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I NAVIGATE THE RENTAL CAR along the winding road toward Downtown Vine Valley. Paula sits beside me, in a white blouse tugged in a navy A-line skirt, her profile gilded by the morning light streaming through the window. We haven't spoken much since leaving the farm, but the silence isn't uncomfortable—it's charged with anticipation.

Today, I'm making it official. No more hedging my bets. I'm committing to this farm, my mother’s legacy. The thought sends a flutter through my chest that I haven't felt since I was much younger, a kind of nervous excitement that reminds me I'm very much alive.

"You know," Paula says, breaking the silence, "you can still turn the car around if you change your mind." Her voice is light, but I catch the undertone of worry. Although I'm eager, Paula has postponed our trip to the lawyer's office to allow me more time to consider the situation.

I glance at her and shake my head firmly. "Not a chance. I've been waiting for this."

"I just want to make sure it's what you really want, Gregory." She turns to face me, her blue eyes studying mine whenever I look away from the road. "The past few days haven't exactly been a vacation. You've seen the farm at its most demanding."

"And I'm still here." I smile, feeling the truth of it settle in me like roots taking hold. "If anything, experiencing the daily grind has only made me more certain. Not now, but one day, I'll move here for good."

She doesn't respond immediately, but I notice her shoulders relax slightly.

"Justin Williams has been handling your family's legal matters since your grandfather passed," Paula says, changing the subject. "He's an inheritance attorney, well-respected in the area." She tucks a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. "I actually went with your mother when she drafted the will. He knows the farm's situation inside and out."

"That's good, right? Should make things go smoother." I navigate through increasing traffic as we approach downtown.

"It should," she agrees, but something in her tone makes me glance over. Her expression is carefully neutral.

Downtown Vine Valley unfolds around us—Rows of brick and stucco buildings line the street, and the sidewalks are packed with tourists wearing wide-brimmed hats and sunglasses. We pass the sign that says Vine Valley Town Center and Paula says that’s the largest shopping center around.

"Turn left at the next light," Paula directs. "His office is just past the coffee shop."

I follow her instructions, pulling into a small parking lot adjacent to a two-story building of red brick. A polished wooden sign reads "Williams Law Offices: Family & Estate Law." The building looks older than those surrounding it, but meticulously maintained—like its owner is making a point about tradition and longevity.

Inside, the waiting area is all dark wood and leather, with framed diplomas and certificates lining the walls. A middle-aged receptionist with tortoiseshell glasses looks up from her computer and smiles in recognition.

"Paula, lovely to see you," she says warmly, then shifts her gaze to me with polite curiosity.

"This is Gregory Taylor, Adrianna's son," Paula explains. "We have an appointment with Justin."

"Of course. He's expecting you." She rises and leads us down a hallway to a corner office with windows overlooking the town square.

Justin Williams rises from behind a massive oak desk when we enter. He's tall and trim, with silver hair and the kind of tan that says golf course rather than farm work. His suit is clearly expensive, with a subtle pattern that probably costs more than most people's entire wardrobes. I peg him at late fifties, though he's the type who works hard at looking younger.

"Paula," he says, his face softening as he comes around the desk to take her hand in both of his. The touch lingers a beat too long before he turns to me. "And Mr. Taylor. A pleasure to finally meet you."

His handshake is firm to the point of discomfort, his smile not quite reaching his eyes. It doesn't take a psychologist to read the subtle hostility radiating from him. I've sat across from enough business rivals to recognize when I'm being sized up and found wanting.

"Please, sit down," he gestures to two leather chairs facing his desk. As we settle in, I notice how his gaze keeps drifting back to Paula, lingering on her profile when she looks down at her purse to retrieve a notebook.

"So," he says, folding his hands on his desk, "you've decided to retain your ownership share in the farm." It's not quite a question, more a statement tinged with disbelief.

"That's right," I confirm. "I'll be signing whatever's necessary today to finalize that."

"I have all the paperwork prepared," Williams says, pulling a folder from a stack on his desk. "But I do want to make sure you understand exactly what you're committing to, Mr. Taylor. It's my job to ensure my clients are fully informed before making significant decisions."

I nod, maintaining a neutral expression despite the condescension in his tone. "I appreciate that, but I've had plenty of time to consider my options."

"Have you?" His eyebrow arches. "Running a farm is quite different from accounting in Philadelphia. It's not just about the numbers on paper. It's backbreaking work, unpredictable weather, slim profit margins if you're lucky..."

"Justin," Paula interjects gently, "Gregory has spent time on the farm. He understands what he's getting into."

Williams leans back in his chair, fingers steepled. "A week or two isn't the same as years, Paula. You know that." He turns his attention back to me. "The rose business isn't what it used to be. Competition from South American imports has driven prices down. And that property—twenty acres just fifty miles from Wine Country? The developers would pay a premium."

My jaw tightens, but I keep my voice even. "I'm not interested in selling."

"Even if it would be a financially prudent decision?" He slides a document across the desk. "These are the profit and loss statements for the last five years. As you can see, the farm has barely broken even. One bad season, one disease outbreak in the roses, and you're looking at significant losses."

I don't bother looking at the papers. "Mr. Williams, I'm an accountant. I've already reviewed the financials. My decision stands."

He shrugs, a gesture meant to seem casual but clearly masking irritation. "Very well. Let me walk you through what we're signing today." He begins explaining the documents, his tone becoming increasingly technical, as if trying to overwhelm me with legal jargon.

I listen attentively, asking clarifying questions when necessary. Each time I demonstrate understanding of a complex point, Williams' expression tightens just a fraction. He keeps finding ways to circle back to the difficulties of farm ownership.

"And of course, there's the matter of property taxes," he says after we've been at it for nearly half an hour. "They've been reassessed recently, and with property values in the area increasing..."

"I'm familiar with property tax law," I cut in, my patience wearing thin. "Can we move on to the actual signing?"

Williams pauses, then directs a pointed look at Paula. "Have you considered, Paula, that it might be time for a change? Fifteen years on that farm—that's a significant portion of your life."

Paula shifts in her seat. "The farm is my home, Justin. You know that."

"Homes can change." His voice softens in a way that makes my skin crawl. "If you did decide to sell, you could start fresh. No more worrying about frost or drought or market prices."

"And do what?" Paula asks with a small laugh. "What would I do without my farm?"

Williams' smile is smooth as oil. "Many men would line up to provide for you, myself included. You could have a comfortable life, Paula. No more dirt under your fingernails, no more sixteen-hour days during harvest."

My temples throb as blood rushes to my face. I set down the pen I've been holding before I snap it in half. "Mr. Williams," I say, my voice low and controlled, "I believe we're here to finalize an inheritance matter, not to discuss hypothetical lifestyle changes. It's not your place to offer unwanted business or personal advice. Your job is to help us through the legal process. Nothing more."

The room goes still. Paula's eyes widen slightly, darting between us. Williams stares at me, his professional veneer cracking just enough to reveal the anger beneath. Then he shrugs, rearranging his features into indifference.

"Suit yourself," he says, gathering the papers into a neat stack. "Sign here, initial here and here. Ms. Lovejoy, your signatures as well, please."

We complete the signing in tense silence. Williams explains each document perfunctorily, all pretense of friendly advice abandoned. When the last page is signed, he rises and extends his hand mechanically.

"Congratulations, Mr. Taylor. You are now officially a rose farmer." The words taste like vinegar in his mouth. "Paula, always a pleasure. My door is always open if you... reconsider your options."

As we leave his office, I feel the weight of his gaze on my back. The receptionist smiles and wishes us a good day, but I'm already focused on the door, on escaping the stifling atmosphere of entitlement and resentment that hangs in the air like cheap cologne.


CHAPTER 2
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We drive in silence for several minutes after leaving the lawyer's office. My knuckles have gone white around the steering wheel, frustration still simmering under my skin. The charming storefronts of Vine Valley blur past my window, but I barely register them now. All I can think about is the proprietary way Williams looked at Paula, the dismissiveness in his voice when he spoke to me—as if I were a child playing at being a farmer rather than a man making a deliberate choice about his future.

The town gradually thins out around us, buildings giving way to vineyards and then the familiar stretches of countryside. Still, neither of us speaks. The papers we signed sit in a manila envelope on the console between us—official documentation of my commitment to a life I never imagined for myself just weeks ago.

I should feel triumphant. Instead, I'm nursing a peculiar irritation that I can't quite justify. Williams is nothing to me—just a small-town lawyer with delusions of grandeur. Yet his attitude stung in ways I wasn't prepared for, poking at insecurities I didn't know I had. Am I fooling myself about this farm, about my ability to contribute to it? Am I just an accountant playing dress-up as a farmer?

"You're grinding your teeth," Paula says softly, breaking the silence.

I exhale slowly, consciously relaxing my jaw. "Sorry. That was... not what I expected."

"Justin can be a bit much," she agrees, understatement hanging in her tone.

"A bit?" I shoot her a sidelong glance. "The man practically proposed to you while I was sitting right there."

A small smile touches her lips. "It wouldn't be the first time."

I focus on the road ahead, trying to keep my expression neutral despite the flash of jealousy her words trigger. We navigate a curve, and Paula reaches across the console, her hand settling gently over mine on the gearshift. Her fingers are cool and dry, the nails short and practical. There's a tiny scar on her knuckle, obviously gotten from years of working with thorny plants.

"Thank you," she says, giving my hand a squeeze. "For standing up for us back there. For standing up for me."

"He had no right to talk to you like that." The heat rises in my face again at the memory. "Like you're some prize to be claimed rather than a business owner making her own decisions."

Paula's hand remains on mine, a grounding weight. "It meant a lot, Gregory. Having someone in my corner." Her thumb traces a small circle on my skin, a gesture so casual yet so intimate it makes my breath catch.

I clear my throat. "So what's the deal with you and Williams anyway? You mentioned you went with my mother when she drafted the will, but there seemed to be... history there."

She withdraws her hand slowly and turns to look out the passenger window. For a moment, I think I've overstepped.

"We dated," she says finally, still looking at the landscape rolling past. "Briefly. It was your mother's idea, actually."

"My mother tried to set you up?" I can't keep the surprise from my voice.

Paula nods, turning back to me with a faint smile. "Adrianna worried about me being alone. Belle was already eighteen, thinking about college or finding a job. Your mother thought I needed 'a man of substance' in my life." She mimics quotation marks with her fingers, rolling her eyes slightly.

"And Williams was her idea of substance?"

"Justin was—is—respected in the community. Successful. A widower with grown children." She shrugs. "On paper, it made sense to Adrianna."

"How many dates?" I try to keep my tone casual, but there's an edge to the question I can't quite smooth out.

"Three dinners." Paula counts on her fingers. "One charity gala. And one very uncomfortable tour of his vacation home in Napa."

I raise an eyebrow. "Sounds serious."

"It was serious to him." She sighs, running a hand through her hair. "By the second date, he was talking about how I should quit the farm and come work as his secretary. 'A woman like you shouldn't have to work so hard,' he said, as if I was some delicate flower wilting in the sun rather than someone who loved what she did."

"Charming," I mutter.

"Oh, he laid on the charm thick," Paula continues. "Showed me his three houses—two in Vine Valley, one in Napa. His boat. His investment portfolio. All the things he could give me if I'd just be sensible and let a man take care of me."

The words leave a bitter taste in the air between us. "I'm sorry you had to deal with that," I say quietly.

Paula shakes her head. "Don't be. It was years ago, and it was only a few dates. I made it very clear we weren't compatible." She pauses, then adds, "Gregory, I need you to know I have absolutely no feelings for Justin Williams. None."

Something in my chest loosens at her words. "I believe you. And I'm sorry if I seemed jealous back there. It was inappropriate of me to—"

"I don't mind," she interrupts, her voice warm. "I was flattered, actually."

"I'm sure it happens a lot," I say, the words escaping before I can properly filter them.

"What happens a lot?" Paula turns more fully toward me, her blue eyes reflecting fragments of sky through the windshield.

"Men getting jealous of each other because of you." I keep my tone light, but there's an undercurrent of something more serious, like a river running beneath thin ice.

Paula chuckles, a sound that travels from my ears directly to my spine. "Not really."

"You're being modest." I signal for a turn onto the smaller road that eventually leads to the rose farm. "I still can't believe that a gorgeous woman like you hasn't been claimed already."

"Claimed?" Paula laughs outright now, the sound filling the car. "Are you making fun of me, Gregory? I'm a mother of two adult children. Who exactly is lining up to 'claim' me?"

"Well, for starters, Justin Williams seems pretty interested." I tap my fingers against the steering wheel, aware of every inch of space between us in the front seat. "He couldn't stop glaring at me the whole time we were signing those papers."

"That's just one person," Paula says, looking out the window at the passing landscape. "And Justin is..." She trails off, shaking her head. "Complicated."

"One person, plus me." I risk another glance at her. "You're teasing me because you know I want you too."

Paula turns back to me, one eyebrow slightly raised. "Who's joking now?"

"I'm not joking." My voice drops lower. "You're an amazing woman, Paula. And there's only one thing I agree with Justin Williams about: men would line up to provide for you if you put yourself out there."

The words hang between us, more honest than I intended. I've spent years building a life of careful precision, of numbers that balance and accounts that reconcile. This feeling – this messy, unpredictable wanting – doesn't fit anywhere in the spreadsheet of my life.

Paula chuckles and lightly touches her chest. "Thank you. Now you've really given me a big head."

"I'm only speaking the truth." I say it simply, because it is simple, even if nothing else about this situation is.

The car fills with a cozy silence for a moment. Then Paula slides her hand onto my thigh, her touch warm and confident through my slacks. A current runs up my leg, making it difficult to focus on driving.

"I feel the same way, you know," she says softly. "A guy with the whole package like you is still single. That's the real mystery here."

Her hand remains on my leg, neither advancing nor retreating, just existing in a way that makes the air between us feel charged. I take a deep breath, weighing my next words carefully.

"I've never felt this way about any woman before." The confession emerges quietly, a secret shared with the intimate space of the car rather than directly with Paula. "I was supposed to just come here, sign some papers, and go back to Philadelphia. Simple. Clean. Instead..." I gesture vaguely at the landscape around us, at the rose farm waiting ahead, at her hand on my leg. "Instead, I found something I didn't know I was looking for."

Paula goes still beside me. Her hand on my thigh tenses slightly. For a panicked moment, I wonder if I've said too much.

"Pull over," she says suddenly.

"What?" I glance at her, confused.

"There." She points to a narrow dirt path barely visible from the main road. "Pull over, Gregory."

I comply without further question, guiding the car onto the rough trail. The path cuts through a stand of trees and opens into a small clearing that appears to border someone's cattle farm. A wooden fence runs along one side, and beyond it, a few cows graze lazily in the afternoon sun. The spot is completely hidden from the road.

"Park the car," Paula says, her voice carrying a new edge that sends shivers across my skin. "I can't wait another minute."

I turn off the engine and face her, still not entirely sure what she's suggesting, though my body seems to understand before my brain catches up. The car settles into silence, punctuated only by our breathing and the distant sound of cattle.

"Paula?" My voice sounds strange to my own ears, hopeful and uncertain.

Her blue eyes have darkened, and she reaches for my face with both hands. "I need you right now, Gregory," she whispers. "Right here."

The last of my confusion evaporates as her meaning becomes clear. I feel a rush of heat that starts in my chest and spreads outward.

"Are you sure?" I ask, even as I'm already leaning toward her.

Her answer isn't in words. Her fingers slide into my hair, pulling me closer with a gentle insistence that brooks no argument.


CHAPTER 3
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Everything else falls away. The world narrows to this car, this woman, this impossible hunger I've been carrying since I first saw her. We fumble our way to the spacious backseat, a tangle of limbs and laughing whispers, and I wonder if I've ever wanted anything as badly as I want her right now.

My lips find Paula's, and the kiss is different from our previous ones—urgent, demanding, stripped of pretense. Her mouth tastes faintly of coffee and mint, and I feel the vibration of her moan against my tongue. My hands can't decide where to settle, wanting to touch every part of her at once. They finally land on her sides, feeling the warmth of her skin through the thin fabric of her blouse.

"I've been thinking about this since we left the lawyer's office," she breathes against my mouth, her fingers already working at my tie.

"Just since then?" I ask, my voice rough as I begin unbuttoning her shirt. "I've been thinking about it since the moment we left the house."

Paula laughs, a sound of pure delight that makes me want to hear it again and again. "Liar. You've been thinking about it since we met."

She's right, of course.

I slide the buttons free one by one, revealing a glimpse of lace beneath. The blouse parts like a curtain, and I cup her breasts over her bra, feeling their fullness in my palms. The delicate fabric is both a barrier and invitation.

"Beautiful," I murmur, pressing my lips to the spot where her neck meets her shoulder.

My body responds with embarrassing enthusiasm, my erection straining against my zipper with enough force that I wonder if the metal might give way. Paula notices—how could she not?—and her eyes darken with intention.

She slides off the seat in a fluid motion, kneeling on the floor of the car between my legs. Her hair falls forward, catching the dappled sunlight filtering through the trees outside. I watch, transfixed, as she unzips my pants with deliberate slowness.

"What are you doing?" I ask, the question entirely unnecessary.

Paula looks up at me, her lips curving into a smile that makes my breath catch. "It's my turn to give you a 'big head.'"

"Jesus, Paula," I curse at her humorous but filthy remark, laughing despite the almost painful arousal coursing through me.

The laughter dies in my throat as she takes me into her mouth. The wet heat of her engulfs me, and my head falls back against the seat, a groan escaping my lips. Her tongue swirls and teases as she establishes a rhythm that has me gripping the upholstery beneath me. I watch her through half-lidded eyes, mesmerized by the sight of her taking me in and out of her mouth.

I feel like a reckless teenager, which is ironic because I never did anything like this as an actual teenager. My youth was filled with cautious approaches, careful planning, and the kind of respectable dates that would earn parental approval. This—a spontaneous encounter in a car off a rural road—is entirely new territory. The thought makes me smile even as another wave of pleasure washes over me.

The pressure builds too quickly, and I feel myself approaching the edge. I don't want it to end like this. I want more of her—all of her.

"Paula, wait," I say in a strained voice. I reach for her, drawing her up to straddle my lap.

She comes willingly, settling her weight on me as I bury my face in her cleavage. The lace of her bra scrapes against my cheek, a delicious friction. I breathe in her scent—roses, of course, and something musky—as I press open-mouthed kisses to the swell of her breasts.

She moans, rolling her hips against mine. Occasionally, I hear cars whirring by on the distant road, but the thought of being discovered only adds a sharp edge to the desire. I've never been an exhibitionist, never been anything but cautious and controlled, but with Paula, all my careful boundaries dissolve.

I reach behind her, fumbling with the clasp of her bra. It takes me two attempts—my fingers suddenly clumsy with want—but then it gives way, and her breasts spring free. They're full and perfect, tipped with dusky pink points that harden under my gaze.

"You're staring," Paula whispers, but her voice holds no self-consciousness, only pleasure at my obvious appreciation.

"Can you blame me?" I circle one nipple with my thumb, watching as her eyelids flutter.

Paula's skirt is hiked up around her hips, the fabric bunched between us. She adjusts herself on my lap, settling more firmly against my erection with only the thin barrier of her underwear between us. I can feel her heat, the dampness that has soaked through the delicate material. The evidence of her arousal drives me to a new level of need.

"I want you," I say, the words inadequate for the consuming hunger I feel.

I tug at her underwear, trying to move the fabric aside, but my eagerness makes me clumsy. There's a tearing sound, and the delicate material gives way under my hands.

"I'm sorry," I say immediately, chagrined.

Paula laughs, not the reaction I expected. "It's okay," she assures me, kicking the torn scrap of fabric to the floor. "I forgive you."

With the barrier gone, her bottom is bare against me, warm and inviting. I bring my hand down in a playful slap against her rounded buttock, surprising myself almost as much as her.

"You're confident and naughty," I tell her, my voice low. "One more reason guys are willing to fight for you."

"I haven't been this reckless for years," Paula admits, her breath coming faster as she positions herself above me. "Not since before the birth of my daughters."

"Then I must have hit the jackpot," I say, guiding myself to her entrance.

We both freeze for a moment as I begin to enter her, the sensation almost too intense to bear. She sinks down slowly, taking me inch by inch, her body gripping mine in the most intimate embrace. When I'm fully sheathed within her, we remain still, foreheads pressed together, breathing the same air.

"Gregory," she whispers, and my name has never sounded so right.

Then she begins to move, and coherent thought abandons me. The car rocks gently with our movements, the windows beginning to fog with our combined breath. Outside, a cow moos in the distance, a mundane counterpoint to the extraordinary pleasure building within me.

Paula moves above me with confidence, taking her pleasure and giving it in equal measure. I meet her rhythm, thrusting upward as she pushes down. Her breasts bounce with each movement, hypnotic in their sway. I capture one in my mouth, sucking gently, and feel her inner muscles clench around me in response.

"Yes," she hisses, her fingers digging into my shoulders.

I slide my hand between us, finding the center of her pleasure with my thumb. Her movements become less coordinated, more frantic, as I circle the sensitive bud. Her breath comes in short gasps, punctuated by soft moans that drive me to the edge of my control.

"I'm close," she warns, her voice tight with approaching release.

"Let go," I urge, feeling my own climax building, a pressure at the base of my spine that threatens to overwhelm me. "I'm right with you."

