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Tom had been at Laura’s house for less than two hours and he already felt like he’d stepped into someone else’s world.

The house sat quiet at the edge of the neighborhood, a modest two-story Victorian that looked like it had been dropped into a quiet street with nothing but tall pines and the distant hum of the interstate. He’d come straight from his shift at the warehouse, still wearing his faded gray polo and jeans, the kind of guy who always thought of himself as average—brown hair that needed a trim, broad shoulders from lifting boxes all day, the kind of face that girls called “sweet” in high school and never forgot. Twenty-five, single for the last year, and honestly a little bored with the whole dating thing. He’d met Laura three months ago at a mutual friend’s barbecue and everything had moved fast—kisses in the car, weekend trips to the lake, the easy rhythm of someone who made you feel like you mattered without trying too hard.

Tonight was different. Laura’s parents had been in Europe for two weeks—some conference in Paris and a side trip to Rome, texts full of emojis and promises to come back with stories. “Grandma’s watching over you,” Laura had told him earlier in the car, squeezing his hand. “She’s eighty but still goes to the gym every morning. You’ll love her.”

He did love her. Or at least, he tried to.

The front door opened before he could knock, and there she was.

Laura’s grandmother. Donna.

Tom had only seen her in pictures—snapshots on the fridge, the occasional video call—but standing in front of him in the soft glow of the foyer light, she was something else entirely.

She was tall even in her bare feet, silver hair pinned up in a loose bun that somehow stayed perfect, skin like porcelain kissed by decades of careful care. The kind of beauty that didn’t scream for attention; it just existed, luminous. Her eyes were the color of strong tea, warm and a little watchful, with fine laugh lines that only made her look more alive. She wore a simple cream sundress that ended mid-thigh, the fabric thin enough to catch every breeze drifting in from the open windows. Underneath, sheer black nylons clung to long, toned legs, the kind that had clearly been taken care of—toned calves, smooth thighs, a hint of muscle that spoke of early morning walks and late-night yoga. Her toenails were painted a soft coral that caught the light every time she shifted her weight. She smelled like lilacs and warm vanilla and something faintly floral, like the kind of scent you associate with old Hollywood nights.

“Tom,” she said, voice low and rich, carrying the faint lilt of someone who had spent a lifetime in the sun and sea. “Laura’s told me so much. Come in, come in. I’m so glad you’re here.”

He stepped inside, and the door clicked shut behind him like a period at the end of a sentence he hadn’t quite decided how to end.

Laura appeared at the top of the stairs a moment later, hair still damp from her shower, wearing an oversized T-shirt and sleep shorts. She looked radiant, twenty-four and glowing, the kind of woman who could make a guy feel like he was the luckiest thing alive just by smiling at him. “There’s my favorite people,” she said, bounding down the steps and throwing her arms around both of them. “Grandma, Tom, you two are going to get along perfectly.”

They moved to the living room together, the old wooden floors creaking softly underfoot. The house felt lived-in and a little dusty in the best way—bookshelves overflowing with dog-eared paperbacks, a grand piano in the corner that hadn’t been played in years, framed photos everywhere: Laura as a baby on the beach, Laura with her parents at sunset, Laura and Donna at the farmers’ market last summer, Donna’s arm around her granddaughter’s shoulders like she was holding something precious.

Tom sat on the worn corduroy couch, and Laura immediately curled against his side, her head finding its way to his chest as she scrolled through her phone. The room smelled like fresh coffee and the faint trace of Donna’s perfume. He felt every inch of her warmth—soft curves, the occasional laugh, the way she’d trace idle patterns on his thigh when she thought he wasn’t looking. It was easy. Comfortable. Safe.

But his eyes kept drifting to the armchair across from them.

Donna sat there like she owned the light. She had crossed one long leg over the other, the black nylon stretching taut over her knee, the coral toenails flexing. Her sundress had ridden up just enough to show the smooth skin of her thigh, and she didn’t seem to notice or care. She was eighty years old, yet she moved with the grace of someone half that age—shoulders back, chin high, silver hair catching the lamplight like threads of moonlight.

“Laura tells me you like the beach,” Donna said, her voice warm but carrying that faint lilt that suggested she had lived a hundred lifetimes. “I’ve got some old photos in the photo album. Come on, handsome—let’s go in the kitchen where there’s better light. Laura can finish her show.”

Tom’s heart gave a single, hard kick against his ribs. He’d noticed Donna’s legs from the first moment she’d stepped into the room, but seeing her in that sundress, the nylons gleaming, made his mouth go dry. The woman was still stunning. Still dangerous in the way that only age and experience could make someone dangerous.

Laura waved them off without looking up. “Go on, you two. I’m gonna finish this episode
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