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One – Ava

––––––––

[image: ]


AS SOON AS I SAW HIM, I knew I was in trouble.

I felt something come over me that I had never felt before. As cliché as it sounds, my knees got a little weak and I lost my breath for a moment. And immediately, I wondered if anyone noticed...if he noticed.

“It’s good to finally meet you,” he said to me, extending his large hand. Even his fingers were sexy.

Clearing my throat, I made myself respond as I put my hand in his, feeling the immediate tingles spread over my body. “Yeah...you, too. It’s about time, right? I’ve been hearing about you for months now.”

He grinned, showing off deep dimples. Damn. “True. Same here. I feel like we know each other already.”

“Right?” I returned his smile, silently willing my body to calm down. Realizing we were still standing there holding hands, I made myself slide mine from his, though the tingling didn’t stop; it only intensified. I felt like I was on fire. 

My husband of barely six months stood between us, pleased as punch that this introduction was going so well. He put an arm around our shoulders and pulled us into his broad body, squeezing us tightly. Sometimes I don’t think he recognized his own strength ‘cause I was wincing a little bit.

“I just knew you two would hit it off,” he boasted, looking back and forth between us. “My two favorite people. And to think both of you were worried about the other not liking you.”

I just glanced up at him with a tight smile before daring to look back into trouble’s eyes. He was already looking at me. I felt forbidden parts of me wake up and scream.

“Yep, this is going to be great,” my husband continued, giving us another squeeze. “I want you two to spend a lot of time together; get to know each other and all that. You’re gonna be best friends in no time.”

I definitely wasn’t looking at this man as a friend. What’s worse, I also wasn’t looking at him for what he really was: my new stepson.

***
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HIS NAME WAS MARIO. And I loved him already.

I felt like the skank of the century. But that didn’t stop me from going right upstairs and pleasuring myself in the bathroom, imagining he was in there with me.

“Ava? You okay in there?”

Biting my lip, I gathered myself before answering. “Yeah, baby, I’m fine. Just...woman stuff.” My hand was still between my legs.

“’Nuff said. I’m outta here.” Harper, my husband, chuckled. I heard him walk away.

I continued my self-stimulation, doing my best to suppress the moans that wanted to escape from my throat. My body shook as the orgasm hit me, and I hoped the shameful thoughts I was having about my stepson Mario would disappear. But to my surprise (and horror), they didn’t budge.

Sighing, I braced my hands on the counter and frowned at myself in the mirror. “You are so wrong for this.”

I washed my hands and left the bathroom, hoping Mario had left. But when I got to the top of the stairs, I could hear him and Harper laughing about something. Resisting the urge to retreat back to my bedroom, I went to join them after getting something to drink from the kitchen.

“I wanna laugh,” I joked, smiling as I took a seat in the armchair near the couch where they were sitting. “What’s so funny?”

“Mario was just telling me about some of his exploits when he was overseas,” Harper answered.

“I wouldn’t call them exploits, exactly,” Mario amended with a smile. “But there were certainly some interesting experiences. Made a lot of good memories, and got some great content for my site.”

“I can imagine,” I mused, immediately wondering if any of these international tales involved other women. Reminding myself I shouldn’t care about that, I asked, “You’re a travel blogger, right?”

“Yeah. I do some travel photography, as well. What is that you’re drinking?”

“Chocolate milk with salt.”

“For real?”

“Yeah, I love it. Cartoons, too,” I admitted, chuckling at his expression. “But getting to travel so much sounds pretty exciting. The only place I’ve been that’s out of the country is Jamaica.”

“Oh man, you should try to see more places, if you can. There are some beautiful countries out there.”

Why don’t you take me? “Well, you know how your dad is.” I playfully jerked my head in

Harper’s direction.

Mario nudged his father’s knee. “Dad, don’t tell me you’re still afraid of flying.”

“I never said I was afraid of flying,” Harper quickly refuted. “I just don’t need to be going all over the world. There are plenty of places right here in America I haven’t even seen. Heck, appreciate your own country first.”

Mario and I chuckled. Harper could be super-stubborn when he wanted to be. He was also rather proud, which is why he would never outwardly admit to his fear of flying.

“Your wife wants to see the world,” Mario persisted. “Take her.”

“Nobody’s stopping her from seeing anything. She can go with those friends she’s always hanging out with. That’s who she was with when she went to Jamaica.”

“I didn’t know you then, Harper,” I reminded him amusingly.

“She wants to go with you, man,” Mario informed him. “Where did y’all go on your honeymoon?”

I scoffed. “What honeymoon?”

Mario’s eyebrows shot up. “You two didn’t have a honeymoon?”

Harper sat forward in his seat, fully prepared to defend himself. “I have every intention of us taking one of those. It’s just with work and everything, there hasn’t been time yet.” He looked at me with those adorable puppy dog eyes of his, pleading for understanding. “I know we had that courthouse wedding when you really wanted something fancier. I wouldn’t not give you a good honeymoon, too.