Her body tenses, then shudders as she finds her release. The sight of her face in ecstasy, combined with the rhythmic pulsing of her body around mine, pushes me over the edge. My orgasm tears through me with unexpected force, leaving me gasping and clutching her to me as if she might disappear.

We collapse against each other, skin damp with sweat, hearts hammering in tandem. For long moments, we simply breathe, coming down from the heights together. I stroke her back, tracing idle patterns on her skin, unwilling to separate just yet.

Eventually, Paula shifts, lifting herself off me with a small sound of loss that echoes my own feelings. But instead of moving away, she curls against my side, her head on my shoulder, her body still half-draped across mine.

"We're too old for car sex," she says, but her tone is satisfied rather than regretful.

"Speak for yourself," I reply, pressing a kiss to the top of her head.

We lie in silence, listening to the distant sounds of cattle and the occasional passing car. The reality of my situation begins to seep back in—I'm due to fly back to Philadelphia in two days, returning to spreadsheets and client meetings and a life that suddenly seems colorless in comparison to what I've found here.

"I'll miss you," Paula says softly, as if reading my thoughts.

The words land in my chest like stones. I'll miss her too—her and Belle, and this farm that I've come to care about despite my initial intentions to sell it and leave without looking back.

"I want to stay longer," I say, surprising myself with the certainty in my voice.

Paula lifts her head to look at me, her expression guarded. "What do you mean?"

"There's so much still to do here." I trace the curve of her cheek with my fingertip. "The website needs to be built, and the smart irrigation system needs to be installed. I can't just leave all that hanging."

"Those will take weeks, maybe months," Paula points out gently. "You can't wait that long."

"I want to at least get the projects started," I insist. "I want to see things moving in the right direction before I go back."

Even as I say it, I'm not sure I want to go back at all, but that's a larger decision, one with implications I'm not ready to face yet. For now, extending my stay feels like a reasonable compromise.

"There's no hurry," Paula says, sitting up and beginning to put her clothes back in order. "I can take care of everything. It's what I've been doing for months."

"I'm sure you can," I say, readjusting my own clothing. "But I want to help. I'll call Richard and extend my stay."

Paula pauses in rebuttoning her blouse, her fingers stilling. "Will your partner be okay with that?"

I think of Richard, who’s expecting me to return to work in two days. He's been texting me daily, asking about my return, and reminding me of pending accounts and upcoming meetings.

"He won't like it," I admit. "But it's my decision to make, not his."

Paula studies me for a moment, then nods, a small smile tugging at her lips. "If you're sure."

"I am." And it's true—perhaps the truest thing I've said since arriving in California. I don't know what the future holds, or how long I'll stay, or what will become of this thing between Paula and me. But I know I'm not ready to leave. Not yet.

We finish putting ourselves back together, laughing at the impossibility of looking completely normal after what we've just done. Paula's torn underwear becomes a running joke as we debate whether to bring it with us or leave it as a mysterious offering to whoever owns this patch of land.

As I start the car and pull back onto the main road, I feel lighter than I have in years, despite the complications that lie ahead. For once in my life, I'm not following a carefully plotted course. I'm following my heart, and it's leading me somewhere I never expected to go.


CHAPTER 4
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My finger hovers over Richard's contact on my phone screen while the afternoon sun streams through the farmhouse kitchen window. Outside, rows of roses stretch toward the horizon, their blooms catching the light in ways I never noticed during my first days here.

I've rehearsed this conversation a dozen times since yesterday, even during my work in the fields this morning. But the words still feel awkward, foreign—like I'm about to speak a language I barely understand. Richard expects me back in Philadelphia tomorrow. He expects everything to return to normal. I press the call button before I can talk myself out of it again.

The phone rings three times. Each electronic tone stretches longer than the last, until I'm convinced he won't answer. He’s probably home, having dinner with his family, and can’t get to the phone. Part of me hopes he won't.

"Gregory! Perfect timing. I was just reviewing the Harrington file." Richard's voice booms through the speaker with the same confident energy that propels him through fourteen-hour workdays and weekend golf tournaments. "Tell me you're packed and ready for your flight. The Bryson audit starts Monday, and they're specifically asking for you."

Damn. I open my mouth to speak, but pause. Am I doing the right thing? I turn away from the window and lean against the kitchen counter, and take in my surroundings. I’ve stayed here for less than a week, but this place feels like home.

"That's actually why I'm calling," I say, my voice steadier than I expected. "I'm not coming back tomorrow."

A pause. I can almost see Richard straightening in his office chair.

"What do you mean, not coming back? Is everything okay? Did something happen?"

"Everything's fine," I assure him, though 'fine' doesn't begin to cover the tangle of emotions I've experienced since arriving at my mother's farm. "I've decided to stay longer. I'm not selling my share after all."

"You're not selling?" The disbelief in his voice carries clearly across three thousand miles. "But that was the whole point of the trip. Go there, sign the papers, get your mother's affairs in order, and come home. What changed?"

I run my hand over the worn wooden table where Paula, Belle, and I have had dinner every day for the past few days.  Belle, whose cooking I can never have enough, and whose shimmering blue eyes never fail to make my heart race. And Paula—what a remarkable woman. I don’t think I can live without her anymore.

"The farm is... complicated. It's not just property, Richard. It's my mother's legacy." The words feel right as they leave my mouth, though I've only recently begun to see it that way myself. "Paula and her family—they've put everything into this place. I can't just walk away."

"Greg," Richard says, using the shortened version of my name he reserves for moments of perceived irrationality, "you've been an accountant for twenty years. You know nothing about farming. You know nothing about roses."

"I can learn. I’m learning.”

"Learn?" He laughs, but it's a strained sound. "This isn't like taking a weekend course in tax law updates. This is agriculture! In California! You live in Pennsylvania!"

My free hand curls into a fist, then slowly relaxes. "I'm aware of the geography, Richard."

"And what about Paula? Remind me, who is she, exactly? Your mother's employee, co-owner... what?"

The question carries an undercurrent I can't quite identify. I walk to the refrigerator, open it, and stare at its contents without seeing them.

"Paula was my mother's friend and employee for years. She lives on the farm with her daughter Belle. According to the will, we both have ownership stakes in the farm." I close the refrigerator without taking anything. "They need help keeping this place going."

"Ah." The single syllable drips with sudden understanding. "That makes sense now."

"What makes sense?"

"You're in love."

The accusation hits me like ice water. "What? No. Absolutely not."

"Forty-two years old, never taken more than a long weekend off, and suddenly you're extending a trip indefinitely to help some woman you barely know run a failing rose farm?" Richard's voice rises with each word. "Come on, Greg. I've known you for twenty years. You don't make impulsive decisions."

"This isn't impulsive," I say, though the speed with which I've changed my plans might suggest otherwise. And I'm not in love with Paula, am I?

"Is it? You've been out there what, six days? And now you're completely changing your plans for a woman who—"

"She's my co-owner," I interrupt. "And she was important to my mother. That's it."

Richard chuckles. "Okay, okay. I'm just teasing you. But something's happened out there. The Gregory Taylor I know doesn't abandon his clients and his firm for... roses."

The comment stings because there's truth in it. I've never prioritized anything over work before. Now I'm contemplating an extended absence for a farm I barely knew existed two weeks ago.

"It's not abandonment," I say. "But I do need time. A month, maybe."

The silence that follows is heavier than any words.

"A month?" Richard finally says. "Greg, this isn't Accountants Gone Wild. You can't just disappear for a month. We have the Bryson audit, the Henderson conference in two weeks, quarterly reviews—"

"I know, I know." I pace the kitchen floor, my bare feet catching against the uneven wooden planks. "But this is important. It's the first vacation I've taken in—I can't even remember how long."

"This doesn't sound like a vacation. It sounds like you've lost your mind."

My jaw tightens. "Richard, I've given nearly twenty years to the firm without complaint. I've worked holidays, weekends, and through the flu. I'm asking for one month."

"And what happens to your clients while you're playing farmer? They expect you, not some junior associate."

"We can redistribute the workload. Bring in temporary help if needed." I hesitate, then add, "I'll cover the cost personally."

Another silence. I hear papers shuffling, then the familiar click of Richard's custom fountain pen—the one he uses when he's thinking.

"You're serious about this."

It's not a question, but I answer anyway. "Yes."

He sighs, a long exhalation that contains both resignation and calculation. "What about remote work?"

The question catches me off guard. I'd been prepared for an all-or-nothing ultimatum, not a compromise.

"Remote..." I repeat, glancing around the kitchen. The farmhouse has internet, though it's not as reliable as my fiber connection in Philly. "I could make that work, I suppose."

"You 'suppose'?" Richard snorts. "The Gregory I know would have already calculated the bandwidth requirements and time zone adjustments."

His words unsettle me because they're true. Two weeks ago, I would have had a detailed plan for remote work possibilities before even making this call. Now I'm standing in a cozy kitchen, making decisions based on feelings rather than numbers.

"I can work remotely," I say with more certainty. "I'll need to set up a proper workspace, but the essentials are here. I can handle client calls, review documents, even join the Henderson conference virtually."

"And the Bryson audit?"

I close my eyes. "I'll prepare everything remotely and have Nathan present the findings. He's ready for more responsibility."

"Nathan is a junior associate."

"And exceptionally competent. You know that."

Richard taps his pen against his desk—three sharp clicks I can picture perfectly. "Fifty percent."

"What?"

"Remote work. Fifty percent of your normal hours. That's my offer. You stay in California, playing whatever game this is, but you commit to half your regular client load. We'll redistribute the rest temporarily."

Relief and frustration war within me. It's a reasonable compromise, but it also means less time to help with the farm.

"I'll make it work," I say finally.

"Good. And Greg?"

"Yes?"

"If this is really about a woman, it's okay to say so. We've been friends too long for you to lie to me."

Friends? Interesting choice of words. I’ve never seen Richard as a friend. We’re just business partners. But I know it’d be rude to remind him of the fact.

My hands are numb as I grip the phone, but I feel a warmth in my chest, an uncomfortable heat that I recognize as something between guilt and indignation.

"It's not about Paula," I lie, still not planning to share my personal matters with the man. "Not like that."

"If you say so." His tone suggests he doesn't believe me for a second. "Send me your remote work plan by end of day tomorrow. And Greg?"

"Yes?"

"Don't forget who you are out there among all those roses."

What the fuck? I’m about to tell him it’s none of his goddamn business but he hangs up before I can speak. I curse and stand motionless in the quiet kitchen. Outside, the afternoon sun has shifted, casting different patterns across the kitchen floor.

Don't forget who you are. Richard's parting words echo in my mind as I set the phone down on the counter. I mutter another curse as I pour myself a glass of water. The nerve of that man! He sounds as if he knows me more than I do. Richard has always regarded me as some sort of weirdo who doesn’t have a life outside the office. An idiot who only knows tax laws. A loner who doesn’t need a family. His condescension is something I’ve chosen to ignore.

I gulp down the water angrily, letting the coolness put off the fire burning in my chest. But as I rinse the glass, doubt creeps on me. What if he’s right about me? 

The truth is I'm not entirely sure who that is anymore. For twenty years, I've been Gregory Taylor, senior partner at Taylor & Whitman, known for meticulous attention to detail and unwavering reliability. The kind of accountant who remembers clients' children's names and never misses a deadline.

Now I'm standing in my late mother's house, having just negotiated a reduced workload so I can help run a struggling rose farm with a woman I’ve known for less than a week. Richard is right, I am out of my mind.

I recall my life here in the past week: getting up at six every day and joining Paula and Belle to work on the farm. They have the same routine pretty much every day, cutting flowers, packing, pest control… but it doesn’t feel boring at all. No, it feels like play instead. It’s outdoors, and the flowers are beautiful. Evening is even more enjoyable. It begins with Belle’s excellent cooking, and ends with a chat about our business plans for the farm. After that, is passionate sex with Paula. By the time I close my eyes, my dream has already started.

I try to compare this with my life in Philly. The long work days, the lonely evenings, not to mention the gloomy weather. Anyone would make the same choice as I. I am not crazy.


CHAPTER 5
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I’m sitting at the kitchen table. Richard’s voice is still echoing in my head when a movement in the doorway pulls me from my reverie. Belle stands there, her slim figure outlined by the afternoon sunlight pouring through the windows. My breath catches involuntarily. Her blonde hair falls in messy waves around her face, a few strands sticking to her temples where a fine sheen of sweat glistens. Her cheeks are flushed pink from the heat, giving her an almost ethereal glow. Even in simple jeans and a long-sleeved shirt, she emanates a natural beauty that makes my mouth go dry.

"God, it's so hot out there," she says, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand. Her voice has a slight breathiness to it that hits me somewhere below my rib cage. "Must be ninety degrees."

Ninety degrees in May. “That’s insane,” I murmur, trying not to stare as she crosses to the refrigerator.

She opens the fridge door, bending slightly to peer inside. The denim of her jeans pulls taut across her backside, and I force myself to look away, suddenly finding the grain of the wooden table fascinating. I'm forty-two, for heaven's sake, not some hormone-addled teenager.

"Yup. The first heat wave of the year. Feels like a hundred in the greenhouse," Belle says, pulling out a pitcher of iced tea. She reaches for a glass from the cabinet, stretching upward so that her shirt rides up, revealing a sliver of skin at her waist. “I came back to get my phone. I left it in my room when I came home earlier.”

I nod, not trusting my voice as she pours the amber liquid into the glass, ice cubes clinking. Beads of condensation immediately form on the outside of the glass, racing each other to the bottom.

Belle takes a long drink, her throat working as she swallows. A single drop escapes the corner of her mouth, charting a glistening path down her neck and disappearing beneath her collar. I track its journey with an intensity that borders on inappropriate.

"That's better," she sighs, setting the glass down. Then, with a casual motion that feels anything but casual to me, she grabs the hem of her long-sleeved shirt and pulls it over her head.

My brain short-circuits. Beneath the discarded shirt, which she tosses carelessly onto a nearby chair, she wears only a thin white tank top. The fabric clings to her like a second skin, damp with sweat in places that make my imagination kick into overdrive. Her breasts strain against the cotton, the outline of her nipples visible through the material. A droplet of sweat traces the valley between them, disappearing into her cleavage.

Blood rushes south so quickly I feel lightheaded. I shift my position, crossing my legs beneath the table, grateful for its concealing presence. I should look away. I should say something normal, something a family friend or business partner would say. Instead, I sit there, transfixed, heat crawling up my neck that has nothing to do with the California temperature.

Belle runs her fingers through her hair, lifting it off her neck momentarily before letting it fall back down. "Much better," she says, seemingly oblivious to my predicament. But when her blue eyes meet mine, I catch something in them—awareness, perhaps. A knowledge of exactly what effect she's having.

She leans against the counter, taking another sip of her tea. Her gaze turns more serious, more probing. "Is everything okay? You seem... preoccupied."

I clear my throat, willing my voice to sound normal. "Just got off the phone with Richard—my partner back in Philadelphia."

"And?" There's concern in her expression now, her eyebrows drawing together slightly.

"He's not thrilled about me extending my stay," I admit. "We have some audit coming up, and a business conference, and he was counting on me being there."

Belle's shoulders slump a little. "I'm sorry. We're causing problems for you."

"No, it's fine. We worked it out. I'll be handling some of the preliminary work remotely." I tap my fingers against the table. "It's not ideal, but it's doable."

"You shouldn't have to compromise your job for us." Her voice is soft, laced with guilt. "I know how important your career is."

"It's not just for you and your mom," I say, surprised by how true the words feel as they leave my mouth. "It's for me too. And for my mother."

Belle's eyes widen slightly. "Your mother?"

I nod, looking past her to the window where I can see rows of roses stretching toward the horizon. "She loved this place. I never understood why she chose to come back here instead of staying on the East Coast with me and my father. But being here these past few days, I'm starting to get it." I pause, collecting thoughts I didn't know I had until this moment. "She put her heart into these flowers. Walking away from them feels like... like I'd be leaving her behind all over again."

The kitchen falls quiet. Outside, a bird calls sharply, twice, then falls silent too.

"That's beautiful, Gregory," Belle finally says, her voice barely above a whisper. "But are you sure it's worth it? The farm isn't exactly thriving. Mom and I have been barely keeping it afloat, and that's with both of us working ourselves to exhaustion."

"It's worth it," I say without hesitation. The certainty in my voice surprises even me. "The farm, your mother, you—all of it. Worth it."

Something shifts in Belle's expression—a softening around her eyes, a slight parting of her lips. She sets her glass down and crosses the kitchen toward me. My heart hammers against my ribs like it's trying to break free.

She stops beside my chair, her hip level with my shoulder. "You're a good man, Gregory Taylor," she says. Then she reaches out, her fingertips brushing my shirt. "You've got some pollen."

I must’ve gotten it from the fields. I look down but don’t see anything. “Just leave it,” I say.

But Belle insists on getting it off me. Her fingers against my shirt feel like live wires, sending currents of electricity through the fabric to my skin below. She brushes away the imaginary pollen—at least, I think it's imaginary, a pretense for touch—but her hand lingers. Our eyes meet, and in hers I see a reflection of what I've been trying so hard to suppress.

For days now, I've been fighting this attraction, telling myself it's inappropriate, unprofessional, and possibly unwelcome. But the signs have been there—the lingering glances over dinner, the way she finds reasons to be in whatever room I'm occupying, how her hand sometimes brushes mine when passing the salt. Small things that collectively drive me to distraction.

Almost of its own volition, my hand rises to capture hers. Her skin is warm, slightly rough from farm work, and utterly perfect. She doesn't pull away. Instead, her breath quickens, her chest rising and falling more rapidly beneath the thin tank top.

I bring her hand to my lips and press a kiss against her knuckles. A shiver runs through her, visible in the goosebumps that rise on her arms. Still holding her gaze, I turn her hand over and place another kiss on her palm. Her pupils dilate, black nearly swallowing the gold.

"Greg," she breathes my name, asking for more.

My thumb traces the curve of her bottom lip, then trails down—over her chin, down the column of her throat, coming to rest at the edge of her cleavage where a faint pulse flutters beneath the skin. She gasps, a small, needy sound that dismantles whatever restraint I have left.

"Kiss me," she says, and the words hang between us for only a heartbeat before I'm pulling her down to me.

Our lips meet, and the contact feels like coming home and setting off on a dangerous adventure all at once. Her mouth is soft, yielding at first, then hungry. She tastes like iced tea and something else—sweet with an edge of wildness. My hand slides up to cup the back of her neck, fingers tangling in her hair, holding her to me as if she might evaporate if I let go.

She makes a small noise in the back of her throat, somewhere between a sigh and a moan, and the sound races straight through me like a bolt of lightning. My free hand finds her waist, then slides upward until I'm cupping the weight of her breast through the thin cotton. Her nipple hardens against my palm, and she arches into the touch, breaking the kiss to gasp.

"Yes," she whispers against my lips, and I capture her mouth again, more demanding this time. Her hands are in my hair now, nails scraping lightly against my scalp in a way that makes me groan. She shifts, moving to straddle my lap, bringing our bodies flush against each other.

Through the haze of desire, I register the weight of her on my thighs, the heat of her pressed against me, the way she rocks slightly, instinctively, creating a friction that threatens to unravel me completely. My hand squeezes her breast gently, thumb circling the hardened peak, drawing another beautiful sound from her.

I groan against her neck, trailing kisses down to the edge of her tank top.

She throws her head back, offering more of herself to me, and I accept greedily, lips tracing the delicate line of her collarbone. Her hands fist in my shirt, pulling me closer, closer—

"Belle? Are you okay?" Paula's voice carries from outside, somewhere near the back porch. "I saw you running home—"

We freeze, Belle's eyes flying open, wide with alarm. For a second, neither of us moves, caught in a tableau of interrupted desire. Then, with remarkable speed, Belle disentangles herself from my lap, smoothing her tank top with trembling hands.

"Shit," she whispers, cheeks flaming. Her lips are swollen from our kisses, her hair even more disheveled than before. She looks thoroughly kissed and utterly desirable.

"In here, Mom!" she calls out, voice impressively steady. "And I’m fine!"

She gives me one last look—half apology, half promise—before grabbing her discarded shirt from the chair and heading toward the door. I remain seated, certain that standing would make my current state embarrassingly obvious.

I exhale slowly, running a hand through my hair. Richard's disapproval, remote work challenges, the farm's financial troubles—all of it suddenly seems manageable compared to whatever this is between Belle and me. And yet, despite the complications, I can't bring myself to regret a single moment of what just happened.

I hear the voice of Belle explaining the reason for her returning home. “I forgot my phone in the house.”

“I see,” Paula says. “You ran so fast I thought you had some sort of emergency.”

It occurs to me Belle never actually went up to her room to get the phone. A smile creeps across my lips. The silly girl. She didn’t run all the way home just to see me, did she?

The rattling of the door breaks the chain of my thoughts.

Paula appears in the doorway, her blonde hair caught in a messy ponytail, a smudge of dirt across one cheek. "Everything okay? Greg? Did you speak to Richard?”

“Yes, I did.” I reply and go on to tell her about the remote work plan.

“That sounds like a reasonable plan,” Paula says, nodding. “But are you sure you can handle this?”

“I think so,” I say. “But I’m afraid I can’t work for the farm as much as I wanted.”

"Greg," Paula reassures me, "you've already been incredibly helpful. Don't stress over it."

