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    Dedicated to all those who've supported me, especially F & Z

      

    


Ever since he’d started working from home, the days tended to blend together for 40-year-old Eric Marston. While it was certainly freeing in its own way, he had very little to break up one day from the next, often needing reminders when a weekend rolled around so he could spend some more proper time with his wife, Cara, and their three children. It had been a common joke among them that when it came to scheduling that he was more than a little absent-minded, but with a proper enough calendar he could manage.

For instance, he had actually managed to remember that this was the long weekend that Cara meant to take the kids to visit her family, and had set his alarm accordingly, getting everyone up bright and early and driving them off to the airport. It was bittersweet, as it always was when they had to take one of these trips while he had a busy work schedule, but even if they managed to spend about as much time apart as together, these days, he and Cara always had found a way of making it work.

Still, while they were away, he intended to get a lot done around the house; his workload wasn’t so bad as it often was, and he meant to get in some serious cleaning and working out in in this period. While he wasn’t fastidious with his schedule, Eric had been meticulous about his physical health these past few years, his mid-life crisis taking the form of him getting in better shape. While he’d grown a bit of a paunch in his mid-30s, these days his 6’2” frame was quite muscular and fit, his chiseled face looking particularly roguish with the short, dark black beard he’d grown, with only a hint of salt and pepper to it. Though he’d been vain about showing his age once, now he liked the distinguishment it brought him, especially when he looked anything but distinguished when working from home.

At 11 in the morning, he sat at his desk wearing a faded graphic tee and sweat pants, nursing a bottle of water and enjoying the way the mid-morning sun came in through the slats of the blinds, filling the room with a warm, pleasant midsummer vibe. He was due for a break soon, and felt tempted to head outside, maybe mow the lawn or take care of any number of other outdoor tasks on his to-do list before things got too hot.

Shaking his head to clear his thoughts, Eric vowed to at least finish off the current page he was working on, his fingers a blur against the keyboard as he got into a groove, eager to nail this project down.

That groove was broken by the sudden knocking at the front door. Eric raised his head, keeping an ear out to see if it was a delivery or something more, but when the knocking returned with greater urgency, he got up from his desk cautiously. The Marstons didn’t really get many visitors, and if it wasn’t a visitor, then it was someone trying to sell him something, and that was the last thing he needed to deal with while Cara was out of town.

Still, they sounded insistent, and if they weren’t going to leave without seeing him, he guessed he had to check this out. Curious, he pushed away from his desk and walked over to the front door.

Looking out the window beside the door, Eric couldn’t help but break into a smile at the sight before him. Standing at the door was the familiar sight of their neighbor’s daughter, 18-year-old Andrea “Andi” Tanaka. The young, Japanese-American beauty was always a wholesome, friendly presence in the neighborhood, her comfortable t-shirt and skirt giving her that classic “girl-next-door” vibe that made him nostalgic for his own youth. Her face was angular and cute, with porcelain pale skin, a bright, full smile, and dark, lively eyes that seemed even livelier behind her glasses. Her long, shimmering black hair was held back in a high ponytail, and though he was curious as to why she was here, Andi’s presence was welcome; he’d watched her grow up over the years, and she’d been around enough that she’d practically become a member of the family. This latter aspect had made it particularly difficult in those moments where he noticed just how beautiful she’d become, her curves filling out rather nicely of late, but he could always manage to shake those thoughts and avoid being too dirty an old man.

With a warm smile, he opened the door. “Hey, Andi; what’s up?”

Andi took a slight step back, looking surprised as her cheeks flushed pink. A quick giggle escaped her lips as she looked up at him, a giddy little smile lighting up her face.

“Hi, Mr. Marston!” she exclaimed, a little too excited at first before she softened her voice. “I hope... I haven’t caught you at a bad time or anything, have I?”

“No, not at all,” Eric replied, still smiling. “Is everything okay?”

Andi dropped her head slightly, her eyes darting to the side as if she were avoiding his gaze. “I, uh... there’s something I need some help with... it’s a little weird and it’s kind of embarrassing, but I don’t have anyone else I think I can talk to about it, so I thought I’d come over.”

He nodded, knowingly. Andi’s parents had always been a little on the overprotective side, so Eric and Cara had always wanted to make it clear to her that she could come to them about anything. As time went on, more and more that was something Cara had been helpful with as Andi had grown into a young woman, so he felt bad about having to break the news to her today.

“I’m sorry
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