You know that, right?”

I smiled at him. He was such a good man. We were so different, but I thought we fit pretty well together. “Yeah, baby, I know that. We’re good.”

Harper looked a little relieved. I dared to glance at Mario, and he was looking at me again. I couldn’t quite read his expression. I would’ve paid anything to be able to read his mind right then.

Two – Mario

––––––––
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LORD FORGIVE ME.

When my dad told me he’d gotten married to a woman he had only known a few months,

I thought he lost his mind. I was in Singapore at the time, and couldn’t make it back for their impromptu wedding. Not that I really wanted to be there, anyway. I thought he was rushing things, big time. But he insisted that she was good for him and he loved her.

Whatever. I had my own things to worry about so I left it alone. Never tried to check out this woman my dad was marrying; didn’t know anything about her because I didn’t ask. I tried to be sensitive to the fact that Dad was probably lonely; he hadn’t been in a serious relationship since Mom died, and that was damn near thirty years ago. I delayed going home because I wasn’t in a hurry to meet this woman who was gonna try to be my new mom, but I finally made myself suck it up and go. If Dad needed to get his groove back, hey; I couldn’t blame him for that.

But Ava was not what I expected.

First of all, she was way younger than I thought she’d be. She was probably early-to-mid thirties, but she could have passed for twenty-five, easily. The short Nia Long-like haircut, freckles, and height that couldn’t have been any more than five-foot-five made for a cute package, but she was also mad sexy, in an understated way. As soon as I saw her, my body tensed up deliciously. I felt guilty, but I couldn’t help it.

I already knew I was going to have fantasies about this woman, and I was going to enjoy them. But that was as far as it could go. She was my stepmother, for god's sake. Never mind how young or how fine she was. She was off-limits.

Really, I had to wonder what she saw in my dad. Not that he wasn't a good dude, but a husky fifty-two year old truck driver wasn't exactly at the top of a lot of women's wish lists. And he barely went out, so I wondered where he even met her. You would think this would be the kind of detail that a father might tell his grown son, but dad and I didn't have that kind of relationship. We were only semi-close. I loved him, and I believe he loved me, but we never developed that father-son bond that I felt we should’ve had. There just wasn't a lot we had in common. He always said that was because I got everything from my mom; he was just the sperm donor. Even though he meant it as a joke, it's not far from how I thought of him.

I tried to put my dad and his hot new wife out of my mind as I headed back to my place. To help with that, I made a call to my stand-by.

"What's up, sexy?"

I smiled. "Hey, Mikki."

"You back in town?"

"Yep. Just got back yesterday."

"Good, 'cause I've been missing you. When do I get to see that handsome face?"

"How about now? You got time?"

"Hell yeah."

"We can meet up at Applebee's for drinks and apps and go from there."

"Sounds good. Give me a half hour to pretty up."

"I'm sure that's not necessary. But thirty minutes is cool."

Thankfully the restaurant wasn't that busy. I plunked myself at the bar and ordered a beer, checking my watch. Punctuality wasn't exactly Mikki's strong suit so I knew she'd probably still be a while. I just watched the random game that was on television and checked messages on my phone.  Ordered some spinach and artichoke dip. Eventually, I felt warm lips on my cheek.

"Hey sexy," Mikki whispered in my ear.

I smiled, glad to see her. "Hey, yourself. Looking good, as always."

"I have to keep you interested. Wouldn't want your attention starting to wander somewhere else."

Why did that make me think of Ava? "Girl, stop. What do you want to drink?"

"Chardonnay."

I flagged down the bartender to order her drink and slid the menu over to her, in case she wanted some more appetizers. After waiting for her to order grilled chicken wonton tacos and mozzarella sticks, I turned to her. 

"So what's been up with you? How's work going?"

"Ugh, it's work. There's nothing all that exciting about teaching a bunch of know-it-all teenagers. Sometimes I wonder what the hell I was thinking, becoming a teacher."

"Being a teacher is an admirable profession. There can never be enough good ones."

"Yeah. It's all right most of the time. But I don't want to talk about that. How was Japan?"

"Very interesting. Best sushi you'll have in your life."

"I never got into sushi. I like my food cooked."

"You should try new things sometime."

"I'm plenty adventurous. Haven't I shown you that?"

"Yeah." It always came back to sex with Mikki. It was like that's what she thought was necessary to keep me and if that was the case, that was pretty sad.

We continued to eat and make small talk, with her rubbing her leg against mine. There were a few instances where her hand made its way to my crotch, which wasn't the most comfortable thing to happen in the middle of a bar. 

"Let's save that," I suggested, gently moving her hand away. "I think the TV is giving people enough of a show."

"Wanna come back to my place? Then I can really welcome you back."