"I'm not doing it just to help," I say, gently tucking a stray hair behind her ear. "I really enjoy the work and am eager to improve the farm."

"Thank you, Greg. That means so much to Belle and me," she whispers, leaning in to plant a kiss on my cheek. "By the way, Derek is here."

Derek Conner. The guy from AquaLogic Irrigation Systems. Paula texted him a few days ago and made the appointment.

“Right,” I say. "Give me five minutes."

As Paula nods, I go to the cottage and quickly change into formal attire before joining her to the fields.


CHAPTER 6

[image: ]

Moments later, Paula and I stand at the edge of the rose field, watching thin streams of water pulse through the drip irrigation lines. We're waiting for the irrigation technician, and I find myself oddly nervous—like this is some kind of test of my commitment to the farm. It's one thing to sign papers in a lawyer's office; it's another to start spending real money on improvements.

Aside from that, I also struggle with guilt. I keep wondering whether Paula could tell what I and Belle did right before she walked into the house. I’m disgusted with my own behavior. What came over me? How could I have betrayed Paula? My libido has spiraled out of control ever since I arrived at the farm. First, I was a voyeur, and then I became a hormone-filled teenager. Now, I’m a dirty old man and a cheater. I have to come clean. I have to tell Paula what I’ve done. Not now, perhaps, but later, after the meeting with the technician. For now, I have to focus on what’s more important. I take a deep breath and focus.

"How old is the current system?" I ask Paula, crouching down to examine a valve that looks like it's been repaired multiple times.

"Around fifteen years, give or take," Paula replies, squinting at the distant tree line. "Your mother had it installed a few years before I came to work here. It was state-of-the-art back then."

I run my finger along a connection point where minerals have built up, creating a crusty white residue. "And now?"

"Now it's like an old car. Still runs, but requires more maintenance every year." She crouches beside me, our shoulders nearly touching. "Last summer, we lost almost an acre of young plants when a main line burst during a heat wave. By the time we discovered it, the damage was done."

I nod, mentally calculating the loss. An acre of roses represents thousands of dollars in potential revenue—money this farm can't afford to lose.

"And you said you found this company online?" I stand, brushing dirt from my hands.

"They've done work for some of the vineyards nearby. Good reviews." Paula shields her eyes against the sun. "I think that's them now."

A white pickup truck with "Precision Irrigation Solutions" emblazoned on the side rattles up the dirt drive. It parks near the barn, and a man in his thirties hops out, wearing khaki work pants and a company polo shirt that strains slightly across his shoulders. He grabs a tablet from the passenger seat and strides toward us, hand already extended.

"Ms. Lovejoy? I'm Derek Conner." His handshake is firm, his smile genuine. He turns to me with raised eyebrows.

"Gregory Taylor," I introduce myself. "Co-owner of the farm."

"Great to meet you both." Derek doesn't seem surprised by my presence, suggesting Paula explained the ownership situation when she made the appointment. "I understand you're interested in upgrading to a smart irrigation system?"

"We'd like to explore our options," Paula says carefully. "The current system is showing its age, and the cost of water has skyrocketed lately."

Derek nods, already scanning the visible infrastructure with a professional eye. "Let's walk the property first, so I can get a sense of what we're working with. Then we can discuss what might work best for your needs."

We set off down one of the paths between rose beds, Derek stopping occasionally to examine components of the existing system. He asks questions about water pressure, usage patterns, and problem areas, nodding thoughtfully at our answers.

"Your property is about twenty acres total, correct?" he asks, tapping notes into his tablet.

"Yes, but the cultivated fields are about ten acres," Paula explains. "The rest is the house, outbuildings, service roads, and some wooded areas we leave natural."

Derek stops by a control junction box that looks like it's been through a war—the plastic housing faded and cracked, with electrical tape wrapped around several spots.

"This," he says, gesturing at the box, "is the kind of thing we'd be replacing. Your current system is what we call 'dumb' irrigation. It runs on timers, basically. Same schedule every day regardless of conditions." He pries open the box carefully to reveal a tangle of wires and dated electronics. "No offense, but this is practically prehistoric."

"None taken," Paula says with a small laugh. "What would the smart system do differently?"

Derek closes the box and turns to us, enthusiasm evident in his body language. "Everything. A smart system uses soil moisture sensors placed strategically throughout your fields to monitor exactly how much water each section needs. It connects to local weather data to adjust for rainfall, humidity, and temperature. If it's going to rain tomorrow, the system backs off automatically. If one area is drier than others, it gets more water."

He pulls up a diagram on his tablet and shows us. "We'd divide your ten acres into microclimate zones based on sun exposure, soil composition, and the specific rose varieties. Each zone can be independently controlled based on its specific needs. Roses in full sun need different watering than those in partial shade, and the system learns these patterns over time."

I feel a surge of excitement at the possibilities. "What about remote control? Could we monitor and adjust from a smartphone?"

"Absolutely." Derek swipes to another screen showing a user interface. "The app gives you complete control from anywhere with an internet connection. You can check moisture levels, adjust schedules, or manually activate specific zones. It'll also alert you to problems—broken lines, unusual usage patterns, that sort of thing."

We continue walking, and I notice Paula's expression growing increasingly thoughtful. She's mentally calculating costs, I'm sure, weighing necessity against luxury in the farm's tight budget.

After completing our circuit of the main fields, we lead Derek to the farm office. "Based on what I've seen, I'd recommend a full system replacement rather than trying to adapt your existing infrastructure. The technology gap is just too wide," Derek says as soon as we’re inside.

"What would that entail exactly?" I ask as we settle at Paula’s desk.

Derek sets his tablet between us. "We'd start by mapping your entire property and creating irrigation zones based on plant type, sun exposure, and soil conditions. Then we'd install a new main control unit—the brains of the operation—and replace all the valve boxes with smart units."

He traces a finger across the farm diagram he's sketched. "We'd run new main lines where needed and place moisture sensors throughout the fields—about one per quarter acre. The system would be WiFi-enabled and solar-backed, so it continues functioning even during power outages."

"How disruptive would the installation be?" Paula asks. "We can't afford to shut down operations for an extended period."

"We work in sections," Derek assures her. "Each zone takes about a day to convert, and we can schedule around your most critical areas. Total installation time for a property this size would be about two weeks, but we never have more than a small section offline at any given time."

"And maintenance?" I lean forward, genuinely interested. "What's involved in keeping it running?"

"Much less than your current system," Derek says confidently. "These components are designed to last. The sensors need checking annually, and the control unit gets software updates automatically. Most issues can be diagnosed remotely if something does go wrong."

Paula taps her pen against her notepad. "Let's talk numbers, Mr. Conner."

Derek nods, switching to a spreadsheet on his tablet. "For a property this size, with the features we've discussed..." He inputs some figures, then turns the screen toward us. "The complete system would run approximately fifty thousand dollars."

I hear Paula's sharp intake of breath beside me but keep my expression neutral. It's a significant investment, but not unreasonable given the potential savings and benefits.

"That includes all parts, labor, programming, and a three-year service agreement," Derek adds. "We also offer financing options if that helps."

"And what kind of return on investment could we expect?" I ask, falling back on my accounting background.

Derek seems pleased by the question. "Based on similar installations we've done for agricultural properties, you're looking at water savings of 30-45%, which translates to lower utility bills. Labor savings are substantial too—less time spent manually adjusting and repairing the system."

He swipes to another screen. "For a rose farm your size, I'd estimate annual savings around seven to eight thousand dollars. That puts your ROI at about five years, not counting the increased yield from optimized watering and fewer plant losses due to system failures."

I nod, the numbers making sense to me. "And what's your timeline if we decide to move forward?"

"We're booking about three weeks out right now," Derek says. "But I could probably get you on the schedule by early June if you decide quickly."

We discuss a few more technical details before Derek packs up his tablet and hands us each a business card. "Take some time to think it over. Call me with any questions, and I can email you a formal quote with all the specifics we discussed."

I walk him back to his truck, asking a few more questions about the technology while Paula remains at the table, staring at the preliminary quote he left behind. After Derek drives away, I return to find her still studying the paper, a deep furrow between her brows.

"Gregory," she says without looking up, "this is a lot of money."

I sit beside her, close enough that our knees touch under the table. "It is," I agree. "But it's an investment in the farm's future."

"We can't afford this right now." She finally looks up, her eyes troubled. "The farm's account has less than ten thousand in it, and that needs to get us through to the next major harvest."

"Paula." I take a chance and gently place my hands on her shoulders, feeling her tense and then relax under my touch. "I’m not just a co-owner on paper. I’m an investor in this farm now. I have enough savings for this kind of investment and for any unforeseen emergency. This isn't coming from the farm's accounts."

Paula gazes at me, looking conflicted. "But Greg. That’s still a large sum, and I don’t know how long you’ll earn any returns. Perhaps we should focus on the rose product workshop first, and update the irrigation after we make profits..."

I put my hands on her shoulders and lock eyes with her. "Listen, Paula. Don’t worry too much about profits for now. This farm is part of me now," I say, surprising myself with how true the words feel. "My mother and I... we weren't close. I barely knew her, really. But she built something special here, and I know it mattered a lot to her. I want to do it for her…and for you.

Something shifts in Paula's expression, a vulnerability I rarely see in this woman who has always seemed so self-sufficient. "I've been running this place on my own since your mother got sick. It's hard to..."

"Hard to share the responsibility?" I suggest, keeping my voice gentle.

"Yes," she whispers with a faint smile. “It’s just that I’m worried. You see, everything happens so soon. I didn’t expect so much from you, Greg. It was supposed to be a quick visit. You told me over the phone it wouldn’t take long and you had no interest in the farm. But all of a sudden, you decided to keep your share.”

“Do you not want me to?” I ask, my heart sinking.

“No!” she says quickly. “It’s not what I mean at all. I’m…thrilled. It’s just too good to be true. I still can’t believe it. It feels like a dream. I’m a damsel in distress and here you come, a knight in shining armor, saving me, saving the farm. What if I wake up one morning and you’re gone? What am I supposed to do?”

My heart feels tender at her confession. Paula is a strong woman and yet she lets me see her vulnerable side. She probably thinks I’ll take off just like Brandon, her ex. But I don’t blame her for the thought because I still can’t believe what I’m doing. A week ago I was filing taxes in my office, and now I’m a farmer? I’m driven by the desire to assure her and protect her.

“Paula,” I say softly, gazing into her deep blue eyes. “I know it’s hard for you to accept this all of a sudden. And I can’t promise any future between us, but I assure you, I will not abandon you. I won’t leave you and Belle to fight for the farm’s survival alone. I’m part of the farm, and I will take full responsibility for any decisions I make regarding its operations.”

Paula’s eyes are brimmed with tears. She smiles and stamps a kiss on my cheek. “Thank you Greg. I’m sorry if I sound like I don’t trust you, it’s just that…”

“Shh—,” I say, putting a finger on her lips. And then I lean in to kiss her.

We gasp for air after we break the kiss. Paula smiles. “Oh Greg. This…this is just too good to be true. I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve such a generous,  kind, and attractive gentleman. Tell me again I’m not dreaming.”

I gently brush a loose strand of hair from her face and smile. "This isn't a dream, Paula." But as I say this, the guilt churns within me. I can't delay any further. I must confess immediately.

"Paula," I begin, my mouth suddenly dry. "There's something I need to tell you. Earlier today, before our appointment with Derek..." I swallow hard. "I kissed Belle in the kitchen. Right before you walked in. I'm sorry. It was a mistake, and it won't happen again."

I brace myself for her reaction—disappointment, anger, even a request to take her back to the lawyer's office to undo everything we just signed. Instead, Paula's expression remains calm, almost amused.

"I know," she says simply.

My jaw drops. "You—what? How?"

"Belle has never been very good at hiding her feelings. She was practically glowing when I saw her." Paula smiles, a softness in her eyes I don't understand. "And you looked like you'd been caught with your hand in the cookie jar."

"I'm sorry," I repeat, confusion mingling with relief. "It was inappropriate. She's your daughter, and you and I—"

"Gregory," she cuts me off gently, "it's alright. Truly."

I shake my head, bewildered by her calm. "I don't understand."

"Belle adores you," Paula explains. "She couldn't take her eyes off you that first day when you met in the fields. I've never seen her react that way to someone before."

"But she's your daughter," I insist, as if Paula might have forgotten this crucial detail.

"Yes, she is." Paula's gaze is steady, untroubled. "And she's always had a thing for older men. I think it's because she never had a father figure growing up. But the funny thing is, she's never shown interest in any of the men I've dated in the past. Not one."

I try to process this information, to understand what Paula is telling me. "So... you're not upset that I kissed her?"

"I'm not upset," she confirms. "Actually, I'm relieved. It means Belle approves of my choice, and that's quite rare."

The implications of her words hang in the air between us. I struggle to formulate a response that won't reveal how completely out of my depth I feel.

"Paula," I finally break the silence, "what exactly are you saying?"

She reaches over again, this time resting her hand on my thigh. The touch sends electricity through my body, heightening my already confused state.

"I'm saying that Belle and I share many things," she says, her voice dropping to a register that makes my pulse quicken. "She wears my dresses all the time, has since she turned eighteen. We have similar tastes." Her fingers press slightly into my leg. "Very similar tastes."

I swallow hard, my mind racing to interpret what she's implying. "Are you suggesting..." I can't even finish the question, the possibility too wild, too unexpected.

Paula smiles, an enigmatic curve of her lips that reveals nothing and everything. "I'm just saying I don't have a problem with Belle having feelings for you. Or with you possibly having feelings for her." Her hand moves slightly up my thigh. "Actually, I think it's quite... a relief. I know you'd never hurt her."

Heat floods my body, a rush of blood that makes me grateful I'm sitting down. Is Paula actually suggesting she'd be willing to share me with Belle? The mere thought is dizzying, arousing in ways I've never considered before. My breathing quickens, and I grip the chair tightly to ground myself. Now it’s my turn to wonder whether I’m dreaming.

"You can't be serious," I say, my voice strained.

"Can't I?" Paula's eyes dance with what might be amusement or desire or both. Then she withdraws her hand and looks forward again. "We should go home. It’s dinner time. Let's talk more later."

We close the office and walk back to the farmhouse. I wrap my arm around Paula, my mind still reeling from her words. As we pass the flower fields bathed in the setting sun, I wonder what else this new life might hold that I never dared imagine.


CHAPTER 7
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After a shower in the cottage, I go to the main house to have dinner. The aroma hits me first—something rich and savory that makes my stomach tighten with anticipation. I follow my nose to the dining room where Belle stands adjusting the placement of a serving dish, her brow furrowed in concentration. The table looks like it belongs in a royal palace, not on a struggling rose farm. Crystal glasses—probably rarely used—catch the light from overhead, and actual cloth napkins sit folded beside real china plates. Whatever's happening here, it's not our usual paper towels and mismatched dinnerware kind of meal.

"Wow," I say, taking in the spread. "Did I miss a memo about the Queen dropping by?"

Belle turns, a smile breaking across her face. She's wearing a simple blue sundress that brings out flecks of color in her hazel eyes. Her blonde hair is pulled back in a loose braid, a few strands escaping to frame her face. I recall our heated moment in the kitchen this afternoon, and Paula’s wild suggestion less than an hour ago, and my lust stirs instantly.

Belle, on the other hand, seems to be oblivious to what we’ve done. "I wanted it to be perfect," she says with an innocent smile, adjusting a centerpiece of roses—pale pink ones from the north field, I realize. "Mom's still getting ready. She’s still in the shower."

I make an effort to push my sordid thoughts away, and walk closer to the table. As I focus on the food, the scents become more distinct—roasted garlic, herbs, something caramelized. There's a whole roasted chicken on a platter, its skin glistening golden brown. Beside it sits a ceramic dish of what looks like scalloped potatoes with browned edges bubbling with cheese. A large bowl of salad features greens I recognize from the backyard garden, dotted with cherry tomatoes and sliced cucumbers. A basket of bread, still steaming, completes the ensemble.

"You made all this?" I ask, genuinely impressed.

Belle nods, a hint of pride coloring her cheeks. "It's not every day we sign papers making you officially part of the farm."

"This is for me?" Something warm expands in my chest—an uncomfortable heat that I recognize as embarrassment mixed with gratitude.

"For us," Belle corrects, straightening a fork that was already perfectly aligned. "For the farm, and for the future."

Footsteps announce Paula's arrival. She appears in the doorway, her long blonde hair still damp, wearing a casual, brown blouse that somehow makes her blue eyes more vibrant. She stops, taking in the scene.

"Belle, honey, this looks amazing." She glances at me with a smile. "She's been planning this since we got back from the lawyer's yesterday."

Belle tucks a loose strand of hair behind her ear. "I meant to do it last night, but I got caught up finishing those new trellis installations. The climbing roses won't wait just because we have paperwork to celebrate."

"You didn't have to go to all this trouble," I say, though I'm touched by the gesture.

"I finished pruning early today specifically to have time," Belle insists. "Please, sit down. The chicken will get cold."

We settle around the table, Paula and I exchanging an appreciative glance across the spread. Belle pours wine into the crystal glasses—nothing fancy, just a local white from a vineyard nearby, but it feels special in this setting.

"A toast," Belle says, raising her glass. "To Gregory, official co-owner of Enchanting Roses."

Paula raises her glass too. "To new beginnings."

I lift mine, feeling the weight of their expectations and their hope. "To my mother's legacy," I say quietly. "And to the amazing women for making it thrive."

Our glasses clink, the sound clear and bright like a bell announcing something important. The wine is crisp and slightly sweet, the perfect complement to the meal Belle has prepared.

As we serve ourselves, I reflect on how quickly my life has changed. A week ago, I was buried in spreadsheets at my accounting firm in Pennsylvania, counting the days until my retirement. Now I'm part owner of a rose farm in California, sitting at a table with two women who have somehow wound themselves into the fabric of my daily existence. Their fingers brush mine as we pass dishes, and I feel a spark each time—static from the dry air, but it jolts me nonetheless.

"So," Paula says with a playful smile, after we've had a few bites. “Now that it's official, Mr. Taylor, let’s talk about our plans for Enchanting Roses."

Belle looks at me expectantly, and I realize she’s waiting for my input. It's still strange to be consulted about something so far outside my expertise.

"Well," I begin, cutting into the perfectly roasted chicken, "We’re going to arrange for the smart irrigation installment first, obviously. And the next thing on the agenda is…the rose products workshop."

Belle’s eyes brighten. “The project Adrianna started before her passing?”

Paula nods, taking another sip of wine. "Yes. Shade had already laid the groundwork. The building's there, and we’ve got some equipment. We just need to get it operational."

"How much will that cost?" Belle asks.

"I'll take a closer look tomorrow or the day after tomorrow," I say, recalling with annoyance that I must also set up a home office to work for the firm as soon as possible. "Get a real inventory of what we have and what we need. Then I can put together projections based on potential products—rose water, essential oils, soaps, candles."

Belle leans forward. "I've been researching recipes. There are so many possibilities that use the petals, the hips, even the leaves."

"The workshop could be producing by summer's end if we move quickly," Paula adds. "Just in time for holiday gift orders."

I nod, mentally calculating timelines. "We'd need to start production by August to build inventory. That gives us about three months to get everything set up."

Belle serves herself more potatoes. "What about the website? We can't sell products without a proper online store."

"You mentioned you were looking into that," I recall. The chicken is perfectly seasoned, juicy with hints of lemon and thyme.

"I found a few companies in the Bay area that seem reputable," Belle says. "Different price points, different services. Some just build the site, others manage it afterward."

I wipe my mouth with the cloth napkin, appreciating its weight. "You should contact them and ask for more details. Get quotes and examples of their work."

"Really?" Belle looks surprised. "You want me to handle that?"

"It was your idea," I remind her. "And you're the one who's been doing the research. I trust your judgment."

Belle's smile is small but genuine. "I will," she says. "I'll call tomorrow."

"That's how this works," Paula says, reaching over to squeeze her daughter's hand. "We all contribute what we can. Belle has a good eye for aesthetics, and she understands what will appeal to customers."

"Plus," I add, "it's better if the site reflects your vision for the farm. I'm still learning what Enchanting Roses is all about."

Belle's eyes meet mine across the table. "Thank you," she says quietly. "For making this possible. I thought we would never get to have a website.”

I feel a tightness in my throat that has nothing to do with the food. "I should be thanking you both," I say. "For fighting so hard to preserve what my mother built."

Paula holds up her glass again. "To Adrianna," she says. "She brought us all together, one way or another."

"To Adrianna," Belle and I echo, and I think of the mother I barely knew, wondering what she would think of this moment—her son and her friends gathered around a table, planning the future of her beloved farm.

The conversation shifts to more immediate concerns—which fields to focus on first, which varieties are performing well this season, and the repairs needed on the greenhouse. It feels good to be part of something tangible, something that grows and changes with the seasons. My life on the East Coast seems increasingly distant, like a movie I watched rather than lived.

As Belle serves a simple dessert—fresh strawberries with homemade whipped cream—I realize I'm more content than I've been in years. The decision to extend my stay was the right one.

I relish every bite of the dessert before putting down the spoon, thanking Belle for the delicious and cozy family meal.

"Speaking of family," she says, "I got a text from Aria today."

Paula immediately straightens, maternal alertness washing over her features. "How is she? Is she coming home soon?"

Belle takes a sip of wine before answering. "Her finals are over at the university, but she says she's got a modeling job in the city. She'll stay there another week before coming home."

