her shoulders. She poured coffee and let the reality settle: Darren was here, Julie was gone, and the weekend stretched open like an invitation. 
She spent the day job hunting at the dining table, sending resumes and pretending not to notice every time Darren passed through the room. He was working from home in his study, the door cracked, his low voice occasionally carrying out during phone calls. Each time their eyes met in the hallway she felt that same spark from the night before, the one that had started when he carried her bags upstairs and their bodies brushed. Carrie leaned into it now, letting her gaze linger a second longer, offering a small smile that said she remembered too.
Taylor finally emerged around noon, yawning and already scrolling her phone. “Mom’s gone till Monday, right? Thank God. I love her but she’s been on edge lately.” She poured herself cereal and dropped into a chair. “You want to hit the mall later? I need new interview clothes.”
“Sure,” Carrie said, though her mind was already drifting to the evening. She kept her tone light. “Darren working all day?”
“Probably. He’s got that big project.” Taylor shrugged, oblivious. “We’ll order pizza when we get back. He won’t mind.”
The afternoon passed in a blur of shopping and casual talk. Carrie bought a new dress, something fitted and low-cut that she knew would draw eyes, and tucked it away for later. By the time they returned, Taylor was already yawning again. “I’m crashing early. Jet lag’s killing me. You good?”
“I’m great,” Carrie answered, heart already picking up speed. “Night.”
Once Taylor’s door clicked shut upstairs, the house changed. The air felt thicker, the silence heavier. Carrie waited until midnight, listening to the faint sounds of Darren still moving around downstairs. She changed into the new dress, the fabric hugging her curves, and headed to the kitchen on bare feet.
He was there, standing at the island with a glass of whiskey in hand. The salt-and-pepper hair looked slightly rumpled, his shirt sleeves rolled up again. When he saw her, his piercing blue eyes swept over the dress and back to her face.
“Couldn’t sleep?” he asked, voice low.
“Something like that.” Carrie moved to the cabinet and pulled down a second glass. “Mind if I join you?”
Darren hesitated, then nodded. He poured her a small measure and slid it across the counter. Their fingers brushed. “Julie’s gone till Monday. Taylor’s out cold. It’s just us.”
“Just us,” Carrie echoed, taking a sip. The whiskey burned warm down her throat. She leaned against the island opposite him, letting the neckline of her dress dip as she shifted. “Must be nice to have the house quiet for once.”
He gave a short laugh, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Quiet’s not always peaceful. Especially lately.”
They talked easily at first, the conversation drifting from her job search to his work, then deeper. Carrie asked about his marriage without pushing too hard, watching the way his jaw tightened when he mentioned Julie’s long absences and the growing distance between them. “It’s been this way for years,” he admitted, swirling his drink. “We stay for the sake of appearances, I guess. Taylor doesn’t need to know how bad it’s gotten.”
Carrie nodded, stepping closer so their arms almost touched. “I get that. Wanting something you’re not supposed to have.” She let the words hang, her dark eyes holding his. “It’s exciting, isn’t it? The risk.”
Darren’s gaze dropped to her lips, then lower. “You’re playing a dangerous game, Carrie.”
“Maybe I like danger.” She smiled, bold and teasing, and reached out to trace one finger along the edge of his glass. “You’re not the only one who’s frustrated.”
The air between them thickened. He set his glass down and turned to face her fully, tall and commanding even in the low kitchen light. “You’re twenty-two. I’m fifty. Your best friend’s father. This can’t happen.”
But he didn’t step back. Carrie closed the last inch, tilting her face up. “It already is happening. You feel it too.”
His hand came up, cupping her cheek with surprising gentleness before sliding into her hair. The kiss started slow, testing, his mouth firm and warm against hers. Then it deepened, hungry, his tongue sliding past her lips as a low sound rumbled in his chest. Carrie pressed closer, her hands finding his chest, feeling the solid muscle beneath the shirt. She kissed him back with everything she’d been holding in since the luggage moment, since the dinner table glances.
Darren’s other hand settled at her waist, then slid lower to cup her ass, pulling her flush against him. She felt the hard line of his arousal through his pants and moaned softly into his mouth. They stumbled out of the kitchen, still kissing, until they reached the living room couch. He sat and pulled her down with him, straddling his lap now, her dress riding up her thighs.
The heavy petting escalated fast. His hands roamed everywhere, sliding up under the dress to palm her breasts through her bra, thumbs circling her nipples until they tightened. Carrie ground down against him, feeling the heat and thickness of his cock pressing between her legs. She rocked slowly, deliberately, letting the friction build. Darren groaned, breaking the kiss to trail his mouth down her neck, sucking lightly at the pulse point there.
“Fuck
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