"Sure, yeah." I motioned to the bartender for the check.

"Good. You didn't sample any other Japanese cuisine while you were there, did you? Have a little overseas tryst?"

"No, Mikki. I enjoyed myself but I didn't sleep with anybody. That's not what I was there for."

What I didn't say was that I could bang anybody I wanted to, seeing that I was a single man. Mikki and I dated casually but we were not in a relationship.

"Glad to hear it. There's something I wanted to talk to you about, too."

"Yeah? What?"

"Well, I wasn't going to spring it on you now, but since you asked...I'd really like for us to take this to the next level."

I paused the action of pulling my wallet from my back pocket and looked at her. "Take what to the next level?"

"Us. I want us to be exclusive."

"Oh." My hands fell to my lap. 

Mikki's eyes narrowed. "Is that hesitation I sense?"

"I just don't think we're there yet."

"Why not? We've been dating for four months."

"Even so, Mikki..."

"Wow, Mario. So what the hell have we been doing all this time, then?"

"Getting to know each other. Sleeping together. One of those more than the other."

"What else is it you need to happen to know you want to be with just me?"

While I was trying to think of a nice way to tell her that I thought she was fun but didn't see any kind of future with her, she sucked her teeth and yanked her jacket off the back of her barstool. 

"I'm not trying to waste my time," she huffed. "When you figure out what it is you want, give me a call."

I watched her storm out without making any kind of move to stop her. If she was gone that meant we couldn't continue this conversation, so I wasn't mad at it.

True enough, Mikki and I had been dating for a few months. But that didn't automatically mean that I thought we should be exclusive. While I enjoyed her company, I couldn’t even say I knew a whole lot about her because every time I tried to start a conversation, she would jump on me and start grinding. I'm not sure if she realized it or not, but to me, that wasn't a very good sign.

Sighing, I paid the bill and left. I might have gotten out of the unwanted conversation about a relationship with Mikki but that also meant I didn't have anything to keep me from thinking about Ava. I already knew my boy Jayden was busy, so there was no point in calling him. It was just me and my raging imagination.

When I pulled up to my condo, I was determined to find something to take my mind off of my sexy stepmother. I still needed to do my last write-up about my Japan trip, or I could watch a good ol' sci-fi movie. Clean out the oven or something equally as mind-numbing.

I was heading towards the building when I heard my name.

"Mario."

Seriously? 

I turned, feeling as if I was the butt of some kind of cosmic joke.

"Ava. What brings you by?"

Three - Mario

––––––––
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"I'M SORRY FOR JUST showing up like this," Ava hedged as she followed me into my condo. 

"No problem." I closed the door behind her. "Please, have a seat."

"Oh, I'm not gonna be here that long. I'm sure you probably want to get some rest. Harper asked me to bring you the power drill he borrowed."

I hadn't even noticed she was holding anything. I really needed to get it together. "Oh, okay. That could've waited, though; I didn't need it today. And why did he send you for this?"

Ava shrugged. "I think he wanted to get me out of the house for a while. I didn't mind."

"Well, I appreciate it, thanks." I took the drill from her and set it on a nearby end table. 

"Sure."

“You sure you don’t want anything? I’m pretty low on groceries but I have some bottled water, and probably some chips or something.”

“It’s really okay. I imagine you have stuff you need to do, right?”

“Nothing that can’t wait. Plus, you said Dad wanted to get you out of the house. He’d probably be kinda bummed if you came back so quick.” I chuckled as if I was joking. Clearly, I didn’t want her to leave.

Ava smiled, looking at me thoughtfully. She had yet to make one move towards the door, so I wondered if she really wanted to leave, herself. And if she didn’t, if it had more to do with wanting to be around me or not wanting to be around Dad. That thought cooled my jets a little. Sexy or not, I still didn’t know anything about this woman.

“I guess I can hang for a little bit,” she finally conceded. 

“Cool.” I felt relieved, despite my earlier thoughts. “Have a seat.”

She parked it on the couch while I took a seat in my leather recliner. I immediately started playing with the hole in the arm, which had become a mindless habit. 

“Super comfy, huh?” Ava asked, nodding towards the chair. 

“Is that your nice way of asking why I still have this raggedy thing?”

Blushing, Ava ducked her head briefly before looking back at me with a tentative smile. “Well, it is kinda giving me Frasier vibes, with the duct tape and everything.”

I couldn’t help my grin. “You watch Frasier?”

“Almost every night! It’s one of my favorites.”

“Mine, too! My boy Jayden always messes with me about it but I don’t care.”

“Yeah, Harper doesn’t care for it, either. He doesn’t even wanna sit in the room with me when I’m watching it.”

“Can’t say I’m surprised. But yeah, I guess you could say that, about the chair. And I’m about as stubborn as Martin when it comes to getting rid of it. Dad actually tried to buy me another chair a few years ago.”