"Modeling?" I ask, genuinely impressed. "That's fantastic."

"It is," Paula agrees, though I notice a flicker of something—concern?—cross her face. "She's been trying to break into that for a while now, saying it’ll help her build a fashion designing career."

Belle nods, twirling her fork absently. "Thanks to Sebastian, actually. His mom is an agent, and she helped Aria get the gig."

The temperature of the room seems to drop several degrees. Paula's relaxed posture stiffens, her fingers tightening around her wine glass stem.

"Sebastian?" she repeats, her voice deliberately neutral in a way that signals it's anything but. "I thought they broke up months ago."

Belle's eyes fix on a point just past her mother's shoulder. "They did, but... they got back together recently."

"I see," Paula says, her lips pressing into a thin line, and her knuckles have gone white around her wine glass stem.

I glance between mother and daughter, sensing the undercurrents but unable to navigate them. The silence stretches, taut as a wire.

"Is Sebastian a classmate?" I ask finally, trying to dissolve the tension.

Belle looks grateful for the question. "Yes, they met freshman year. He's a business major."

Paula sets down her glass with deliberate care. "Sebastian is exactly the kind of business major who believes his primary business is collecting experiences with as many girls as possible."

"Mom," Belle sighs, the single syllable carrying the weight of many previous conversations.

"Well, I'm just saying what we all know to be true," Paula replies, folding her napkin with precise, agitated movements. "But it's Aria's decision, of course."

The celebratory atmosphere has evaporated, replaced by familial tension as tangible as the steam still rising from our plates. I find myself wondering about this Sebastian character, and about Aria—the daughter I've heard about but haven't yet met. The invisible member of this new family I'm somehow becoming part of.

Belle forces a smile that doesn't reach her eyes. "Anyway, she says she'll be home next weekend. She's excited to meet you, Greg."

"I'm looking forward to it too," I say, meaning it. Through all the stories I've heard, Aria seems like a force of nature—the wild counterpoint to Belle's steady presence.

Paula makes a visible effort to recover her earlier mood. "Well, that's good news then. It will be nice to have everyone together." She raises her glass again, although with less enthusiasm than before. "To family—present and soon to arrive."

After we drink to that, I place my hand on her shoulder and give it an assuring squeeze.


CHAPTER 8
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The kitchen is quieter now, just the soft clink of dishes and the hum of running water as Paula and I fall into an easy rhythm at the sink. Her shoulder occasionally brushes mine as she passes me plates to rinse, each small contact a reminder of how quickly this has become normal—us together, handling the mundane tasks of a shared life.

Belle has retreated to her room, citing a need to sort through her website research. But I suspect she's actually giving us some privacy, as she often notices more than she reveals.

Paula works methodically, scrubbing each pot with focused intensity that seems excessive for the task at hand. Her silence has a weight to it, different from our usual comfortable quiet. There's a tension in the line of her shoulders, a furrow between her brows that hasn't smoothed since Belle mentioned Sebastian's name.

I accept another clean but soap-slicked plate from her hands, our fingers overlapping briefly in the transfer. "You okay?" I ask, keeping my voice low though Belle is well out of earshot.

Paula nods automatically, then sighs and shakes her head. "Just thinking."

"About Aria?" I venture, running the plate under the stream of water. Rivulets cascade over my fingers, washing away bubbles that spiral down the drain.

"Is it that obvious?" She offers a small, self-deprecating smile that doesn't reach her eyes.

"Only to someone who's been watching you." The words come out more intimate than I intended, but I don't regret them.

Paula's hands go still in the soapy water. "She just—" She breaks off, then starts again. "Aria always makes me worry. It's like she was born with this need to take the most complicated path possible."

I set the rinsed plate in the drying rack and take another from her, giving her the space to continue.

"I had hoped she would attend college closer to home," Paula says, attacking a stubborn bit of dried gravy on one of the serving spoons. "A community college maybe, or even Cal State. But she insisted on UC San Francisco. Said they had a superior fashion program, though initially she was going to major in nursing."

"Nursing to fashion is quite a jump," I observe, genuinely curious.

"Nursing was the practical choice. The one I encouraged." Paula's admission carries a note of guilt. "Fashion and modeling—that was all Brandon's influence."

Brandon—Aria and Belle's dad. "I thought he left a long time ago."

"He did, but he had this knack for reappearing occasionally. Not for long, just enough to turn my life upside down," Belle remarks with resentment.

"I get it. What a jerk."

"Yup. Anyway, he was a model himself, on and off, when he was younger," Paula continues, her voice taking on a flatness that tells me she's working to keep emotion out of it. "Never made it big, but enough to give him the connections to dangle in front of an impressionable teenager."

I can picture it too easily—a charismatic father appearing intermittently in his daughter's life, offering glimpses of a glamorous world far removed from the practical, earthbound existence of a struggling rose farm. What teenage girl wouldn't be dazzled?

"It seems like she knows what she wants," I offer carefully, understanding I'm navigating territory littered with old land mines. "The fashion major, I mean."

“That’s precisely what I worry about. It’s just a teenager’s unrealistic dream, not a career path. The industry is so competitive. And we’re not a wealthy family that can support that kind of luxury.”

The pot squeaks under her assault. I gently take it from her hands, setting it aside. "Hey," I say softly, turning to face her directly. Water drips from my hands onto the floor between us, but I don't care. "You're worried. I get it."

She meets my eyes, her own shimmering with unshed tears. "I just don't want to see her disappointed. And I'm afraid..."

"Afraid of what?"

"That she only got back with Sebastian because of this job opportunity." The confession rushes out of her. "That she thinks it's worth sacrificing her self-respect for a chance at what Brandon always promised her."

I reach for a dish towel, drying my hands before placing them on her shoulders. The muscles there are tight with tension. I squeeze gently, feeling the knots beneath my fingers.

"Tell me about Sebastian," I say, keeping my voice neutral though I already dislike this unknown young man on principle.

Paula leans into my touch, her eyes closing briefly. "Classic playboy. Wealthy family, good looks, charm for days, and the emotional depth of a teaspoon." Her description is clipped and precise. "He and Aria started dating in their first semester. By second semester, Aria was calling me in tears because she had caught him with another girl at a frat party."

My hands tighten involuntarily on her shoulders. "Sounds like a real prince."

"Aria was devastated. She confronted him, and they had this huge blow-up in the middle of campus—Aria has always had a flair for the dramatic—and they broke up. She was heartbroken for weeks." Paula's voice softens with maternal concern. "Then she seemed to recover. Started focusing more on school. I was relieved."

"And now they're back together," I finish for her.

"Because his mother is a modeling agent." The bitterness in Paula's tone is sharp enough to cut. "How convenient."

I continue massaging her shoulders, feeling the tension gradually yield under my fingers. "You're afraid he'll break her heart again."

"I know he will." She turns to face me, water droplets from her wet hands darkening the fabric of her shirt. "Sebastian is the kind of boy who only values what he doesn't have. Once Aria took him back, the countdown started again."

There's an ache in her certainty that speaks to old wounds—not just her daughter's, but perhaps her own. I wonder if Brandon was cut from the same cloth as Sebastian, a man who charmed and then discarded, who made promises he never intended to keep.

"Well," I say, sliding my hands down to hold her upper arms, "he better not. I'll personally take care of the matter if he does."

Paula's laugh is sudden and bright, startling in the midst of our serious conversation. "You don't even know Sebastian."

"Doesn't matter," I tell her with mock seriousness. "I'll find the bastard."

The absurdity of it—me, an accountant from Philadelphia, threatening some college kid I've never met—breaks through the tension. Paula's laugh deepens, and then, just as suddenly, transforms into something closer to a sob. She presses her face against my chest, smearing dish soap on my shirt.

"I'm sorry," she murmurs. "I'm being ridiculous."

"No," I say firmly, wrapping my arms around her. "You're being a mother."

She tilts her face up, eyes shining with a mixture of tears and something warmer. "Thank you for listening, and caring about my girls."

“Anytime,” I say.

She rises on tiptoes and kisses me, a soft, grateful press of lips that deepens into something more. Her mouth tastes faintly of the wine we shared at dinner, and underneath that, something essentially her—a flavor I'm growing increasingly addicted to.

When we part, her eyes remain closed for a beat, then open to meet mine. "After you’re done, let’s go to the hot spring.”

My cock jolts at the suggestion and the way she says it. “Yes ma’am,” I answer gruffly.


CHAPTER 9
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The cottage door clicks shut behind me, and I exhale a day's worth of tension. Paula's suggestion to visit the hot spring feels like the perfect nightcap after dinner. My muscles ache from the day's farm work – strange how quickly I've adapted from spreadsheets to soil – but it's a good ache, one that reminds me I'm becoming part of something real. Something living.

My fingers work the buttons of my shirt, dropping it onto the wicker hamper in the corner. The rest of my clothes follow, and I grab a fresh towel from the stack by the bathroom door, wrapping it around my waist. The mirror catches my reflection – a week of farm work has already begun to darken my winter-pale skin. Who knew accounting could be so easily scrubbed away?

I step outside onto the stone path leading behind the cottage. The evening air nips at my skin, making the promise of hot water all the more enticing. I've been here a week and still haven't properly explored the grounds. This hot spring – something my mother apparently cherished – is also an attraction to me. I’ve avoided it deliberately because of what I accidentally saw the night when I first came.

The path curves through a stand of cypress trees, their branches creating a natural privacy screen. The scent of roses mingles with the earthy aroma of warm soil and forest.

When I round the final bend, I stop and just stare. It's beautiful – not in a gaudy, man-made way, but in how it blends with the landscape. The hot spring itself is set into the natural contours of the land, steaming slightly in the cool evening air. Rocks surround it on one side, and a wooden deck on the other. Solar-powered lanterns I didn’t notice the last time hang from nearby trees, casting a warm glow that dances on the water's rippling surface.

I step onto the deck, the wood smooth beneath my bare feet. As I near the water, I again recall the unforgettable scene I stumbled upon this place by accident. Belle, naked, her skin gleaming in the moonlight like some woodland spirit. I'd retreated immediately, embarrassed and confused, but the image had burned itself into my memory.

My body responds to the memory, and I quickly adjust my towel. It seems ridiculous now – I'm a grown man acting like a flustered teenager. But there's something about Belle that affects me this way, something innocent yet knowing in her eyes that makes me feel both protective and hungry at the same time. The moment we shared this afternoon again resurfaces, and the conversation with Paula afterward also replays in my mind, further stirring my desire.

I scan the area, half-expecting to see Belle again, and feel a strange mixture of relief and disappointment when I confirm I'm alone.

I hang my towel on one of the wooden pegs built into a nearby tree trunk and step down into the water. The heat envelops my foot, then ankle, then calf as I descend the natural stone steps into the pool. I hiss through my teeth at the temperature – hot enough to sting at first, then melt into pure pleasure as my body adjusts.

"Damn," I whisper to myself, sinking deeper until the water reaches my chest. “This is heavenly.”

The spring isn't large – maybe twelve feet across at its widest point – but it's deep enough in the center that I can't touch the bottom. Natural stone forms the basin, with sand and small pebbles lining the floor. The water itself is crystal clear and smells faintly of minerals, with tiny bubbles rising continuously from several points at the bottom.

I lean back against a smooth stone ledge built into one side, resting my head on a waterproof cushion someone – Paula, presumably – has placed there. My eyes close of their own accord as every muscle in my body seems to sigh with relief.

The contrast between the hot water and the cool night air on my face is exquisite. Steam rises around me, creating a cocoon of warmth. The only sounds are the gentle burbling of the spring, the distant hooting of an owl, and the occasional tinkle of the wind chimes.

I understand now why my mother came here every night. There's something almost holy about this place, as if the boundary between the mundane and the sacred grows thin here. I feel closer to her than I have since arriving at the farm, as if her essence somehow lingers in this place she loved.

What would she think of me now? The son who barely knew her, suddenly taking ownership of her beloved roses? Would she be pleased I changed my mind about selling, or would she see through me to my real motivations – my growing feelings for Paula and Belle? I imagine her watching from somewhere, amused by how life has its own plans regardless of our intentions.

I don't know how long I float there, suspended between wakefulness and dreaming, before the sound of footsteps on the wooden deck pulls me back to reality. My eyes open lazily, then widen as I take in the vision before me.

Paula stands at the edge of the deck, wrapped in a silky robe that clings to her curves like water. Her blonde hair is piled loosely on top of her head, with a few wayward strands framing her face. The lantern light catches in her eyes, making them sparkle with mischief and promise.

"Room for one more?" she asks, her voice low and intimate in the quiet night.

I manage to nod, suddenly aware of how naked I am beneath the water's surface. Paula's lips curl into a smile that makes my stomach tighten. Without breaking eye contact, she unties the sash of her robe and lets it slide from her shoulders. The silky fabric pools around her feet, and she steps out of it, hanging it carefully on one of the pegs.

She's naked underneath, and the sight of her steals the breath from my lungs. Her body is all soft curves and hidden strength – full breasts tipped with dusky nipples that have already hardened in the night air, a waist that curves inward dramatically before flaring to generous hips, and long legs. A neat triangle of dark blonde hair between her thighs draws my eye like a magnet.

Paula doesn't rush or try to hide herself. She stands there for a moment, allowing me to look my fill, a slight flush spreading across her chest under my gaze. The confidence in her stance – shoulders back, chin lifted slightly – makes her even more beautiful. This is a woman who knows her own worth, who carries herself with the quiet dignity of someone who has faced life's challenges head-on.

She steps down into the water, a small gasp escaping her lips at the temperature. I watch with fascination as she gradually submerges herself, the water claiming her inch by exquisite inch. When she reaches me, her eyes drop briefly below the water's surface, and her smile widens.

"Well," she says, looking at my obvious arousal beneath the water. "Looks like somebody missed me."

I'm already hard enough that it's almost painful, my body reaching full alertness the moment she appears. The water does nothing to hide my reaction to her – if anything, it magnifies it, making me feel more exposed than if we were on dry land.

My body thrums with anticipation as Paula moves closer, the heat in the spring nothing compared to the fire building inside me.

Paula's fingers find me beneath the water, wrapping around my hardness with a familiarity that shouldn't exist this soon. Her touch burns hotter than the spring water, making my breath catch in my throat.

She strokes me slowly underwater, her eyes never leaving mine. The playful lilt in her voice belies the hunger I see darkening her gaze.

A groan escapes me as her thumb circles the sensitive head of my cock. I reach for her, pulling her against me in one fluid motion, our bodies colliding with a splash that sends water over the edge of the spring. Her breasts press against my chest, slick and warm, and I capture her mouth with mine.

The kiss deepens immediately, her tongue meeting mine with an urgency that matches the frantic beating of my heart. She tastes like the wine we had with dinner, rich and complex. I cup the back of her head, my fingers tangling in her hair, anchoring her to me as if she might float away.

I can't understand this hunger. It's been years since I've felt this kind of addiction to a woman—not since my twenties when emotions ran hotter and consequences seemed distant. Paula just feels right in a way I can't articulate. Her body against mine creates a perfect symmetry, as if we've been carved from the same stone and have finally found our way back together.

Her hand continues its underwater exploration, grip tightening slightly as she learns what makes my breath hitch. She breaks our kiss and begins to trail her lips down my neck, across my collarbone, descending lower. I know what she intends, and the thought of her taking me in her mouth makes my cock pulse in her hand.

"Wait," I say, my voice rough with desire. I catch her shoulders before she can sink beneath the water's surface. "Let me. I want to taste you first."

Paula's eyes widen slightly, surprise giving way to anticipation. "Such a gentleman," she teases, but I hear the catch in her breath and see the flush spreading across her cheeks that has nothing to do with the hot water.

I guide her backward until she reaches the edge of the spring, where a natural stone shelf creates a perfect seat. "Up," I murmur against her lips, helping her lift herself to sit on the rock, her legs dangling in the water.

The night air makes her shiver, her nipples tightening to hard peaks that beg for attention. I don't rush. Instead, I place my hands on her knees, gently spreading them apart while maintaining eye contact. Paula watches me, her chest rising and falling rapidly, her bottom lip caught between her teeth.

I press kisses to her inner thighs, alternating sides, working my way higher with deliberate slowness. Her skin is impossibly soft here, and I can feel her trembling under my lips. When I reach the apex of her thighs, I pause, looking up at her across the landscape of her body. Her eyes are half-lidded, her lips parted, and something about her vulnerability at this moment strikes me as beautiful beyond words.

I place one palm flat against her stomach, steadying her, before leaning in to taste her. The first stroke of my tongue makes her gasp, her hips jerking slightly. She's wet—not just from the spring—and the taste of her arousal is intoxicating. I take my time, exploring her folds with gentle licks and kisses, learning what makes her breath quicken and what draws those little moans from deep in her throat.

When I find her clit, swollen and sensitive, I circle it with the tip of my tongue before taking it between my lips for a gentle suck. Paula's hand flies to the back of my head, her fingers digging into my scalp as she holds me in place.

"Yes," she hisses, her thighs tensing on either side of my head. "Greg, just like that."

I settle into a rhythm, alternating between broad strokes and focused attention on her most sensitive spot. Her hips begin to rock against my face, seeking more contact, more pressure. I slide one hand up her thigh and ease a finger inside her, feeling her inner walls clench around me. A second finger joins the first, and I curl them forward, seeking the spot that I know will push her over the edge.

Paula's breathing changes, becoming more ragged, punctuated by little whimpers that grow in volume. Her grip on my hair tightens to the point of pain, but I welcome it, using it to gauge how close she is. When I feel her start to tense, I increase the pressure of my tongue, maintaining the exact motion that's working for her without variation.

"Greg," she warns, her voice strangled. "I'm going to—oh God—"

Her words dissolve into a sharp cry as her orgasm hits her. Her back arches, her thighs clamp around my head, and her entire body goes rigid for a moment before dissolving into trembling waves of release. I don't let up, continuing to work her through each aftershock until she tugs at my hair, signaling it's become too much.

I press a gentle kiss to her inner thigh before looking up at her. Paula's face is transformed by pleasure, a dreamy smile playing at her lips, her eyes heavy-lidded. She looks like a goddess in the lantern light, her skin glowing with a fine sheen of sweat despite the cool air.

"Come back in the water," I tell her, offering my hands to help her down.

She slides back into the spring, her legs still unsteady. I guide her to the wall of the tub, positioning her so her back is against the smooth stone. My erection, which has only grown harder from pleasuring her, presses insistently against her stomach.

"That was amazing," she murmurs, reaching between us to stroke me again. "But now I think you need some attention."

I capture her hand, bringing it to my lips to kiss her palm. "All in good time."

I take my time kissing her, starting with her mouth before trailing down her neck to her breasts. They float just at the water's surface, perfect handfuls tipped with hard points begging for attention. I take one into my mouth, sucking gently while my hand cups the other, my thumb circling the areola. Paula arches her back, pressing herself more firmly against my mouth.

My hands slide down her sides, mapping the dramatic curve of her waist before settling on her hips. "Wrap your legs around me," I murmur, and she complies immediately, hooking her ankles behind my back.

The position brings the head of my cock directly against her entrance. I can feel her heat even in the warm water, a different kind of warmth that calls to me like a beacon. I look into her eyes as I begin to press forward, watching for any sign of discomfort. There is none—only hunger and invitation.

I enter her slowly, savoring each inch of our connection. The hot spring water creates an unusual sensation as it mingles with our bodies, but nothing could distract from the perfect squeeze of her around me. When I'm fully seated inside her, I pause, resting my forehead against hers.

"You feel like home," I whisper, the words escaping before I can consider their weight. "Like I belong here."

Paula's eyes soften, something vulnerable flashing in their depths. She cups my face in her hands. "Then stay."

The simple response hits me harder than any elaborate declaration could have. I begin to move within her, developing a gentle flow that gradually builds in intensity. The water sloshes around us, creating waves that lap at the edges of the spring.

"You feel so good," I tell her, my voice rough with emotion and desire. "So perfect, Paula. So right."

She moans in response, her nails digging into my shoulders as she pulls me closer. "More," she begs. "Please, Greg. Harder."

I comply, driving into her with increasing force, the water splashing higher with each thrust. Her back makes a soft thudding sound against the wall of the spring, but she only wraps her legs tighter around me, urging me on.

Lost in the sensation, I close my eyes briefly, focusing on the exquisite friction where our bodies join. When I open them again, something catches my peripheral vision—a movement in the trees beyond the deck. I turn my head slightly, not breaking my rhythm, and that's when I see her.

Belle stands partially concealed by a cypress tree, watching us intently. She's wearing what appears to be a bathrobe, though it hangs open, revealing glimpses of her enticing form beneath. The sight sends an unexpected jolt of arousal through me, making me thrust harder into Paula.

I pause momentarily, uncertain how to proceed. Paula notices the change in my rhythm and opens her eyes, looking at me questioningly.

"What's wrong?" she whispers, her inner muscles squeezing around me as if trying to encourage me to continue.

I lean close to her ear, my lips brushing against her skin as I speak. "Belle is here. She's watching us."

I expect shock, perhaps embarrassment, but Paula's reaction surprises me. She glances quickly in Belle's direction, then turns back to me with a small, knowing smile.

"Don't stop," she murmurs, her voice husky. "Let her watch. Please, don't stop now."

The permission—encouragement, even—sends a fresh wave of heat through my body. I resume my thrusting, keeping my gaze locked with Paula's while being acutely aware of Belle's presence. There's something intensely erotic about knowing we're being observed, about performing this most intimate act for an audience.

My eyes drift back to Belle. She's moved slightly closer now, leaning against a tree trunk, no longer trying to hide. Her bathrobe hangs completely open, revealing her slender form. Unlike her mother's fuller figure, Belle is lithe and willowy, with smaller, perkier breasts and narrow hips. As I watch, her hand drifts between her legs, beginning to touch herself as she observes our lovemaking.

The sight is almost too much to bear. My pace increases involuntarily, my thrusts becoming more urgent. Paula must sense the change in me because she tilts her head back, offering her throat, which I immediately cover with kisses and gentle bites.

"That's it," she encourages me. "Don't hold back. I want to feel you come inside me."

Her words, combined with the visual of Belle pleasuring herself while watching us, push me rapidly toward the edge. Paula's breathing has become ragged again, her inner muscles fluttering around me in the telltale way that signals her approaching orgasm.

"Together," I manage to grunt, feeling the pressure building at the base of my spine. "Come with me, Paula."

She nods frantically, her eyes squeezed shut as she focuses on the sensations. I drive into her hard and fast, the water churning around us, my gaze alternating between Paula's ecstasy-filled face and Belle's self-pleasuring form.

When Paula's climax hits, her cry echoes through the trees. Her body clamps down on mine, triggering my own release. I thrust deeply one final time, holding myself against her as waves of pleasure crash through me. Panting, I see Belle trembling against the tree, her own silent orgasm overtaking her as she watches us reach completion.

For several long moments, the only sounds are our heavy breathing and the gentle lapping of water against the sides of the spring. Paula clings to me, her face buried in my neck, as aftershocks ripple through both our bodies. I hold her tightly, my mind reeling from both the physical pleasure and the unexpected turn of events with Belle's appearance.


CHAPTER 10
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I hold Paula against me, our hearts drumming a synchronized rhythm as we catch our breath. The water has cooled slightly around us, or maybe it's just that our bodies have generated so much heat that the spring feels tepid by comparison. I press my lips to her temple, tasting salt and something sweet, wondering how I got so damn lucky to find this woman waiting for me at the end of a journey I never wanted to take.

Paula's fingers trace lazy patterns on my chest, her breathing gradually slowing to normal. Neither of us speaks, content to exist in this bubble of shared satisfaction. But the quiet moment breaks when we hear soft footsteps retreating on the wooden deck. We both turn our heads toward the sound.

Belle is walking away, her silhouette fading into the darkness between the trees, her bathrobe now closed around her slender frame. Something about her posture—shoulders slightly hunched, head down—tugs at my chest.

Before I can process what's happening, Paula calls out, "Belle? Sweetheart, wait."

Belle freezes mid-step but doesn't turn around.

"I'm sorry," Belle's voice floats back to us, small and uncertain. "I didn't mean to interrupt. I just—"

"You're not interrupting," Paula says, her tone gentle but firm. "I was just leaving."

My eyes snap to Paula's face, confusion setting in. She meets my gaze with a small, secretive smile that doesn't quite reach her eyes. There's something there—not sadness exactly, but a resolved determination that I can't quite decode.

"Leaving?" I echo, my arms still loosely wrapped around her waist.

Paula nods, then places a soft kiss on my lips before disentangling herself from my embrace. The absence of her warmth leaves me feeling suddenly adrift in the spring. She moves to the edge and hoists herself out with grace, water sluicing down her body in rivulets that catch the lantern light.

I follow her movement, preparing to exit the water myself, but Paula turns and presses a gentle hand to my chest, stopping me. Water drips from her fingertips onto my skin, each droplet a tiny shock.

"Stay," she says simply.

My heart begins to race, a panicked staccato that has nothing to do with our recent physical exertion. "Paula, what—"

"Remember what I told you earlier?" she interrupts, her voice low enough that Belle can't hear from where she stands, still hesitating at the edge of the clearing.

I do remember. Our conversation in the office, when I confessed to Paula that I had kissed Belle. Paula knew about Belle’s feelings for me and hinted that she wouldn't mind sharing me with Belle. I doubted her sincerity and never imagined she meant tonight.

"Make her happy, please, Greg," Paula says, her fingers tracing my jawline with a tenderness that makes my throat tight. “She deserves it.”

I search her face for any sign of reluctance, of jealousy, of doubt. There is none. Only that same resolved determination, mixed now with something that might be hope.

"Are you serious?" I ask, my voice coming out rougher than intended. Her suggestion seems unreal, like something from a fantasy rather than this peaceful night.

Paula's eyes never leave mine. "Yes," she says, and then, with a slight tilt of her head, "Unless you don't like Belle?"

The question hangs between us, loaded with implications. We both know the answer. I have known it since the moment I first met Belle. My attraction to her isn't something I can deny, not with Paula looking at me with those knowing eyes.

"I—" My voice catches, and I clear my throat. "Okay."

It's inadequate, this single word response to such a momentous decision, but Paula seems to understand everything I can't articulate. She smiles, genuinely this time, and reaches for her robe. She slips it on without bothering to dry off first, the silk immediately clinging to her damp skin in a way that would be arousing if my mind weren't spinning with what's about to happen.

Paula walks to where Belle stands, her body language tense with uncertainty. She leans close and whispers something in her daughter's ear that makes Belle's eyes widen slightly before her expression softens. Paula places a quick kiss on Belle's cheek, then continues past her toward the path leading back to the house.

I watch her go, a strange mixture of emotions churning in my chest—gratitude, desire, and something deeper that I'm not ready to name. Belle remains where she is, one hand clutching the lapels of her robe, her eyes fixed on me across the distance.

For a long moment, neither of us moves. The night seems to hold its breath around us, punctuated only by the soft bubbling of the spring and the distant sound of Paula's footsteps fading away. Then, with visible resolve, Belle takes a step forward, then another, until she reaches the edge of the wooden deck.

She hesitates there, fingers fidgeting with the tie of her robe. In the lantern light, her face is a study in contradictions—desire warring with shyness, boldness with uncertainty. I realize I'm staring and avert my eyes, giving her the space to decide.

"Is this okay?" she asks, her voice barely above a whisper.

I look back at her, forcing myself to meet her gaze rather than let my eyes wander to where her robe gaps slightly at the top. "Yes," I say. "If you want it to be."

Belle nods once, a quick up-and-down movement, then unties her robe with fingers that tremble slightly. She slips it from her shoulders with deliberate slowness, revealing herself inch by inch. The robe pools at her feet like liquid shadow, leaving her standing before me completely exposed.

She's breathtaking. Where Paula is all lush curves and maternal softness, Belle is slender elegance, her body a collection of graceful lines and subtle contours. Her breasts are smaller than her mother's but perfectly shaped, tipped with pink nipples that have pebbled in the cool night air. Her waist narrows dramatically before flaring to hips that are narrow but feminine. The triangle of blonde hair between her legs is lighter than Paula's, almost golden in the warm light.

My heart beats so forcefully I fear it might crack a rib. I've had this image of Belle in my mind since that first night—her bare form like some ancient forest nymph emerged from the trees—but the reality before me now outshines memory. She's offering herself to me openly, inviting my gaze, and it's all I can do not to surge across the spring and pull her into my arms.

Instead, I remain where I am, allowing her to set the pace. Belle steps into the water, wincing slightly at the temperature before gradually submerging herself. Rather than joining me on my side of the spring, she takes a spot directly across from me, the distance between us charged with potential.

Her eyes meet mine, and I see in them a hunger that matches my own. There's shyness there too, but it's secondary to the desire that darkens her pupils. We sit in silence for a moment, neither quite sure how to cross this threshold we've approached.

Belle's gaze drops, traveling over my chest and arms before dipping below the water's surface to where my body is already responding to her presence. My erection, which had barely subsided from my time with Paula, returns with full force, pointing toward Belle like a compass finding north.

When her eyes lift back to mine, they've taken on a dreamy quality, heavy-lidded and intent. The tip of her tongue darts out to wet her lips, a small unconscious gesture that nonetheless sends a jolt through my entire body.

The spring suddenly feels ten degrees hotter, and all the world narrows to this moment, this woman, and the invisible thread of desire pulling taut between us.

My body responds to Belle's gaze like a flower turning toward the sun, instinctive and beyond my control. The evidence of my desire stands prominent beneath the water's rippling surface, and Belle's eyes linger there, a flush spreading across her cheeks. I grip the edge of the stone ledge behind me, anchoring myself against the current of want that threatens to carry me across the spring to her.

Despite the throbbing insistence of my arousal, I force myself to stay in place. This isn't some frantic hookup; this is Belle—young, beautiful, and if I'm reading the situation correctly, less experienced than her confident posture suggests. She deserves better than my unrestrained lust.

The silence between us stretches, filled with the soft sounds of water and night creatures. There's so much I want to say, so much I want to ask, but I'm afraid a wrong word might shatter this delicate moment. Instead, I opt for what feels like neutral territory.

"How are things with Josh?" I ask, my voice sounding unnaturally loud in the quiet night.

Belle blinks, clearly surprised by the question. Josh—the son of Fantastic Flowers' owner, their biggest buyer—was pursuing Belle when I arrived. Belle sought advice after their first date, and I offered.

"It's okay, I guess," she says, her fingers making small circular ripples in the water. "I told him I wouldn't be seeing him anymore."

I raise my eyebrow. I’m glad that she took my advice but surprised that she acted on it so soon. “What did he say?"

"He seemed fine about it. Not happy, but..." She shrugs one slender shoulder, water droplets catching the light as they roll down her skin. "He said he'd suspected for a while that I wasn't really into him that way."

"And how do you feel about it?" I ask, watching her face carefully.

"Honestly?" She looks up at me through her lashes. "I'm not sure. I mean, I know it was the right thing to do. Like you said, it isn’t fair to keep leading him on when I have no feelings for him, and when I..." She trails off, her eyes dropping to the water between us.

"When you what?" I prompt gently.

Belle takes a deep breath. "When I have feelings for someone else."

The admission hangs in the air between us, neither of us acknowledging the obvious—that I'm the "someone else" she's referring to.

"I just hope I haven't made a mistake," she continues, her voice smaller now. "With Fantastic Flowers, I mean. They're our biggest client, and if Mr. Thornton takes it personally that I rejected his son..."

Something shifts in my chest at her words—a protective instinct mingled with admiration. Even in matters of the heart, Belle is thinking about the farm's welfare. The responsibility she carries on her young shoulders impresses me, and makes me want to shelter her from worry while simultaneously respecting her strength.

I move through the water toward her, closing the distance between us until I'm standing directly in front of her. The water reaches just above my waist, slightly higher on her smaller frame. Gently, I lift her chin with my hand, bringing her eyes level with mine.

"Sweetheart," I say, the endearment falling naturally from my lips, "you did the right thing. You can't build a relationship on obligation or business connections. That would have made both of you miserable in the end."

Belle shivers at my touch, though whether from the physical contact or my words, I can't tell. "You think so?" she asks, searching my face.

"I know so," I assure her. "And as for the business side—don't worry. If Mr. Thornton is foolish enough to let personal matters affect business decisions, we'll find other buyers. The farm will be fine."

The way she looks at me then—a mixture of gratitude, relief, and something warmer—makes my heart stumble in its rhythm. Before I can say anything else, she leans forward and presses her lips to mine.

The kiss is tentative at first, a question rather than a demand. Her lips are impossibly soft, tasting faintly of mint—she must have brushed her teeth before coming here. The thought of her preparing for this possibility sends a fresh wave of desire through me.

I resist the urge to deepen the kiss immediately, letting her set the pace. After a moment, her hand comes up to rest hesitantly on my chest, her palm flat against my skin. I mirror the gesture, placing my hand gently on her waist, careful not to pull her closer yet.

Belle breaks the kiss, drawing back just enough to look into my eyes. Whatever she sees there must reassure her, because she makes a small sound in the back of her throat—half sigh, half moan—and surges forward again. This time, the kiss has more urgency, her lips parting beneath mine.

I can't hold back any longer. With a groan, I pull her against me, feeling her body align with mine. The contact of her smooth, slick skin against me sends an electric current running from my lips to my groin. My erection presses insistently against her stomach, and Belle gasps into my mouth at the sensation.

Our kissing grows more heated, tongues exploring, hands beginning to roam. Belle's fingers trace the contours of my chest, shoulders, and arms, learning me through touch. My own hands travel the elegant curve of her spine, memorizing the delicate architecture of her body.

When Belle's hand dips beneath the water to wrap around my hardness, I nearly lose my composure right there. Her touch is experimental, less confident than Paula's, but the innocence of her exploration is somehow more arousing for its hesitancy.

"Is this okay?" she whispers against my lips.

"More than okay," I assure her, my voice strained with the effort of maintaining control.

Her grip tightens slightly as she strokes me, watching my face to gauge my reaction. I let her see how she affects me, not hiding the pleasure that tightens my features. When her thumb discovers the sensitive spot just beneath the head, my hips jerk involuntarily, and a small, triumphant smile curves her lips.

My hands move to cup her bottom, squeezing gently, feeling the perfect roundness of her cheeks. The playful pinch I give her makes her giggle—a light, musical sound that breaks the tension momentarily, reminding me that for all the charged eroticism between us, this can also be fun and joyful.

"You're beautiful when you laugh," I tell her, and the blush that stains her cheeks makes me want to keep complimenting her just to see that reaction again.

I let one hand slip between her legs, touching her experimentally through the water. Belle's giggle transforms into a gasp, her eyes widening as my fingers find her folds. She's swollen and slick with arousal—a different kind of wetness than the water surrounding us.

"You watched us, didn't you?" I murmur against her ear. "Watched while I made your mother come."

Belle nods, her breathing shallow. "I couldn't help it. You were so... loud."

I chuckle, continuing to stroke her gently. "Such a little voyeur."

"I didn't mean to spy," she defends, though her hips push against my hand, contradicting her words. "I just came for a soak, and then I heard... and I should have left, but..."

"But you stayed," I finish for her. "And touched yourself while watching us."

Her flush deepens, embarrassment mingling with arousal. "Yes, I did. But you liked it, didn’t you?" she asks throatily while gazing at me with shimmering eyes.

The question sends a fresh surge of blood to my already throbbing cock. I groan and press her against the wall of the spring, similar to how I positioned Paula earlier, and claim her mouth in a deep, hungry kiss. My fingers continue their exploration between her legs, finding the small, sensitive bud of her clitoris and circling it lightly.

Belle moans into my mouth, her hands clutching at my shoulders for support. Encouraged by her response, I intensify my touch, alternating between teasing circles and direct pressure. When I feel her getting close, I slide a finger lower, seeking her entrance.

I pause when I meet resistance, a tightness that tells me what I suspected might be true. Drawing back slightly, I look into her eyes.

"Belle," I say softly, "you're a virgin."

It's not a question, but she nods anyway, her lower lip caught between her teeth. "Is that... a problem?"

I shake my head immediately. "No. Not a problem. But it does mean we should take things slow."

Relief washes over her features, followed quickly by disappointment when I withdraw my hand. "We don't have to stop altogether, do we?"

"No," I assure her, kissing her gently. "We don't have to stop. But I'm not going to take your virginity like this, in a hot spring on a whim."

Belle frowns slightly. "It's not a whim. I've thought about this—about you—since the day you arrived."

The admission warms something in my chest. "Even so," I say, "you deserve better for your first time. A proper bed, for starters. And maybe a conversation that doesn't happen five minutes before the act."

“I don’t need….” she protests, but I silence her with another kiss, my hands moving to cup her breasts. They fit perfectly in my palms, firm and buoyant. When I brush my thumbs across her nipples, she forgets whatever argument she was about to make, melting against me instead.

"That doesn't mean I can't make you feel good," I whisper, returning my hand to between her legs.

I resume my earlier task, circling her swollen nub with gradually increasing pressure. My other hand continues to play with her breast, occasionally dipping to tease the sensitive underside. Belle's breathing grows more ragged, her hips moving in small, seeking circles against my hand.

"That's it," I encourage her. "Just feel, Belle. Let go for me."

Her eyes drift closed, her head falling back slightly as she surrenders to the sensations. I take the opportunity to kiss her exposed throat, trailing my lips down to the junction of her neck and shoulder. When I find a particularly sensitive spot, I suck gently, careful not to leave a mark.

Belle gasps, her nails digging into my shoulders. "Greg, I'm—I think I'm—"

"I know," I murmur against her skin. "It's okay. I've got you."

I increase the pressure and speed of my fingers, feeling her begin to tremble. Her thighs tense on either side of my hand, her entire body going rigid for a moment before she cries out, the sound echoing across the water. The orgasm rolls through her in visible waves, her expression one of surprised wonder, as if she's experiencing something entirely new.

Perhaps she is. I suspect Belle's previous experiences—if any—haven't involved someone focused entirely on her pleasure. The thought that I might be the first to show her this side of sexuality fills me with an odd mixture of pride and tenderness.

As her trembling subsides, I gather her against me, holding her close while her breathing steadies. Her forehead rests against my chest, her arms loose around my waist. I press a kiss to the top of her head, inhaling the sweet scent of her shampoo mixed with the mineral tang of the spring.

"Wow, that was..." She trails off, seemingly at a loss for words.

I smile against her hair. "Just the beginning," I promise, and feel her answering smile against my skin.

We stay like that for a long moment, the water lapping gently around us, the night embracing us in its quiet darkness. I know we'll need to talk—about what this means, about the unconventional arrangement that seems to be forming between Paula, Belle, and myself. There are complications and potential heartbreaks to navigate.

But for now, I'm content to hold Belle in my arms, feeling the steady beat of her heart against mine, both of us suspended in this perfect moment before reality reasserts itself. Whatever comes next, I know with certainty that my decision to stay at the rose farm was the right one. Something is blooming here—something unexpected and potentially beautiful—and I'm no longer in any hurry to leave.


CHAPTER 11
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I squint against the sun as Paula leads me toward a weathered building next to the packing facility. The afternoon light casts long shadows across the grounds, turning the rows of roses into streaks of color against the earth. My mother's farm—our farm now—spreads around us, alive with possibility and the scent of May blooms.

"This is it," Paula says, gesturing toward the structure with a sweep of her arm. Her blonde hair catches the sunlight, turning almost white at the edges. "Adrianna's dream workshop."

The building stands apart from the others, set back about thirty yards from the packing facility. It's simple—barn-like with weathered redwood siding that's faded to a soft silver-gray. A metal roof slopes gently, reflecting the sun with a dull gleam. Two large windows flank a central door, their panes cleaned recently enough to sparkle.

"She had the exterior restored last fall," Paula explains, catching my appraising gaze. "The roof was replaced too. Adrianna wasn't one to cut corners, especially not when it came to her passion projects."

My mother. Still a stranger in so many ways, yet I keep discovering her fingerprints everywhere on this farm. Each revelation is like finding a piece to a puzzle I never knew I was supposed to be solving.

"It's bigger than I expected," I say, noting the generous dimensions. The building must be at least forty feet long and twenty-five wide—substantial for what I'd assumed would be an experimental workshop.

Paula smiles, a slight curve to her lips implying I still have much to learn about my mother. "Your mom never embarked on a project without grand intentions. She always said, 'If you're going to dream, make sure it's big enough to grow into.'"

She produces a key from her pocket—not some modern key card or fob, but an actual metal key with a rose-shaped charm dangling from it. Another of my mother's touches, I presume. The lock turns with a solid click, and Paula pushes the door open.

The interior is flooded with natural light from the windows and three skylights I hadn't noticed from outside. The area unfolds before us, spacious and airy, featuring high ceilings held up by visible wooden beams. The floors are polished concrete, practical and easy to clean. White-painted walls reflect the light, making the space feel even larger.

"It used to be a storage shed," Paula explains, her voice echoing slightly in the empty space. "But Adrianna cleared it out about eight months before she... before she passed."

I nod, unsure what to say. The weight of my mother's absence feels heavier here somehow, as if her dreams are still floating in the air, waiting to be caught and realized.

"It's clean," I observe, running a finger along a windowsill. No dust. "Someone's been taking care of it."

Paula's cheeks color slightly. "I come in once a week to dust and air it out. Seemed wrong to let it sit neglected when she put so much into preparing it."

I feel a warmth in my chest—not guilt this time, but something more like gratitude. Paula's loyalty to my mother extends beyond obligation. I'm beginning to understand why my mother trusted her so completely.

"So this is where we'll make the rose products?" I move toward the center of the room, trying to envision the space filled with equipment and activity.

"Yes. Adrianna had it all planned out." Paula walks to the far wall where a large whiteboard hangs. On it, in faded but still legible writing, is a floor plan sketched in different colored markers. "See? Distillation area here, prep stations there, packaging over by the eastern windows where the light is good but not too direct."

I step closer, studying the diagram. The handwriting is neat and precise—another fragment of my mother I never knew. An organized person myself, I appreciate the orderly layout and the efficient use of space.

"She didn't just dream about it," Paula continues, her voice taking on a hint of pride. "She actually got all the permits and licenses we need for the initial product line. FDA compliance for the rose water, business licenses, everything."

This stops me short. "Really? That's... thorough."

Paula nods. "That's Adrianna. When she committed to something, she went all in." She pulls a folder from her bag and hands it to me. "These are all the documents. Everything's current for another year."