“What happened to it?”

“I gave it away. Dad was upset with me for a minute after that.”

“Oh wow. So I guess the chair has some kind of sentimental value?”

I paused without really trying to. The slight frown was automatic. “Something like that.”

Ava sensed my change in demeanor and changed the subject. Thankfully. 

“You just came back from Japan, right? I think that’s what I remember you saying.”

“Yeah, Japan.”

“How was it? That’s on my travel wish list.”

“It’s beautiful. Of course, my favorite part of any trip is sampling the local cuisine. It’s a wonder I’m not as big as a house.”

“You seem to keep yourself in pretty good shape,” Ava commented, then immediately looked embarrassed. I actually thought it was cute how she was blushing. Must’ve been one of those I-was-thinking-it-but-didn’t-mean-to-say-it-out-loud kind of things. Been there.

“Uh, I just meant that I don’t think you have to worry about that, you know,” she quickly recovered. “You just, you look like you work out a lot, is all I meant.”

Trying to stifle my laughter, I replied, “Yeah, I pretty much keep up my workout routine from when I was playing ball.”

“Basketball?”

“No, football.”

“Why did you stop playing? Did you get injured or something?”

“Nah, I was drafted in the fifth round by Carolina. Got cut after my rookie contract was up. Bounced around to a couple of different teams but realized my passion for it wasn’t there like it used to be. Decided that wasn’t really the life I wanted.”

“Really? That’s not something you usually hear. Playing professional sports is portrayed to be the ultimate dream for most kids.”

“For a lot of them, it is. They think if they make it to the pros, all of their problems will be fixed. And going pro is great in a lot of ways but it’s not as glamorous as a lot of people think it is. Especially if you’re a late draft pick like I was.”

“Wasn’t that super-popular pretty-boy quarterback with all the rings a late round pick, too?”

My eyebrows shot up. Didn’t expect her to know that. “Yeah, he was. And true enough, if you work your ass off and are in a good situation, you can be successful in the league no matter what round you’re drafted in. But when it came down to it, I just didn’t want it bad enough.”

“That’s so awesome,” Ava gushed, gazing at me with her chin in her hand. “I respect the fact that you walked away from something so many people clamor for because your heart wasn’t in it.”

“Really? ‘Cause a whole bunch of people thought I was an idiot.”

“There’s nothing idiotic about following your heart.”

Our eyes locked for a second, and I felt a warmth spread over me, as if I was drinking hot chocolate on a cold day. I felt a sudden urge to join her on the couch, get closer to her. But I wasn’t trying to freak her out, like I was probably doing with all of this staring. Clearing my throat, I dropped my eyes to the hole in my chair.

“Yeah, well,” I croaked. “I don’t regret it. Though the lady I was seeing at the time certainly did, seeing as how she dumped me after that.”

“Good.” When I looked at her, she quickly clarified, “Because she apparently wasn’t with you for the right reasons, if she would leave you just over that.”

I shrugged. “It probably wouldn’t have lasted, anyway. I don’t have the best track record when it comes to choosing women.”

“Why do you say that?”

“It’s just the truth. Matter of fact, I just left from someone I’ve been dating for a little while. She copped an attitude because I didn’t jump at her suggestion of us becoming exclusive.”

Ava looked intrigued. “You don’t want a relationship with her? Or you don’t want a relationship with anyone?”

“I definitely want a relationship with someone, but it has to be the right woman. And I’m not sure if Mikki is the right woman. It’s really just been four months of sex and small talk.”

“Oh okay. Just a causal relationship.” Ava leaned against the back of the couch. 

“Not by my choice. I try to get to know her but she seems more interested in getting physical, so I figured she just wanted to keep it casual, too. This whole let’s-be-exclusive thing was totally out of left field.”

“You gonna stop seeing her?”

“Don’t know. I haven’t really had a chance to think about all that yet. If we’re not on the same page, there’s no point in keeping this going. Especially since I don’t really see a future with her, anyway.”

Ava nodded as if she understood. What I didn’t stop to think about was why I was even telling her all this. It wasn’t really like me to tell my business to people I hardly knew. But in under an hour, Ava knew about my relationship status, my aborted football career and my favorite television show. There were people I’d known for years that didn’t know all that.

“Well, I don’t wanna get all motherly on you, but do you want my advice?”

Motherly, huh? Yeah, right. “Sure.”

“I don’t know if you want to get married at some point or not, but if you can’t see yourself with this woman years from now, don’t waste your time. Or hers. Time is just too precious to waste on someone your heart isn’t into.”

There she goes with the heart stuff again. I figured she was some kind of romantic, one of those people that thought that there was one perfect person out there for everybody. I’m not sure if I believed that or not, but I agreed with her on the not wasting time part. 