I leaf through the papers—official certificates and inspection reports, all bearing my mother's signature. The thoroughness is impressive, even by my standards. As I read through them, I notice something.

"These were approved just two months before she died."

Paula's expression softens. "She was so excited when they came through. We celebrated that night, talking about how we'd make the best rose products in California."

I swallow hard, imagining my mother here, planning and dreaming while cancer was already taking her. I'd been in Pennsylvania then, completely unaware, buried in my own world made of numbers and financial reports.

"Let me show you the crown jewel," Paula says, leading me to a large object in the corner, covered with a tarp. With a theatrical flourish, she pulls it away to reveal a gleaming stainless-steel apparatus that looks like something between a still and a science experiment.

"The distillation unit," I say, recognizing it immediately from the farm's financial records. "Ten thousand dollars, if I remember correctly."

Paula looks impressed. "You do have a head for figures. Yes, exactly that much. Adrianna said it was worth every penny for the quality it would produce."

I run my hand along the smooth metal surface. The unit is clearly high-end, with digital controls and a sophisticated condenser system. It's a serious piece of equipment, not something purchased on a whim.

"What else do we have?" I ask, looking around the otherwise empty space.

"Well, that's where we need to start putting in some work," Paula says, moving to another corner where some boxes are stacked. "We have the condensing unit, a UV sterilizer for the bottles, a small bottling station..." She points to each box as she lists them. "Adrianna was methodical about acquiring everything we'd need for the rose water production first. She figured that would be our flagship product."

"It seems we're all set for the rose water," I remark with a sense of optimism. "Are we ready to make soap as well?"

Paula shakes her head. "Not yet. The soap requires some additional equipment—melting pots, a double boiler system, molds, a curing rack, oils, and lye, of course. But those are relatively inexpensive compared to the distillation setup."

I nod, mentally calculating costs. Building this out won't be cheap, but it's not prohibitive either. And with the most expensive piece already purchased, we're ahead of where I thought we'd be.

"So what's missing?" I ask, surveying the space.

"We need a plumber to come in and install the distillation unit properly," Paula says. "It requires specific water hookups and drainage. And we need some stainless steel prep tables." She walks to different areas of the room, gesturing. "One here for sorting the roses, another here for preparing them for distillation, and a third over there for bottling and packaging."

I pull out my phone and make notes. "That shouldn't be a problem. I can have tables ordered this week. For the plumber..." I pause, realizing I don't have contacts here like I do back in Philly.

"I know someone," Paula says, as if reading my thoughts. "He did work for us before, installing the irrigation system in the southeast field. He's good and doesn't overcharge."

"Perfect." I make another note. "What about shelving, storage?"

Paula walks me through the rest of the needs—shelving units for supplies, a small refrigeration unit for certain ingredients, proper lighting for the work areas. I jot everything down, organizing it into priority tiers. First the plumbing and tables, then the storage solutions, then the smaller equipment and supplies.

"We could be operational within a month," I say, surprised at how manageable it all seems.

Paula gives me a look I can't quite interpret. "You sound excited," she says finally.

I realize she's right. I am excited. The practical aspects of setting up a business, even one so different from my accounting firm, feel comfortable to me. Numbers, logistics, planning—these are things I understand.

"I guess I am," I admit. "It's... satisfying to see how much groundwork was already laid."

"By your mother," Paula says softly, not quite a question.

"Yes," I say, and the acknowledgment doesn't hurt like I thought it might. "She knew what she was doing."

Paula comes to stand beside me, her shoulder just brushing mine as we both look at the empty space before us, imagining it filled with purpose.

"She would have loved seeing you take this on," Paula says. "Every time she worked on a major project, she'd say how she wished she could share it with you someday."

The words crash over me like a tidal wave. My throat tightens, and I have to look away for a moment. All those years of distance, of polite birthday calls and Christmas cards, and here was my mother, hoping to share something with me after all.

"Well," I say, my voice a little rough, "I guess in a way, she is sharing it with me now."

Paula's hand finds mine, her fingers warm and strong. "Yes, she is."

We stand there for a moment, connected in the empty workshop that's somehow already full of my mother's presence. Through the windows, I can see the rose fields stretching out, their colors vivid against the soil. The afternoon sun slants through the skylights, casting pools of gold across the concrete floor.

Paula interrupts the quiet. "Are you sure you want to go through with this?" she asks gently. "If you are, I'll call the plumber as soon as we're back at the office." 

"Yes, I definitely do," I reply, nodding while taking in the scene and picturing the bustling activity that will soon fill the workshop. Then another thought crosses my mind. "Hold on, what about the dried petals? Do we need any specific equipment for that?"

A smile spreads across Paula's face, her eyes crinkling at the corners. "That's where we get a break," she says. "No fancy equipment required, thanks to California sunshine."

She motions for me to follow her to the far side of the workshop, where several workbenches line the wall beneath the windows. "Humidity is super low here almost year-round, and we've got more than enough sunshine. Your mother figured out we didn't need to invest in expensive dehydrators."

Paula stops at one of the workbenches and points to what looks like a collection of large, flat baskets stacked in the corner. "This is Adrianna's 'system,' if you want to call it that."

I step closer. The baskets—or sieves, as I now see them—are circular, about two feet in diameter, with shallow wooden frames and bottoms made of tightly woven bamboo strips. Each has a matching cover that resembles a mesh food tent, the kind people use at picnics to keep flies away.

"She came up with this?" I ask, picking one up. It's surprisingly light.

Paula nods, taking the sieve from my hands and placing it on the workbench. "Adrianna was always looking for simple solutions. She special-ordered these from a company in China after seeing something similar in a documentary about tea processing."

The craftsmanship is evident—the bamboo strips are uniform and tightly woven, creating a surface that allows air to circulate while keeping the petals contained. The mesh cover rises like a dome over the top, secured with a drawstring around the edge.

"So how does it work?" I ask.

Paula's hands move as she explains, tracing patterns in the air. "We collect petals in the morning when they're at their peak," she says. "Then we sort them—only perfect ones for drying—and spread them in a single layer on these sieves." She mimes spreading petals across the surface. "The covers keep insects and debris out while letting air circulate."

She points toward the windows. "We place them outdoors during the morning and late afternoon sunshine, and we bring them indoors during the hours in between."

"Why's that?"

"The sun is too intense around noon. It bleaches the color and can damage the oils in the petals." Her finger traces the edge of the sieve. "Adrianna figured that out through trial and error. The morning sun is perfect—gentle enough to dry without damaging, but still effective."

I look around the workshop, noticing for the first time several sieves on a workbench near the window. Each contains a layer of rose petals in various stages of drying—some still vibrant and just beginning to curl at the edges, others further along, their colors deepened and concentrated.

"Those are from yesterday and the day before," Paula explains, following my gaze. "It takes two to three days, depending on the thickness of the petals and the weather."

I walk over to examine them more closely. The petals lie like colorful confetti across the bamboo surface, no longer fresh but not yet completely dry, caught in that in-between state of transformation. Some are deep crimson, others pale pink or peach, all slowly surrendering their moisture to the air.

"That's it?" I ask, incredulous at the simplicity. "No heat, no fans, no special treatments?"

Paula smiles, clearly enjoying my surprise. "That's it. Very simple and inexpensive." She picks up an empty sieve, turning it in her hands. "These were about ten dollars each a few years back. Adrianna bought a dozen."

I shake my head, impressed by my mother's practical ingenuity. The woman who approved a ten-thousand-dollar distillation unit also found a ten-dollar solution for drying petals. There's a lesson there, something about knowing when to invest big and when to keep it simple.

"And the dried petals sell well?" I ask.

"Very well," Paula confirms. "They're used in potpourri, tea blends, bath products, wedding confetti. We've even had a local bakery buy them for decorating cakes." She carefully replaces the sieve. "They're our lowest-cost, highest-margin product, actually. The labor is minimal, and there's almost no equipment expense."

I run my fingers along the edge of one of the sieves, feeling the smooth bamboo beneath my skin. These simple tools represent so much of what I'm learning about my mother—her creativity, her business sense, her connection to this land and its bounty.

"She really thought of everything, didn't she?" I murmur.

Paula's expression softens. "Adrianna was remarkable that way. She'd study a problem from every angle, then find the most elegant solution—sometimes high-tech, sometimes as simple as bamboo baskets in the sun."

We stand in silence for a moment, surrounded by the evidence of my mother's foresight and Paula's dedication.

"I think we should focus on the rose water first," I say finally, pulling myself back to the present moment. "Get that production line set up and running before we branch out."

Paula nods in agreement. "That makes sense. It's the foundation product, and we already have most of the equipment." She glances at her watch. "We should probably head back to the office. I want to call that plumber before the end of the business day."

As we move toward the door, I take one last look around the workshop. In my mind's eye, I can see the space transformed—the distillation unit humming in the corner, prep tables lined with fresh petals, the air fragrant with the essence of roses. I can almost hear the activity and feel the purpose.

"Ready?" Paula asks, her hand on the door handle.

"Ready," I confirm.

We step back into the May sunshine and the door closes behind us with a solid thunk. As we walk back toward the office, I feel a strange mix of emotions—grief for the mother I'm only now getting to know through her plans and projects, excitement for the business we're building, and something warm and complicated whenever Paula looks at me.


CHAPTER 12
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Paula and I make our way back to the office, her hand slipping onto my arm as effortlessly as if we had been together for years. The farm stretches around us, oddly quiet now that most of the workers have finished their tasks for the day. I'm still getting used to this—the vastness of the land my mother left me, the unexpected tangle of emotions that comes with it, and the even more unexpected tangle I've found myself in with Paula and her daughter.

"It's so peaceful," I say, drinking in the scenery. The roses sway gently in the breeze, fields of them in various stages of bloom, some tight-fisted buds, others flaunting their fully opened petals.

Paula nods, her head brushing against my shoulder as she is nearly leaning against me. "This is my favorite time of day on the farm. Everything slows down, breathes a little." She yawns suddenly, covering her mouth with a slender hand. "Sorry. I could use a nap once I get back to the office."

I free my arm and wrap it around her waist. The curve of her hip fits perfectly against my palm. "Sorry," I murmur into her hair, which smells faintly of roses and her shampoo.

She looks up at me, blue eyes curious. "For what?"

"Must've tired you out last night," I say, not bothering to hide my smirk.

A chuckle rises from her throat, surprisingly deep and sensual. "On the contrary, Gregory. I slept better than I have in years." Her fingers trace a pattern on my forearm. "I always need a nap after lunch, but I skipped it today."

Around us, insects chirp lazily, a background melody that seems designed to lull the listener to sleep. The steady rhythm makes me understand Paula's drowsiness. There's something about this place—a slowness that seeps into your bones, not unpleasantly.

"You can go home if you want," I offer. "I can find my way around."

Paula shakes her head. "There's still work to do in the office. Bills to pay, orders to process." She sighs, but it's the sigh of someone who loves their work despite its challenges. "Besides, I've grown accustomed to powering through the afternoon slump."

We walk in silence for a minute. The only sounds now are our footsteps on the dirt path, the occasional buzz of a bee, and the distant hum of what might be a tractor at the farm's edge.

The greenhouse comes into sight ahead of us, a structure of glass and metal gleaming in the sunlight. I've passed it a few times since arriving but never ventured inside. It's larger than it seems when viewed from afar, with a slightly aged charm that suggests it's been standing for decades. The glass panels are clear but show signs of weather and time—a slight fogginess here, a repaired crack there. A weathervane in the shape of a rose sits atop one end, spinning lazily in the gentle breeze.

"Belle's probably inside," Paula says, nodding toward the structure. "She spends most of her afternoons there."

The mention of Belle causes a stir in my groin. It’s been two days since the incredible night in the spa when I had a taste of the passionate girl. I haven’t fulfilled my promise of giving her what she wanted yet, but I have never stopped imagining, and planning. I want to make it unforgettable for her, though I struggle with ideas since romance isn't my forte.

“Is everything all right?” Paula asks me with a playful smile. “Your heart is beating very fast, I can totally hear it.”

Shit. I curse silently. Of course she knows. She and Belle are close, and she practically made the wild night happen… “I’m okay,” I say, my face reddening and I'm at a loss for words for a second. And then I change the topics. "I just remember something you mentioned, that Belle shares my mother's passion for creating new rose varieties?"

Paula's face softens with pride. "Adrianna took Belle under her wing when she was just fifteen. Your mother saw something in her—a patience, an eye for detail. Belle would spend hours listening to Adrianna explain the genetics of roses." Her voice catches slightly. "When Adrianna got sick, Belle promised to continue her work."

I try to picture my mother, a woman I barely knew, mentoring Belle with the same passion she apparently reserved for her flowers. There's a twinge in my chest—not quite jealousy, but something adjacent to it. I push it away.

We stop at the door to the greenhouse. Through the glass, I can see rows of plants and tables with equipment, but no immediate sign of Belle. The place seems empty to me.

"All of the workers have left for the day," Paula explains, following my gaze. She raises her voice. "Belle? Are you in here?"

A faint "Yes!" comes from somewhere in the back, and then Belle's voice calls out more clearly. "I'm by the grow tables!"

I follow the sound and spot her among the flower plants at the far end, waving at us. She's wearing a red skirt that catches the light streaming through the glass ceiling, the same one she wore the day I arrived. My throat suddenly feels dry.

Paula turns to me. "Would you like to check out the inside? Belle can show you around."

"Yes," I say, perhaps too quickly. "I'd like that."

Paula's lips quirk in a knowing smile. "Go ahead. I need to return to the office to take care of some work." She squeezes my hand. "Belle knows more about the flowers than I do anyway."

I bend down and stamp a kiss on her cheek, lingering a moment longer than necessary. "Don't forget to nap first," I say, my voice low.

"I won't," she promises, her eyes holding mine for a beat before she turns to go. "Belle, I'm heading back to the office," she calls out. “But Greg is here!”

Belle's distant "Okay, Mom!" floats back to us.

Paula gives my hand one final squeeze and walks away toward the main office building. I watch her for a moment, admiring the confident sway of her hips, before turning back to the greenhouse door. Taking a deep breath that fills my lungs with the scent of earth and growing things, I pull it open and step inside.

I step into the greenhouse and the air changes immediately—denser, more alive. The temperature is several degrees warmer than outside, the humidity clinging to my skin like an intimate touch. Sunlight filters through the glass panels, making a patchwork of light and shadow on the floor. The scent is what hits me hardest—earth and water and something green and growing, all of it underpinned by the sweet perfume of roses in various stages of bloom.

The greenhouse isn't massive, but it has a charm that no sterile corporate facility could match. Wooden tables line both sides, holding pots of various sizes containing plants at different stages of development. Some are merely green stems with leaves, while others burst with colorful blooms. Gardening tools hang neatly from pegs on a nearby wall—pruning shears, small trowels, delicate brushes I can't imagine the purpose of. Above, small fans move the air gently, causing the leaves to rustle in a whispered conversation.

I make my way toward Belle, who stands at the far end of the greenhouse. The floor beneath my feet is concrete but covered in patches with woven mats that cushion my steps. Irrigation pipes snake along the ceiling, with tubing dropping down at intervals to specific plant sections. It's a carefully orchestrated environment, I realize—wild beauty contained within a precisely controlled system.

"Welcome to my space," Belle says as I approach. Her smile is radiant, a flash of white teeth against sun-kissed skin. Her blonde hair is gathered in a loose ponytail, with wispy strands escaping to frame her face.

"It's not what I expected," I admit, looking around with newfound appreciation. "It’s quite cozy. I thought it would be more... I don't know, industrial?"

Belle laughs. "Commercial greenhouses are. This is different. It’s small, but we’ve got everything. We just have a more streamlined setup. That’s the office space, storage room behind it, climate control room. And over here, we’ve got the growth and cultivation area, which is also the breeding area."

The word "breeding" sends an unexpected jolt through me. Innocuous in context, but my mind immediately flashes to Belle in the spa that night—her body slick with water, her lips parted in a gasp as my hands explored her curves. I take a deep breath, trying to push the thought away and focus on my surroundings. The last thing I need is to get aroused in a greenhouse, of all places.

"Breeding area?" I manage to ask with an admirably steady voice.

Belle nods, seemingly unaware of my mental detour. "This is where we create new varieties of roses. Cross-pollination, seed harvesting, testing seedlings—it all happens here." She gestures to the space around us.

Now I notice that this section is different from the rest of the greenhouse. The breeding area has been arranged to include a small living space—a worn leather couch with colorful throw pillows, a low wooden table with garden magazines splayed across it, and several area rugs overlapping on the floor, creating a homey feel amidst the scientific equipment.

"Adrianna used to spend entire days here," Belle explains, running her hand along the back of the couch. "Sometimes she'd stay overnight when she was in the middle of a delicate process. So she made it comfortable."

I can picture my mother here, bent over her plants with focused intensity. The image is clearer than any memory I have of her. "It feels lived-in," I say.

"It was. For her, this was home more than the house." Belle points to the plants surrounding the living area. Some are flowering in stunning colors and shapes, but most are just green stems with leaves. "These were all created by Adrianna. Some are finished varieties, but many are still in development."

I move closer to examine them. Each pot has a small label with numbers and letters—some kind of identification system. One rose catches my eye—deep crimson with edges that fade to a soft pink, its petals arranged in perfect spirals. "This one is beautiful," I say.

"That's 'Adrianna's Blush,'" Belle says. "One of her most successful creations. It took her twelve years to perfect."

"Twelve years?" I'm stunned.

"Rose breeding is a marathon, not a sprint," Belle says, her voice taking on a teacher's tone. "Most of these plants represent years of work." She points to another pot containing a plant with unremarkable light pink flowers. "This one, for example. She worked on it for nine years, hoping for something spectacular. It's pretty, but not extraordinary. Not everything turns out the way you want, even with years of waiting."

I look at the rows of plants with new respect. Each represents my mother's patience, her vision, her dedication. Some of the blooming flowers are indeed exceptional—unique colors, unusual petal arrangements, intoxicating scents. Others seem ordinary, at least to my untrained eye.

"Unfortunately, hard work doesn't always pay off," Belle says with a sigh. "It takes at least eight years to complete the breeding process, from initial cross to commercial release. That's if everything goes well."

My mind reels at the time frame. In my world of quarterly financial reports and annual tax seasons, eight years seems like an eternity. "It must take incredible resilience to be a flower breeder," I say.

Belle nods. "That's exactly what it takes. And vision—the ability to see potential years before it manifests."

"My mother seems to have been resilient," I say, trying to reconcile this new information with the distant figure I barely knew.

"She was," Belle agrees, touching a leaf gently. "Adrianna always said failure was the mother of success. Every disappointing bloom taught her something valuable for the next attempt."

I move slowly among the plants, touching petals occasionally, trying to absorb the fact that these are my mother's creations—tangible pieces of her that continue to exist in the world. Each one represents countless hours of her life, attention she directed here rather than toward her son in Philadelphia. I'm not sure how to feel about that.

"These are her babies," Belle says, gesturing to the flowering plants with a sweep of her arm. "She kept everything she ever created, even if they didn't turn out as she expected. She couldn't bear to throw any of them away."

The word "babies" hits me hard. These plants received the nurturing I never did. I feel a sudden, irrational flash of jealousy toward them, followed immediately by guilt at such a petty emotion. I imagine my mother standing where Belle is now, working intently with the plants, her face—so similar to mine in the few photographs I have—focused with concentration, pouring her heart into the process.

My throat tightens unexpectedly, and I find myself wordless, a lump forming that I can't seem to swallow past. The greenhouse suddenly feels too warm, too intimate, too full of my mother's presence. I turn away, pretending to examine a plant while I compose myself.

"Gregory?" Belle's voice is soft, concerned. "Are you okay?"

I clear my throat and force a smile, turning back to her. "Yeah. Yeah, I'm okay. It's just... a lot to take in." My voice sounds strange even to my own ears. "I didn't know any of this about her. About what she did, what she created."

Belle's expression softens, and she reaches out to touch my arm gently. "She talked about you, you know. Not often, but sometimes,” she says as if trying to console me.

“I know.” I smile, recalling the photos of me in the cottage. “I just wish I had known her better.”

“Well, you know now, and you're here," Belle replies. "It's not too late."

I squeeze her shoulder, grateful once more for her wise perspective.


CHAPTER 13
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"Which ones are your creations?" I ask, eager to redirect the conversation before my emotions spiral further. I scan the greenhouse, trying to identify which plants might be Belle's rather than my mother's. The act of looking outward steadies me, grounds me back in the present rather than the complicated past.

Belle points to a cluster of plants near where we stand. "These aren't ready yet," she says. "Most of them are works in progress." Her fingers trail along a leaf with the familiarity of a parent touching a child's cheek. "I only started a few years ago, not long before Adrianna got sick."

I step closer to examine her plants. Unlike my mother's, which range from fully developed to experimental, Belle's all seem to be in early stages—green stems with leaves, but few flowers. The tags on these pots have more recent dates.

"So you're still a beginner?" I ask.

Belle's lips quirk into a half-smile. "In rose breeding terms, yes. I've only been doing this seriously for about three years. This isn't something you can rush." She gestures to one plant with a single pale bloom. "This was my first attempt. The flower is nice, but nothing special. It lacks disease resistance."

"How long until you know if one is... successful?"

"Years," she says with a small sigh. "The initial cross might produce seeds within a few months, but then those need to be planted, grown, and evaluated. If a seedling shows promise, it needs to be propagated, tested in different conditions, evaluated for disease resistance, color stability, fragrance, form..." She trails off, then laughs. "I could talk about this all day."

"I don't mind," I say, surprised to find I mean it. There's something captivating about her enthusiasm. "What were you working on when I walked in?"

Belle's face lights up at the question. "I was hand-pollinating roses," she says, leading me to the workbench she'd been hovering over earlier. Various tools are laid out—small brushes, tweezers, paper bags, labels. "I've just started a new creation, trying to cross-pollinate a red Knock Out and a pink Heritage rose."

"And what's the goal?" I ask, leaning in to see better.

"If it works, the combination will be elegant and disease-resistant," she explains. "The Heritage has this incredible old-rose fragrance and beautiful form, but it's prone to black spot in humid conditions. The Knock Out is practically indestructible and has this vibrant color. I'm hoping to get the best of both."

I'm surprised by my genuine interest. I’ve never cared so much about roses, let alone breeding them.

"Can you show me how it works?" I ask.

Belle nods eagerly. "Of course." She leads me to a pot containing a red rose plant with several blooms. "This is the Knock Out," she says. "It'll be the pollen donor—the male parent in my experiment."

She selects a fully open flower and gently spreads the petals wider with her fingers. The motion is delicate and intimate. "See here?" She points to the center of the bloom. "These are the reproductive parts. These fuzzy yellow structures are the stamens—the male parts of the flower."

I lean closer, noticing the small filaments topped with yellow sacs that cluster in the center of the rose.

"Each stamen has a filament—that's the stalk—with a pollen sac on top called an anther," Belle continues, her voice taking on a professional tone that somehow makes the content more erotic. "They produce the pollen—basically, plant sperm."

My mouth goes dry at her casual use of the word "sperm," and I force myself to focus on the flower rather than the woman explaining it.

"And in the very center," she continues, using a small tool to point, "is the pistil—the female part. This bulbous base is the ovary, which contains the eggs. The stigma at the top receives the pollen from the male parts."

As she explains, I can't help but recall her female parts from our night in the spa—the intimate folds, the sensitive bud, the slick entrance I'd explored with my fingers. The memory sends blood rushing south, and I shift my stance slightly.

Belle glances up at me through her lashes. "Are you following so far?"

"Absolutely," I say, perhaps too emphatically. "So the pollen needs to get from the stamen to the pistil. That's what the bees do?"

"Exactly," she nods. "In nature, bees and other pollinators move pollen from flower to flower as they collect nectar. But when we're breeding, we want to control exactly which pollen goes where. That's why I do it manually."

I clear my throat, searching for a neutral question. "Why can't the flower just pollinate itself? It has both male and female parts right there together."

"Many plants have mechanisms to prevent self-pollination," Belle explains. "It's nature's way of ensuring genetic diversity. Some roses are self-sterile, while others have timing mechanisms where the male and female parts mature at different times."

I have a hazy memory of studying this subject in my high school biology class, though I don't remember it being so fascinating.

As Belle speaks, her hands move gracefully over the flowers, demonstrating her points. Her fingers are long and slender, moving with practiced precision. I find myself watching her hands more than the flowers they touch.

"So what's your next step?" I ask, trying to distract myself from thoughts that are decidedly unrelated to horticulture.

"I collected pollen from the Knock Out last night," she explains, pointing to a small bowl on the workbench. Inside are several flowers with their petals removed, leaving only the central reproductive parts. "These are the male flowers for my experiment. I removed the petals to make it easier to access the pollen."

She turns to another plant with pink blooms. "And this is the Heritage, which will be the female parent." She selects a flower bud that's partially open and takes it to the workbench. With careful motions, she begins removing the petals one by one, revealing the inner structure.

"I need to remove not just the petals, but also the stamens," she explains, using tweezers to carefully pluck out the male parts. "This prevents any chance of self-pollination. It's called emasculation." A small smile plays at her lips as she says the word.

My pulse quickens. The clinical terminology in this setting, from Belle's lips, transforms into something suggestive, forbidden. I watch, mesmerized, as she methodically strips the flower of its male parts, leaving only the female pistil exposed.

"Now comes the fun part," she says, setting down the tweezers and picking up one of the male flowers from the bowl. She holds it over the emasculated Heritage bloom and gently taps, allowing the yellow pollen to dust onto the stigma.

"I'm being a bee fairy," she says, her voice dropping to a husky timbre that sends a shiver down my spine. "Making flower babies."

She glances up at me with a smile that's unmistakably suggestive. Our eyes lock, and for a moment, the greenhouse seems to shrink around us, the air growing even warmer. I'm suddenly acutely aware of my growing arousal, the tightness in my pants becoming uncomfortable.

"It's a delicate process," Belle continues, still holding my gaze. "You have to be gentle, but firm. Too rough, and you damage the stigma. Too hesitant, and the pollen won't transfer properly."

I swallow hard, finding it increasingly difficult to focus on the botanical lesson. Belle must notice my distraction because her smile widens slightly.

"Do you want to try?" she asks, offering me the male flower.

"I think I should watch an expert a few more times," I say, my voice rougher than I intended.

She nods and returns to her demonstration, selecting another female flower and repeating the process. As she works, I notice details about her I'd been too distracted to fully appreciate before—the curve of her neck as she bends over her work, the way her red skirt hugs her hips, the small gap of skin visible between her low-cut t-shirt and the waistband of her skirt when she reaches for a tool.

"Once the stigma is pollinated," Belle says, "I'll cover it with a small paper bag to prevent any other pollen from reaching it. Then we wait. If fertilization occurs, the hip—that's the fruit of the rose—will begin to swell with seeds."

The word "swell" from her lips sends another jolt through me. I try to focus on breathing normally, on appearing attentive rather than aroused, but it's a losing battle.

"How long does it take to know if it worked?" I ask, grasping at anything to keep the conversation in safer territory.

"About three to four weeks for the hip to develop," she says. "But that's just the beginning. After the seeds form, they need a period of cold stratification before they'll germinate. Then we plant them, and wait years to see what we've actually created."

She sets down her tools and turns to face me fully. "Patience is everything in this process. The waiting is half the pleasure."

The way she says "pleasure" leaves no doubt that she's no longer talking exclusively about roses. My heart pounds against my ribcage, and I find myself staring at her lips, remembering how they'd felt against mine.

"Are you still listening, Gregory?" she asks teasingly, taking a step closer.

"Sorry," I apologize, not sorry at all. "I got distracted."

"I noticed," she says, her eyes dropping briefly to the front of my pants before returning to my face. The directness of her gaze, the absence of embarrassment, only intensifies my reaction.

My eyes drift downward from Belle's face to the gentle curve of her cleavage. Her low-cut t-shirt reveals just enough to be tantalizing—a hint of shadow between her breasts, and the delicate hollow at the base of her throat. The shirt's fabric stretches across her chest, thin enough that I can see the outline of her bra beneath.

The red skirt she wears—the same one that caught my eye the day I first arrived at the farm—falls to just above her knees. It sways slightly with her movements, occasionally revealing more of her thighs when she reaches for something. My gaze travels down her smooth legs, taking in their slender shape, the gentle curve of her calves. I find myself fighting the urge to touch them, to run my hand from her ankle up to the hem of that skirt and beyond.

When I drag my eyes back up to her face, Belle is watching me with a knowing smile, her head tilted slightly.

"Still thinking about roses?" she asks teasingly, her voice low.

"Not exactly," I admit, feeling heat rise to my face despite myself. I'm forty-two years old, for God's sake, not some teenager caught staring at a girl in class.

Belle's smile widens. "I didn't think so."

I clear my throat and force myself to look at the workbench instead of her body. "Sorry," I say. "I got distracted."

"Don't apologize," she says. "I don't mind."

The air between us feels charged, electric. I search for something to say that might return us to safer ground.

"Why do you have to remove the petals from flowers that aren't fully open yet?" I ask, gesturing to the roses on the workbench. "Wouldn't it be easier to use flowers that are already open?"

Belle seems to shift back into her professional mode, though her eyes still hold a hint of amusement. "I have to use flowers that aren't wide open yet because otherwise, the bees have already visited them," she explains. "Once a bee has been to a flower, it could have deposited any kind of pollen. For controlled breeding, I need to be certain about what pollen goes where."

"So you must use flowers that haven't been visited by any bees yet?" I clarify.

"Exactly," she nods. "I select buds that are mature enough that the reproductive parts are functional, but not so open that they've been exposed to the world."

Without thinking, I blurt out, "So you need virgin flowers."

Belle's eyes darken, and she gazes up at me through her lashes. "Yes," she whispers, leaning slightly closer. "I must deflower the virgins."

My heart hammers against my ribs, and I swallow hard. The greenhouse suddenly feels several degrees warmer, the air thick with humidity and unspoken desire.

"Christ," I mutter under my breath, wondering if she's still talking about roses at all. Blood rushes south, and I silently curse my body's immediate response to her words, to her proximity, to the memory of her in the spa that night.

Belle stands so close now that I can smell her perfume—something floral, of course, but with an undertone of musk that seems perfectly fitting. A strand of blonde hair has escaped her ponytail, and I resist the urge to tuck it behind her ear just to have an excuse to touch her.

"So what's the next step?" I ask, my voice rougher than I intended. It's a desperate attempt to dilute the tension between us, to reroute the conversation back to horticulture rather than the increasingly explicit subtext.

Belle doesn't take the bait. Instead, she steps even closer, close enough that I can feel the heat radiating from her body.

"It'll take a while to get to the next step," she says in a low voice that sends shivers down my spine. "We must wait for a few months until the Heritage flowers are swollen with the Knock Out's seed before we proceed to the next stage."

The way she emphasizes "swollen" makes my cock twitch. There's no pretense now—her words are deliberately provocative, her eyes holding mine with an intensity that makes it impossible to look away.

I quietly curse to myself, surprised that the seemingly inexperienced Belle could be such an adept seductress.

"Belle," I say, her name coming out as half warning, half plea.

"Yes, Gregory?" She looks up at me, all innocence except for the heat in her eyes.

I grunt—an animalistic sound of surrender—and pull her to me, crushing my lips against hers. She melts into me immediately, her body pressing against mine, her hands sliding up my chest to my shoulders. Her lips are soft and yielding, but there's nothing passive about her response. She kisses me back with an eagerness that matches my own, her tongue darting out to tease mine.

My hands find her waist, then slide lower to cup her ass through the thin fabric of her skirt. She makes a small sound of approval against my mouth, and I pull her closer still, letting her feel exactly what she's done to me. The evidence of my arousal presses insistently against her hip, and she shifts deliberately against it.

We break apart for air, both breathing heavily. Belle's pupils are dilated, her lips swollen from our kiss, and her cheeks flushed. She looks exactly like a woman who wants more, and the knowledge that I've affected her as much as she's affected me sends a fresh surge of desire through me.

"We shouldn't, not here—" I begin, knowing I should stop this before it goes further, but she presses a finger to my lips.

"Don't," she says. "Don't overanalyze this. Don't talk yourself out of what we both want."

Her directness is refreshing and arousing in equal measure. With Belle, everything is blunt and honest—as natural as the plants surrounding us, as straightforward as pollination itself.

I capture her finger with my hand, bringing it to my lips to kiss it gently. "Are you sure?"

Belle laughs, the sound both musical and earthy. "I've been sending you signals since you walked into this greenhouse," she says. "I was starting to wonder if I needed to be more explicit."

"Message received," I murmur, bending to kiss her again, this time more slowly, savoring the taste of her, the feel of her body against mine.

This greenhouse, with its scent of earth and growing things, has become the most erotic place I've ever been. Everything here is alive, verdant, bursting with potential—including the two of us, who were strangers just little more than a week ago, but were brought together by a mysterious, magical power.


CHAPTER 14
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We kiss passionately, time dissolving around us. Belle's lips are soft yet demanding, her tongue dancing with mine in a rhythm that feels both new and familiar. Her hands clutch my shoulders, then trace patterns down my back, pulling me closer as if she can't bear any space between us. The scent of roses mingles with her natural fragrance, creating an intoxicating blend that fills my head until I can think of nothing but her—her taste, her touch, and the small sounds of pleasure she makes against my mouth.

Eventually, Belle pulls away, her chest heaving with rapid breaths. Her eyes, darkened with desire, fix on mine with an intensity that makes my pulse quicken even further.

"I want your seed," she says without preamble, her voice low and husky.

The bluntness of her statement sends a jolt of pure lust through me. There's no mistaking her meaning, no room for polite misinterpretation.

"Are you sure you want it here?" I ask, glancing around the greenhouse. Through the glass walls, I can see the fields beyond, currently empty of workers but still exposed. "Anyone could walk by."

Belle's lips curve into a smile that's equal parts mischievous and determined. "Yes," she says firmly. "I can't wait a minute longer." She runs a finger down my chest, hooking it into my belt loop. "I've wanted you since the first day you arrived. After the spa... I can't think of anything else."

The memory of the spa—Belle's body slick with water, her unexplored innocence transformed into bold curiosity under my touch—sends another wave of heat through me. She had been a quick study, her natural sensuality unfurling like a rose in sunlight.

"The couch," she says, nodding toward the worn leather sofa in the living area, among the plants. "Sit there." It's not a request but a command, and I find myself obeying without question.

As I cross to the couch, Belle moves in the opposite direction, toward the greenhouse door. For a moment, I think she's changed her mind, but then I see her turning the lock and pulling down a shade I hadn't noticed before. She does the same at another door at the far end, effectively securing our privacy.

"No interruptions," she says with a satisfied nod, making her way back to me.

I sit on the couch, watching her approach. There's a confidence in her walk that wasn't there before—a subtle sway of her hips, a straightening of her shoulders. When she reaches me, she doesn't sit beside me as I expect. Instead, she stands before me, her eyes never leaving mine as she grasps the hem of her t-shirt and pulls it over her head in one fluid motion.

The image of her standing there in a simple white silk bra steals my breath. Her skin is golden from working outdoors, a constellation of freckles dusting her shoulders and chest. The bra cups her breasts perfectly, showcasing rather than concealing their fullness.

"Belle, are you sure—" I begin, but she shakes her head slightly.

"Don't overthink this," she reminds me, her hands moving to the side of her skirt where a zipper is concealed. With a quick tug, the fabric loosens and falls to pool at her feet, leaving her in matching white silk panties.

My mouth goes dry at the sight of her. She's like a classical sculpture come to life—all graceful curves and smooth planes. The white silk against her tanned skin creates a contrast that's almost painfully sensual. A small birthmark on her right hip draws my eye, a detail I hadn't noticed in the dim lighting of the spa.

She steps forward and straddles my lap, her knees on either side of my thighs, her weight settling deliciously against my straining erection. Her hands cup my face as she leans in to kiss me again, this time with a deliberate slowness that's somehow more arousing than the earlier urgency.

I groan into her mouth, my hands finally free to roam the expanse of skin now available to me. I trace the curve of her waist, the delicate ridge of her spine, the soft swell where her back meets her ass. Her skin is warm and smooth beneath my fingers, responsive to my touch—she shivers slightly when I run my nails lightly down her back.

Breaking the kiss, I trail my lips down her neck, tasting the salt of her skin, feeling her pulse flutter beneath my mouth. She tilts her head to give me better access, a small sigh escaping her lips. I continue downward, pressing kisses along her collarbone, then into the valley between her breasts. The silk of her bra is cool against my face, a contrast to the heat of her skin.

My hands greedily explore her body, cupping her breasts through the silk, thumbs brushing over hardened nipples. Belle arches into my touch, her eyes closed, lips parted in a silent gasp. She's so responsive, so uninhibited in her pleasure that it feeds my own arousal, creating a feedback loop of desire between us.

I slide my hands down to her thighs, savoring their smoothness, their strength. Her legs are toned from farm work, not gym-sculpted like some women I’ve seen in the past. There's an authenticity to her beauty that I find irresistible. My fingers trace patterns up the outside of her thighs, then around to the backs, feeling the subtle shift where the thigh becomes the curve of her ass.

She shifts on my lap, creating friction that draws a groan from deep in my chest. Through the barrier of my pants and her silk panties, I can feel the heat of her, the dampness that confirms her desire. My hands move to grip her round, firm ass, squeezing gently, then more firmly when she responds with a soft moan.

One hand ventures between her thighs from behind, finding the silk of her panties damp with arousal. The discovery makes my cock jolt beneath her. The knowledge that she wants me this much, is this ready for me, is almost overwhelming.

"Naughty girl," I murmur against her neck, then nip gently at the sensitive skin beneath her ear.

"You can't blame me," she responds, her voice breathy. "All that pollination with you next to me was torture. I couldn't help but imagine how it would be between us." She rocks deliberately against my hardness. "In fact, I haven't stopped thinking about it since that night at the hot spring."

"Me, too," I confess, the admission easier than I expected. "I keep thinking about you, about the things we did, and the things I want to do."

"Then what are we waiting for?" she asks, sliding off my lap in a graceful movement. She falls to her knees before me, her hands moving to my belt buckle with clear intent.

The vision of Belle kneeling between my legs, her golden hair falling forward as she focuses on unfastening my pants, is almost too much. I lift my hips slightly as she tugs down my zipper and pulls at the waistband of both pants and boxers. My erection springs free, fully hard and eager for her attention.

Belle looks up at me, her eyes wide with appreciation. "You're so hard, Greg," she whispers, wrapping one hand around my shaft. Her touch is gentle but confident, stroking slowly up and down. Then, maintaining eye contact, she leans forward and takes me into her mouth.

The wet heat of her mouth is exquisite, drawing a strangled groan from me. Her inexperience shows in a slight hesitancy, but what she lacks in technique she makes up for in enthusiasm and attention. She watches my reactions carefully, repeating the movements that elicit the strongest responses, learning my body with an eagerness that's deeply arousing.

Her tongue swirls around the head, then traces the sensitive underside. One hand continues to stroke what won't fit in her mouth, while the other cups me gently beneath. Seeing her—this beautiful young woman on her knees, pleasuring me with such focus and desire—combined with the physical sensation is nearly overwhelming.

"Belle," I say hoarsely, placing a hand on her shoulder. As much as I'm enjoying what she’s doing, I want this to last, to savor every moment of our first time together. "If you keep that up, this is going to be over much sooner than either of us wants."

She pulls back, her lips wet and slightly swollen, a smile playing at their corners. "We can't have that," she agrees. "Not when there's so much more I want to do with you."

I laugh softly at her straightforward words. Belle represents innocence and passion perfectly. "It's time I give you what you want," I tell her, my voice rough with desire. Her eyes widen slightly, anticipation making her pupils dilate until only a thin ring of hazel remains.

Belle grins and stands in one fluid motion, her confidence surprising for someone so inexperienced. Without hesitation, she reaches behind her back to unclasp her bra. The silk fabric falls away, revealing breasts that are full and perfectly shaped, tipped with rosy points already hard with arousal. She drops the bra onto the growing pile of discarded clothing, then hooks her thumbs into the waistband of her panties.

There's a momentary flash of vulnerability in her eyes—a reminder that despite her boldness, this is all new to her. It vanishes quickly, replaced by determination as she shimmies out of her panties, letting them slide down her legs to the floor. She steps out of them and stands before me completely bare, golden hair cascading over her shoulders, skin glowing in the greenhouse light.

"You're breathtaking," I say honestly.

Instead of responding with words, Belle turns and walks a few steps to where a Persian rug lies on the concrete floor. The rug is worn but still beautiful, its elaborate pattern of blues and reds faded from years of sunlight. She lowers herself onto it, lying back and extending one arm toward me in invitation.

"Take me," she says in a husky voice, spreading her legs wider to reveal her most intimate parts.

I pause briefly, once more considering if I should hold off for a more suitable location since it’s her first time. But the sight of her—naked and willing on the rug, her blonde hair splayed out, her body open to me—sends a surge of desire through me and leaves no room for patience.

I quickly remove my shirt, tossing it aside, then stand to push down my pants and boxers that are already halfway down my thighs. My shoes are kicked off, socks pulled away, until I'm as bare as she is.

I kneel between her outstretched legs, taking a moment to admire the view before me. Belle's body is a landscape of gentle curves and valleys—the slope of her breasts, the dip of her waist, the flare of her hips. Her skin bears the marks of someone who lives authentically—a small scar on her knee probably from childhood, the faint tan lines from working outdoors, and a birthmark shaped like a crescent moon on her hip.

My eyes are drawn to the junction of her thighs, to the intricate beauty of her female parts. Like the roses she tends, her most intimate flower is a marvel of delicate architecture—her outer lips pink and slightly swollen, parting to reveal inner petals that glisten with her arousal. At the apex, her clit peeks out, a small bud as sensitive as the heart of a rose.

"You are so beautiful," I murmur, reaching out to stroke her gently with my fingers. "The most beautiful rose on earth."

I trace the contours of her outer lips, marveling at their softness, before sliding a finger between them to gather her moisture. She's incredibly wet, her body more than ready for what's to come. I circle her entrance teasingly, then move up to her clit, applying gentle pressure that makes her hips lift slightly off the rug.

Belle coos in response, her hands moving to cup her own breasts, fingers toying with her nipples. "Please, Gregory," she begs, her voice breathy. "Stop teasing me."

The combination of her pleading and the view of her touching herself weakens my resolve to take things slowly. I continue stroking her with my fingers, finding the rhythm and pressure that makes her moan loudest, while my other hand wraps around my own hardness. “I’m not teasing you,” I say gruffly, battling with my own desire. “I’m prepping you, sweetheart.”