“Thanks for that,” I eventually said. I suddenly felt awkward. “You sure you don’t want anything to eat? I can order something...”

“Oh. Thanks, but I probably should get going.” She glanced at her watch. “I’m sure Harper will be wondering where I am after a while.”

“Just text him and let him know we’re hanging out. He said he wanted us to get to know each other, right?”

She looked like she was considering my point for a second, but she shook her head. “Right, but...still. It’s probably a good idea if I go.” She quickly stood, slinging her purse over her shoulder. 

I hurried and caught up with her before she got to the door. She put her hand on the knob, but didn’t turn it. She was hesitating. I stood behind her, probably closer than I should’ve been, but I couldn’t make myself step back any more than she could seem to make herself turn that doorknob. 

“You don’t have to run off,” I assured her, my voice low. I took notice of the back of her neck, and how sexy her tapered haircut was on her. And she smelled so fresh, like the good soap people reserved for guests. I started to lean closer to her, but stopped myself, my jaw clinching with restraint. “You learned a good bit about me but I didn’t get to learn much about you.”


Ava looked back at me, her eyes roaming my face before gracing me with that cute smile. “We’ve got time,” she assured me. 



Choosing to leave it at that, I gave her a nod as I stepped back. It probably was best that she leave. 


“True enough. Well, thanks for bringing the drill.”

“No problem.”

I opened my arms. “Well, come on and give me a hug, Mom.”



Ava cut her eyes at me and shook her head. She knew good and well I was being facetious. “Please. We’re not even gonna go there.”

I grinned innocently. “What?”

“Married to your dad or not, we both know I’m not old enough to be your mother. So just call me Ava.”

“Fair enough. So give me a hug...Ava.”

Hesitating for a brief second, she stepped into my arms, keeping her body a safe distance from mine. She awkwardly patted me on the back, while I resisted the urge to pull her closer to me. That was just my hormones screaming, though, ‘cause the sensible part of me knew that wouldn’t be a smart idea.

“See you later, Mario,” she finally said, stepping back. She put her hand back on the doorknob.

“Bye, Ava. Get home safe.”

With a tight smile, Ava quickly opened the door and left.

Four – Ava

––––––––
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I CHECKED THE CLOCK on the stove before continuing to quickly crank the handle on my spiralizer, turning several plump zucchinis into a mound of curly thin strands. I wanted to have dinner done by the time Harper got home, and I was running behind. It hadn’t taken me long to learn that Harper didn’t like to wait too long for his food.

I was checking the recipe on the counter when the phone rang. Seeing it was my BFF Trish, I smiled and quickly answered it. 

“Hey, girl.”

“What’s up, newlywed? What you doing?”

“Making that dish you told me about the other day.”

“Which one? With the spicy peanut sauce?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re gonna love it. Even my picky-ass kids gobbled it up.”

“Yeah? And what about Leroy?” I asked with a chuckle, referring to Trish’s husband. 

“He tried to act funny at first but he eventually ate his. He liked it all right.”

“Well, it’s good that he’s at least open to trying stuff.”

“Yeah, that’s one thing I can say about my man. He has an open mind. About most things, at least.”

“Well, I hope Harper has one when he sees I made this. I know he likes spicy food.”

“Let me know how he likes it. I’m headed to the gym before I gotta go pick up the kids. It’s gonna be a pizza night over here later on.”

“So you’re going to the gym and then eating pizza?” I asked amusingly while I minced some garlic. 

“For all you know, I could be planning on having cheese-less veggie pizza with gluten-free crust.”

“Uh-huh. But we both know I know you better than that.”

“Yeah, you’re right. I’m not even gonna try to front. I don’t do pizza without meat. But hey, the gym is just to maintain this sexy size sixteen I got going on. I’m not trying to lose weight.”

“I know. Hell, if I had your boobs, I wouldn’t be trying to lose them, either.”

“We’ll see if you’re singing that same tune some years down the line when they’re either setting my back on fire or hanging to my knees. But I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it. For now I’m thoroughly enjoying my triple D’s.”

“And so is Leroy, I bet.”

“Oh, you know it!”

I laughed. Trish was too much. “What’s Vera up to? I tried to call her earlier but it went straight to voicemail.”

“She’s probably still crying over getting dumped. You know it’s her life’s mission to get married and have babies and she can’t hear anything but that biological clock tickin’ away.”

“What? I didn’t know she got dumped. I wonder why she didn’t call me.”

“She was probably embarrassed. You know she was going on and on about how this one was the one, like she doesn’t think that about every dude she likes. Only reason I know about it is ‘cause I dragged it out of her. But she’ll be all right. I went by and checked on her.”

“I’ll try to get over there tomorrow. She doesn’t have to be embarrassed around me; I’ve known her since eighth grade. And anyway, we’ve all been dumped at one point or another.”

“Yeah, but we didn’t look at every man as a potential husband like she does. I tried to tell her men can smell desperation like that. I wish she’d just chill and let things happen naturally but she feels like her time is running out or something.”

“Wow.”

“Especially now that you’re married to Harper, and after knowing him only a few months. Vera is feeling very fifth-wheel-ish.”

“I know I got married quickly, but it had nothing to do with being desperate.”

“Girl, you don’t have to tell me. But you know Vera. She’s thinking there’s something wrong with her, since she’s the last one of us to get hitched. And trying to convince her how ridiculous that is is pointless. So I just make sure I’m there to hold her hand and bring her chocolate-covered pretzels.”

“I have her back, too. And I’m sure she’ll find the right man for her.”

“I sure hope so. She’s a great woman, just a little over-eager. Well anyway, let me get on to this gym. I’ll talk to you later. Let me know how Harper likes that dish.”

“Will do.”

I hung up the phone and continued cooking. It bothered me to hear about my friend Vera being so upset, and even more so that she felt she couldn’t talk to me about it. When I had told her and Trish that I was marrying Harper, she wasn’t over-the-moon about it but I figured it was just concern about me marrying someone I hadn’t known that long. It didn’t occur to me that it could be anything else, like jealousy. Of course I knew how badly Vera wanted to get married; she’d been talking about that ever since high school. I guess it made sense that she would feel some kind of way about being the last one in our group to find someone.

When I heard the front door open, I made myself push Vera’s relationship issues out of my mind. I just wanted to enjoy the evening with my husband. He’d been on the road and I hadn’t seen him in a few days. Being the wife of a truck driver was going to take some getting used to, but Harper loved what he did for a living so I never griped about how much time he had to spend away from me. At least, not where he could hear it.

“Ava!” Harper yelled.

“I’m in the kitchen, sweetie. I’ll be in there in a second.”

“Okay. Whatever you’re making smells good.”

I grinned, encouraged. Quickly washing my hands, I rushed out to the living room, where Harper had already kicked his shoes off and was flicking through the channels on the television with the remote. He smiled when he saw me.

“Hey babe,” he greeted, dropping the remote onto the couch. He pulled me into a hug, lifting me off the ground. 

I hugged him back, my wince from his super-tight hug fading into a smile as I pulled back to look at him. Taking his round face in my hands, I planted a deep welcome-home kiss on him. 

“I missed you,” I whispered between kisses.

“Mmm, I missed you, too,” he mumbled back. His hand gripped my butt.

We kissed for several more moments before he finally lowered me back to the ground, apparently reaching his limit. I wasn’t quite done, and slid my hands up his chest.

“You wanna go upstairs for a minute?” I asked, eyeing those thick lips of his l loved so much. My lust was blatant but I didn’t care. I reached between us and caressed his crotch, thrilled at how hard he already was. 

He licked his lips, clearly enjoying what I was doing. “After we eat...”

“The food isn’t going anywhere. I want you now. Come on, baby, it’s been over a week. Just sit on the couch and I’ll ride you.”

“You know I don’t like it on the couch. I promise, I’ll make it up to you later. In the bed.” He reluctantly grabbed my hand, stopping my caressing. “Let’s eat; I’m starving. I haven’t had anything but a sausage and egg biscuit and that was hours ago.”

“Fine.” Pouting, I turned and sulked back to the kitchen. I was frustrated that Harper didn’t indulge me in the quickie I wanted. Sex didn’t just have to be in the bedroom at the end of the day, like he seemed to think.

Harper washed his hands before meeting me in the kitchen, taking a seat at the round glass table. When I set his plate in front of him, he looked at it with a frown. 

“What’s this?”

“Spicy sesame noodles with-”

“These ain’t noodles.” He picked up a long strand of zucchini with his fingers.

“They’re zucchini noodles, Harper. Just as good as the regular ones.”

“I beg to differ. And what kind of meat is this, here?”

I hesitated, knowing he wouldn’t like the answer. “It’s crispy tofu.”

“Tofu?” Harper frowned as if I said they were horse testicles. “You know I don’t eat that mess.”

“Have you ever even had it, Harper?”

“I don’t need to have it to know I don’t want any. Since when did you become a vegetarian?”

“I’m not a vegetarian; you know that. I was just trying something new. Trish told me about it. She made it for her family and they loved it, and they love meat more than you do.”

“Well, good for them. But I’ll pass.” He pushed his plate away. “And this isn’t even hot!”

“It’s not supposed to be.”

“Why would I want some cold food?”

Trying my best to keep my rising frustration at bay, I persisted, “You said yourself it smelled good. And you love spicy food.”

“Yeah, but I thought it was chicken wings or something. Can you make some of those?”

“We don’t have any chicken wings, Harper.”

“That’s fine. I’ll just order some, then.” He actually pulled out his phone.

“Seriously? You’re just gonna order some freakin’ takeout right in my face after I’ve been rushing to make sure you had a home-cooked meal ready when you got back?

“Babe, come on. I appreciate it, but I can’t help that I like what I like.”

“How do you know you don’t like something you’ve never tried? Can you tell me that?”

“Ava...”

“How about at least trying it out of consideration for me? I try stuff you like. You think I was excited about eating cornbread crumbled up in some buttermilk? But I tried it just because you wanted me to. I guess you can’t do the same for me.”

“Why are you getting so upset about this? It’s nothing personal, babe, come on.”

Turning away from him in my chair, I crossed my arms in a huff. “I’m upset because you’re being stubborn.”

“Stubborn? I’m fifty-two years old.”

I looked at him. “So?”

“So I’m too old to be trying new stuff.”

My face screwed into an incredulous frown. “What kind of ridiculous mess is that? You being fifty-two doesn’t have anything to do with anything. Like I said, you’re just being stubborn.”

“And like I said, I like what I like.”

He actually had an attitude with me now. I was too through.

“Whatever. Order all the wings in Atlanta, I don’t care.” I began eating my own dinner, the fact that my zucchini pasta had wilted considerably since we got engaged in this stupid conversation only adding to my frustration. I tried my best to forget Harper was even there as I ate my food, but couldn’t help sucking my teeth when the jackass proceeded to order twenty wings and fries. He could’ve at least left the room to do that.

When I was done eating, I put my plate in the sink, and packed up the leftovers, including Harper’s uneaten portion. At least I wouldn’t have to worry about what to have for lunch the next day. I left the dirty dishes in the sink and headed upstairs, leaving Harper at the table with his Postmates-delivered meal.

Trying to calm down, I took a quick shower, slathering myself with Dove soap. I could hear Harper in the bedroom, which meant he most likely didn’t clean up the kitchen. Shaking my head, I just took my time smoothing on my body oil. 

Harper was taking his shirt off when I finally emerged from the bathroom. He stood and watched me as I walked, naked, over to the dresser to get my nightgown. I guess he was expecting me to say something, but I still wasn’t trying to pay him any attention. Finally, he sighed and went to the bathroom to take his own shower.

I got into bed and wished I could make myself fall asleep immediately, but I was too wound up. Worry started to creep in. Marriage was supposed to be about two people coming together, compromising when necessary, thinking of each other. But I was starting to wonder if Harper was capable of that. I knew he was a good man, but was he too set in his ways to ever make any concessions for me? I could gladly make compromises for him, and I had. But I couldn’t say the same about him, and I hated to think that it would always be that way.

When Harper came out of the bathroom a little while later, I quickly turned away from him. He got into bed, and before too long I felt his hand on my hip.

“Babe?”

I started to ignore him, but I eventually sighed. “What?”

“I’ll clean up the kitchen in the morning.”

“Whatever.”

“You still mad at me?”

“Does it matter?”

“Of course it matters, babe.”

“I sure can’t tell.”

“Are you really this pissed at me ‘cause I wouldn’t eat some tofu?”

I rolled my eyes. “This is not about the damn tofu, Harper. It’s bigger than that. Everything is always about what you like and don’t like. What you want to do and don’t want to do. And I apparently just have to deal with it.”

“It’s not like that.”

“Yes, it is.”

“Well, I don’t mean for it to be like that. I absolutely care about what you want. I’m not a selfish man; you don’t know that by now?” He gently turned me onto my back and leaned over me. Tracing his finger down my cheek, his eyes roamed my face. “I know I can be a pain to deal with. But I’d never do anything to intentionally hurt you. I care about you way too much for that, Ava.”

Despite myself, I felt my anger start to dissipate a little bit. I knew Harper was a little stubborn during our brief courtship, so what did I expect? For him to change overnight? Like I said, he was a good man. And if this was the worst thing that was wrong with him, I couldn’t complain too much. Besides, maybe over time, he’d learn to bend on some things a little bit. 

I pulled his face down to mine, and he eagerly kissed me, glad that I was no longer giving him the cold shoulder. He didn’t like for me to be upset with him, and I didn’t like being upset with him. I didn’t get married so I could be at odds with my husband, though of course I knew it would happen every now and then. 

"Hey," he said after a few moments. "I'm going to be going back on the road in a couple of days. It'll be for about a week. Big job."

"Already, Harper? You just got back from another long trip."

"This is how I make my money, babe. You knew I was a truck driver when you met me."

"Yeah, but I didn't think it meant that you were going to be gone for such long stretches of time. When we were dating, the trips were only for a day or two."

"I started taking on longer jobs after we got married. More money."

I frowned. "Why would you do something like that without talking to me first?"

He shrugged. "Didn't think I needed to. You're mad 'cause I want to make more money to take care of you?"

"I didn't marry you for you to take care of me, Harper. I appreciate you wanting to do that, but I have my own career. I've been taking care of myself for years before I met you. What's important to me is us spending time together. We don't get enough of that."

"I know, babe. It's not gonna be like this forever."

"Well, while it is, what am I supposed to do?"

"Hang out with your girls. Or Mario."

My eyes widened. "Mario? Why would you suggest that I hang out with Mario?"

"Because y'all are family now, and I want y'all to be close."

The thought of getting close to Mario felt wrong while I was in bed with my husband. I had managed to put that man out of my mind for the past couple of days, but at the mention of his name, all those forbidden feelings that I experienced when we met came rushing back. 

"I'm sure he doesn't want to hang out with me," I managed to say.

"Nah, don't think like that. My boy might take a while to open up to you but once he does, you've got a friend for life."

"Right."

"Seriously, call him up when I'm gone and have him over for dinner or something. Go to a movie; he loves movies. I just don't want you sitting around the house by yourself when you don't have to."

We needed to change the subject. Now.

"I'll figure all that out when I need to." I took his hand and placed it on my breast while rubbing my leg against his. "Right now, I just want to focus on us. Can we do that?"

Smiling, he rolled his big body on top of mine, and I tried to adjust to all the weight. Harper weighed almost three hundred pounds, which was a lot on my little self. 

“Let me get on top,” I breathed, out of both desire and necessity. 

“In a minute,” he grunted, grinding on me. He was already naked, because that’s how he always went to bed. His hands tore at my nightgown.

After several more moments, I gently pushed at his shoulders. “Ease up so I can take this off.”

Thankfully, he crawled back onto his knees, and I tried not to make my breath of relief too obvious as I lifted my nightgown over my head. He bit his lip, eyeing me as I got naked for him, and yanked me down by my legs as soon as my nightgown hit the floor. Before he could climb on top of me again, though, I threw my arms around his neck and sucked on his ear, which I knew was his weak spot. I managed to nudge him onto his back, and I climbed on top, smiling naughtily at him. 

“I’m glad we made up, baby,” I purred at him.

He moaned, his fingers pressing into my hips. “Me too.”

I started to wind my hips, but stopped myself and got a condom out of the nightstand before I lost my head completely. Harper just silently eyed me as I did so, apparently forgetting that step, too. We might’ve been married, but we weren’t at the point where children were a consideration yet. I wasn’t even a hundred percent sure of Harper’s stance on that, but I knew it would be a while before I was ready for motherhood. 

Putting all of that out of my mind, I covered him and slid down onto his thick shaft. He immediately started to moan louder as I moved on him. He was so responsive, and I loved it. My pent-up sexual frustration made me move faster sooner than I wanted to, and his hands grabbed my breasts, urging me towards orgasm. But I wasn't ready to reach the mountaintop just yet.

"You know what would be fun?" I asked as I slowed my hips to a leisurely wind.

"What?"

"Let's do it against the wall."

"Why?"

"Just to do something different. We've never done that before."

"You don't like it like this?"

"Yes, baby, I love it. But it's fun to try different things every now and then, right?"

He shook his head and started teasing my nipples. "Let's just keep it like this. I'm close..."

Why did I expect anything different? Hadn't we already established that Harper was stubborn? Maybe because I had literally just griped about how everything was all about him that I thought that he would oblige me what I wanted for once. I guess I thought the sex I was putting on him would have him too pleased to say no.

Just like that, my fire was diminished. But Harper didn't notice. He flipped me over and started pumping into me like he had a battery in his back, his sweat dripping onto my face like rain from the sky. He sweated a lot, which was another reason I liked to avoid missionary. But of course, that was his favorite position. 

"Ahhh yeah," he grunted, biting his lip. His eyes were closed and his head was thrown back, and I had a feeling that he was in his own world by then. He either didn't notice or care that I wasn't moving or saying anything. 

Before too long, he was banging me so hard that I had to brace my hand against the headboard to keep my head from hitting it. I knew it would be any second now.

"I'm comin’, baby," he panted, still not looking at me. His sweat dropped into my eye, and I just kept them closed after wiping them with the bed sheet. It's not like he would notice. "I'm coming!"

He yelled out a string of obscenities at the top of his lungs, releasing everything he had into the condom before gently pulling out of me and collapsing. I rolled out of the way before all of that weight fell on me, but again, he didn't notice. He had gotten his. Not two minutes later, he was snoring, his big body taking up most of the bed.

I turned away and curled into a ball, not even caring about finishing the pleasure for myself. All I could do was lay there and wonder if it was always gonna be like this.

Five - Ava

––––––––
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AFTER BEING IN THE house all day working on some web copy for one of my copywriting clients, I pushed away from my desk with a languid stretch. I rubbed my slightly aching neck while I turned my phone back on. There were a couple of texts from Vera, and I quickly called her back.
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