"I’m ready, and I want to feel you inside me," Belle whispers, her eyes locked on mine. "Please."

Grunting, I position myself more directly between her thighs, then take my cock in hand and drag it slowly along her slick folds, coating it with her juices. The sensation is exquisite—her heat, her wetness, the image of my hardness against her softness. I tease her entrance, pressing just the tip against her opening before sliding upward to brush against her clit.

Belle gasps, her back arching slightly. "Gregory," she says, my name half plea, half demand. Her hands continue to knead her breasts, thumbs circling her nipples in time with my movements against her core.

I repeat the motion several times, dipping the head of my cock just slightly into her entrance before retreating, coating myself with more of her arousal each time. It's a delicious torture for us both—her body trying to draw me in, my willpower barely containing the urge to thrust forward fully.

"Please," she begs again, more urgently this time. "I need you inside me."

I position the tip of my cock at her entrance once more, but this time, instead of retreating, I begin to push forward slowly. Her body resists at first, unused to the intrusion, then gradually yields. I watch her face carefully for any sign of discomfort as I ease myself into her, inch by careful inch.

Belle gasps while smiling, her eyes widening. "It feels exquisite," she whispers, encouraging me to continue.

Her inner walls grip me tightly as I push deeper, creating friction that sends sparks of pleasure up my spine. She's warm, wet, and welcoming, each inch I gain sending shockwaves of sensation through my body. For a moment, I forget where we are—the greenhouse fades away, and all that exists is the feeling of being inside her, the floral scent of roses somehow mingling with the raw intimacy of our connection.

I pause once I'm fully seated within her, savoring this first shared experience. Her pulse flutters around me, her body adjusting to my presence. I lean down to kiss her softly, our lips meeting in a gesture that feels surprisingly tender amidst our passion.

And then, with a gentle thrust, I break through the barrier of her innocence. Belle's sharp intake of breath is followed by a slight wince, pain briefly masking her face. I freeze immediately, concern overriding desire.

"Are you okay? Should I stop?"

The grimace on her face transforms into a determined grin. "Don't you dare," she says, her legs wrapping around my waist to hold me in place. "It only hurt for a second. Keep going."

I remain still for another moment, allowing her body to adjust. When the tension in her face fully relaxes, I begin to move again, setting a rhythm that is both careful and passionate. Each thrust is measured, controlled, though what I want is to lose myself completely in her embrace.

Belle's discomfort quickly gives way to pleasure. Her hips begin to move in counterpoint to mine, meeting my thrusts with an eagerness that belies her newfound status. Her eyes remain fixed on mine, shining with unspoken emotions and the intensity of our connection.

"Deeper, please," she whispers, her fingers digging into my shoulders and pulling me closer.

I oblige, increasing the depth and force of my thrusts slightly, watching her reactions carefully to ensure her pleasure. The slight change in angle draws a moan from her, louder than before, confirming I've found a spot that intensifies her enjoyment.


CHAPTER 15
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Mindful of Belle’s comfort, I set a pace that balances caution with passion. Each thrust is calculated—deep enough to evoke her pleasure-filled sighs, yet controlled enough not to overwhelm her. The knowledge that I'm her first brings both responsibility and an undeniable thrill. Her body yields to mine, accepting me more fully with each careful advance. The tight heat of her surrounds me, a velvet vise that threatens to undo my carefully maintained restraint.

Belle's eyes remain fixed on mine throughout, creating an intimacy that transcends the physical. In their hazel depths, I see flashes of discovery—each new sensation registering as surprise, then delight. The vulnerability in her gaze should make me feel guilty, like I'm taking something precious. Instead, it feels like an exchange, a gift freely given and received.

"Is this okay?" I ask, needing verbal confirmation despite her body's evident response.

"Yes," she breathes, her fingers digging into my shoulders. "Don't stop."

Each thrust is met with her welcoming embrace, her body urging me deeper into virgin territory.

With each fluid movement, she mirrors my cadence, her body a perfect counterpart to my own. When I thrust forward, she rises to meet me; when I withdraw, she follows, maintaining our connection as if reluctant to allow even a moment's separation. Her hips find the rhythm without instruction, rolling upward to deepen each penetration.

Seeing her, so vulnerable yet so eager, ignites a fire within me that I struggle to contain. Her breasts sway gently with our movements, her stomach muscles tense and relax visibly as she works her hips against mine. A thin sheen of sweat makes her skin glow in the filtered sunlight streaming through the greenhouse glass.

I free a hand from supporting my weight to stroke her trembling, firm breasts. They fit perfectly in my palm, neither too large nor too small, tipped with nipples that harden further under my touch. When I roll one sensitive peak between my fingers, Belle gasps and tightens around me, her inner walls gripping my cock in a way that nearly makes me lose control.

The air of the greenhouse seems to be still, holding its breath at the vision before me—Belle's skin flushed with desire, her chest rising and falling rapidly with each excited breath, her hair spread across the Persian rug like spilled honey. Her lips are parted, swollen from our kisses, releasing small pants and moans that sound like music to my ears. Her eyes, when they're not closed in ecstasy, watch me with wonder, as if she can't quite believe the sensations coursing through her body.

I swallow hard, fighting the urge to release myself into her warmth. It's too soon—I want this to last, want to give her an experience worthy of her trust in me. I remind myself that this moment is for Belle, to make her first time something that will forever bloom in her memory.

To stave off my building climax, I change the angle of my thrusts, slowing the pace slightly. Belle whimpers at the change, her eyes questioning.

"Turn over," I whisper, my voice rough with desire. "Onto your hands and knees."

A flicker of uncertainty crosses her face, quickly replaced by curiosity and eagerness. With gentle insistence, I guide her into the new position, helping her roll over and rise onto all fours. She complies with an eagerness that belies her earlier shyness, settling onto her hands and knees before me, glancing back over her shoulder with a mixture of vulnerability and anticipation.

Her bubble butt presents to me, round and smooth—a tantalizing sight that nearly brings me over the edge just from looking. The curve of her spine creates a graceful arc from her shoulders to her hips, and her blonde hair tumbles down her back, some strands sticking to her damp skin. From this angle, I can see the glistening evidence of her arousal between her thighs, her readiness for me to continue.

My hands roam greedily across her exposed form, one palming the softness of her backside while the other reaches around to fondle her breast, feeling its weight and firmness. The contrast between the roundness of her ass and the delicate arch of her back creates a silhouette that artists have celebrated for centuries. There's something primal about this position, something that speaks to the most basic part of me.

"Is this okay?" I ask again, wanting to be certain she's comfortable with this new vulnerability.

"Yes," she breathes, pushing back against me slightly. "Please, Gregory."

I position myself at her entrance again and slide back into her welcoming heat. The new angle allows me to penetrate even deeper, drawing a sharp cry of pleasure from Belle. Her head drops forward momentarily, her arms trembling slightly as she adjusts to the fresh sensation.

As I thrust into her from this new angle, Belle pushes back against me, her movements hungry and insistent, ensuring I fill her completely. The visual of my cock disappearing into her body, combined with the exquisite grip of her around me, nearly pushes me past the point of control. I steady myself with one hand on her hip, my fingers pressing into her soft flesh firmly enough to potentially leave marks—a thought that sends another surge of possessive pleasure through me.

"You feel incredible," I tell her, my voice strained with the effort of maintaining control. "So perfect around me."

Belle responds with a moan, words apparently beyond her capability now. Her arms begin to tremble more noticeably from supporting her weight, so I lean forward, covering her body with mine, taking some of her weight. This position brings my chest against her back, my lips close to her ear, where I can whisper praise and encouragement as we move together.

"That's it," I murmur as she matches my rhythm perfectly. "Just like that."

Her response is to turn her head, seeking my lips for a kiss that's awkwardly positioned but no less passionate for it. Our tongues meet briefly before the intensity of our movements breaks the contact. I straighten up again, returning to my knees behind her, hands now gripping both her hips to guide our motion.

The greenhouse around us seems to intensify our experience—the warmth, the humidity, the scent of growing things all enhancing our intimate connection. In this place dedicated to creation and new life, we too are creating something new between us. It may not last eight years like the roses Belle breeds, but it feels just as significant and worthy of nurture and care.

Unable to resist the magnetic pull of her desire, I reach around Belle's hip, my fingers finding her swollen clit. I rub it in small circles that match the rhythm of our union, feeling her body respond immediately to this additional stimulation. The dual sensations of my cock filling her and my fingers on her most sensitive spot draw a long, low moan from her throat—a sound so unrestrained that it sends shivers down my spine.

"Oh God, Greg," she gasps, her voice breaking on my name. "Don't stop. Please don't stop."

I have no intention of stopping. The view of Belle on her hands and knees before me, her back arched, her hair tumbling down in golden waves, combined with the exquisite grip of her body around mine, creates a pleasure so intense it nearly feels like agony. Each thrust brings me closer to the edge, but I'm determined that she'll reach her peak first.

My fingers continue their delicate work on her clit, alternating between direct circles and gentle side-to-side motions, learning from her responses which touch brings the greatest pleasure. Her breathing becomes more erratic, punctuated by small cries that grow louder and more frequent. Her inner walls begin to flutter around me, the precursor to release.

"That's it," I encourage, my voice husky with desire. "Let go, Belle. I've got you."

Her arms begin to tremble more violently, no longer from supporting her weight but from the intensity of approaching climax. Her head drops forward, then throws back, her spine arching even more sharply. The movements of her hips become less coordinated, more desperate, chasing the sensation that will send her over the edge.

I can feel the tension building in her body—the tightening of her thighs against my hand, the increasing grip of her inner muscles around my cock, the way her breath catches in her throat. She's close, so close, balanced on the precipice of pleasure.

"Gregory," she cries out, my name a broken plea on her lips. "I'm going to—I can't—"

"Yes," I urge her. "Come for me, Belle."

As if my permission was all she needed, Belle's inner walls begin to quiver around me. The tension builds until it breaks like a dam, and she climaxes with a force that clenches my shaft in pulsating waves. A cry tears from her throat—half sob, half exultation—as her body convulses with pleasure. The strength of her orgasm takes me by surprise, her inner muscles gripping me with a pressure that's almost painful in its intensity.

The rippling contractions of her body around mine trigger my own release. I manage a few more thrusts into her quivering heat before the pressure becomes unbearable. A guttural grunt escapes me as I spill myself into her, my hips pressing forward instinctively to embed myself as deeply as possible. Wave after wave of pleasure crashes through me, each pulse emptying more of my seed into her welcoming body.

Yet even as we both crest the wave of ecstasy, I do not cease my movements. I continue to thrust slowly, gently, prolonging the intoxicating pleasure for us both. Belle whimpers softly with each movement, her body hyper-sensitive in the aftermath of her climax. My fingers still circle her clit, but with less pressure now, easing her through the aftershocks.

The intensity gradually ebbs, like a tide receding from shore, leaving behind a warm, languid pleasure that suffuses every limb. Belle's arms finally give out, and she collapses onto her elbows, her forehead resting on the rug. I make a few final, gentle thrusts before carefully withdrawing, drawing a small gasp from her at the sudden emptiness.

Finally spent, I collapse beside Belle on the rug, pulling her into my arms. She turns willingly, nestling against my chest, her face flushed and damp with exertion. Our bodies are slick with sweat, our chests heaving in unison as we struggle to catch our breath. The Persian rug beneath us is rough against my back, but I barely notice, focused entirely on the woman in my arms.

I brush away strands of hair that cling to her forehead, revealing eyes half-closed in satisfaction. Her lips are swollen from our kisses, parted slightly as she continues to breathe deeply. A sheen of sweat makes her skin glow in the diffused sunlight that streams through the greenhouse glass. She has never looked more beautiful to me than in this moment—utterly undone, completely authentic.

"Are you okay?" I ask softly, my hand tracing lazy patterns on her back.

She nods against my chest, apparently not ready for words yet. Her hand rests over my heart, perhaps feeling its gradual return to a normal rhythm. The silence between us is comfortable, laden with shared satisfaction rather than awkwardness.

As I hold her close, my gaze drifts across the greenhouse, taking in our surroundings with new eyes. The rows of plants, the experimental roses, the tools of creation—all of it suddenly seems like more than just my mother's passion. It feels like a legacy, a continuation, a link in a chain that now includes me in some unexpected way.

My eyes land on a spot a few feet away, and for a moment—a single, suspended moment—I see a spectral figure standing there. My mother, Adrianna, watching us with a gentle smile that crinkles the corners of her eyes. She looks younger than in the few photographs I have of her, more spirited and more alive. Her expression holds no judgment, only a serene sort of approval that warms me from within.

The apparition doesn't speak, doesn't move, just smiles at me with eyes that mirror my own. In that fleeting connection, I feel understood in a way I never did during her life. It's as if she's telling me that this—this farm, these roses, these women—is where I belong, where I was always meant to find my way back to.

I blink, and the image vanishes, leaving only empty air where it stood. A trick of the light, perhaps, or my imagination working overtime in this emotionally charged moment. Yet the feeling of connection lingers, as tangible as the woman in my arms.

I close my and kisse Belle's forehead, then her lips when she tilts her face up to meet mine. The kiss is gentle, lacking the urgent passion of earlier but filled with a different kind of intimacy—the shared knowledge of pleasure given and received, of barriers crossed together.

As our lips part, I silently thank my mother for her gifts—not just this farm and these roses, but for leading me, however circuitously, to this unexpected new chapter in my life. To Paula, to Belle, to a kind of connection I never allowed myself to believe in.


CHAPTER 16
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The cottage feels like a prison today. The numbers on my laptop screen swim before my eyes as I try to concentrate on Bryson Manufacturing's financial statements. The cursor blinks, patient and unrelenting, like the ticking of a clock counting down the minutes of my life I'll never get back. I've done this work for twenty years—poring over columns of numbers, hunting for discrepancies, translating business activities into cold, hard figures—but today, it feels like I'm trying to decipher hieroglyphics with my eyes closed.

"Focus, Gregory," I mutter to myself, pinching the bridge of my nose.

I've set up a makeshift office in the living room of the cottage. My laptop, a notepad, three pens (because you never know when one might fail), a half-empty coffee mug, and a water bottle form the familiar landscape of my professional life. It could be my desk in Philadelphia, except for the view outside the window and the scent of roses that occasionally drifts in when the breeze is right.

Bryson Manufacturing is a mid-sized company specializing in custom plastic moldings. Nothing exciting, nothing terrible—just another corporate entity that needs its financial health assessed. The statements show a 12% increase in revenue over the last fiscal year, but their accounts receivable has grown by 18%. That discrepancy niggles at me. Either they're selling more on credit, or they're having trouble collecting payments.

I dig deeper into their cash flow statement, looking for the story the numbers are telling. This is the part I used to love: being a financial detective, finding the hidden narrative beneath the columns of figures. But today, my brain refuses to engage fully. The mystery feels hollow and irrelevant.

What does it matter if Bryson Manufacturing is overstating their earnings or hiding debt? What does it matter if their inventory valuation is questionable? The world will continue spinning regardless of what I discover in these spreadsheets. No lives hang in the balance.

Twenty years I've been doing this. Twenty years of suits and ties and conference rooms. Twenty years of tax seasons and audits and client meetings. Twenty years of being "Gregory Taylor, CPA," a name on a door, a signature on reports, a voice in meetings. It used to feel substantial. Important.

My fingers hover over the keyboard, momentarily paralyzed by a revelation that hits me like a truck: I'm bored. Deeply, profoundly bored. Not just with this particular audit, but with all of it.

I rise from my seat, refill my coffee, and walk over to the window. I sip the coffee while gazing out at the farm. I notice Paula among the bustling activities. She is moving between rows of roses, wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat that shields her face from the May sunshine. Even from here, I can see the careful way she examines each plant, her hands gentle but sure as she inspects leaves and blooms.

Belle is further away, near the greenhouse, carrying what looks like seedling trays. Her blonde hair is pulled back in a practical ponytail, and she's wearing shorts that show off her long legs. She pauses to wipe her forehead with the back of her hand, then continues her task.

The farm is alive with activity. A farm hand—I think his name is Miguel—is repairing part of the irrigation system. Two women I don't recognize are cutting roses, placing them carefully in buckets. A delivery truck is parked near the main house, and someone is unloading supplies.

I long to go out to the fields, but have to finish my accounting work first. Sighing, I return to my laptop and resume my work. My fingers twitch on the keyboard, but I'm no longer seeing Bryson's balance sheet. I'm seeing all the work waiting to be done outside—real work, tangible work. Work that results in something you can see and touch and smell. Work that matters to Paula and Belle, who have poured their hearts into this place.

I could be out there helping install the smart irrigation system I proposed. I could be clearing space for the workshop where we'll make rose products. I could be taking photos for the website Belle wants to build.

Instead, I'm hunched over a laptop, analyzing financial statements for a company that makes plastic parts for other companies that make parts for other companies. The absurdity of it makes me want to laugh, or maybe cry.

A voice in my head whispers: "Quit. Just quit. Tell Richard to find someone else to handle Bryson. Tell him you've found something better."

The thought is both terrifying and exhilarating. Could I really walk away from everything I've built? My partnership in the firm, my client relationships, my reputation in the financial community? Could I trade spreadsheets for soil, and board meetings for bloom seasons?

I gaze out the window again, drinking in the scene. The sun casts a golden glow over everything, making the rose fields look like something from a dream. Paula has moved toward Belle now, and they're talking, heads close together. Paula laughs at something Belle says, throwing her head back in that uninhibited way that makes my chest tighten with affection.

It still feels unreal, all of it. Finding out about my mother's death, discovering she'd left me part of a rose farm, meeting Paula and Belle, falling for both of them in different ways. How did I get here? More importantly, should I stay for good?

I sigh and force my attention back to the laptop. Everything in me resists, but I push through the resistance. A promise is a promise, and I told Richard I'd handle this audit. Besides, I'm forty-two years old, not some impulsive kid who can throw away a career on a whim. I need to think this through carefully. Consider all angles. Make a plan.

Richard's voice echoes in my memory from our last phone call: "I'm doing you a huge favor here, Greg. You owe me for this extended leave. Don't make me regret it."

The man's a selfish bastard, always has been. But he's also been my business partner for fifteen years, and I've never let him down professionally. I don't intend to start now.

I grit my teeth and dive back into Bryson's financial statements with renewed determination. I follow the money through their accounts, noting discrepancies, flagging items for further review, and preparing questions for their CFO. The work still feels tedious, but I bring all my professional expertise to bear on it. If I'm going to do this, I'll do it right.

Two hours later, I finish the preliminary audit review. My notes are thorough, my questions for Bryson's financial team are specific and pointed. Richard will have nothing to complain about. I save all files, send the necessary emails, and log out of the company system.

I stand up from the chair, stretching my arms over my head. My back pops in three places—a reminder that I'm not as young as I once was. I roll my shoulders and check the clock hanging on the wall. It's just past eleven in the morning.

If I hurry, I can still help Paula with her organic pest control program before lunch. The thought makes me smile. In the past week, she’s shown me how to identify the harmful insects that damage the roses and how to remove them without chemicals. We’ve spent hours moving from plant to plant, picking off beetles and caterpillars, dropping them into soapy water. It is strangely satisfying work.

I chuckle to myself, wondering when hand-picking beetles became more appealing than analyzing financial statements. A month ago, I would have found the idea ridiculous. Now, I'm practically sprinting for the door, eager to trade my laptop for dirt under my fingernails.

Maybe that voice in my head is right. Maybe it's time for a change. Maybe it's time to admit that Gregory Taylor, CPA, has discovered there's more to life than balance sheets.

But those are thoughts for another day. Right now, there are pests to control and roses to save. And somehow, that feels more important than anything I've done in the last twenty years.

Back in the bedroom, I rifle through my limited wardrobe. Most of my clothes still hang in a closet in Philadelphia—crisp button-downs and slacks that would look ridiculous here among the roses and dirt. I pull out a long-sleeved shirt for sun protection, but as I hold it up, I can already feel the predicted heat of the day pressing against the fabric. May in California isn't like May back East; the sun here feels closer somehow, more insistent.

I toss the shirt back onto the bed and grab the sunscreen instead. My pallor has already given way to a light tan after just a week of farm work. My forearms are a shade darker than I've ever seen them, marked with tiny scratches from rose thorns—badges of honor in this new world I'm inhabiting.

Examining my reflection in the bathroom mirror, I hardly recognize myself. My face has caught some sun too, and there are new lines around my eyes—not from stress this time, but from squinting in the bright sunlight. The tan suits me, softening the angles of my face, making me look less like an accountant and more like...someone else. Someone I'm just beginning to know.

Paula mentioned it yesterday, her fingers tracing the line where my tan meets the paler skin of my chest. "Soon you'll pass for a real farmer," she'd said, her voice warm with approval. The memory sends a pleasant shiver down my spine.

I slather on the sunscreen generously, realizing that I'll need to buy more soon, along with some farm-appropriate clothing. I could order them online, but would they arrive before my departure? The idea of leaving doesn't sit well with me. Perhaps I should go shopping in town. I'll consult with Paula.

The cottage door closes behind me with a satisfying click. I head toward the main house to grab a bottle of water before joining the others in the fields.

As I approach the kitchen door, I hear footsteps inside the house. Either Paula or Belle must have come back for something. I feel a smile stretch across my face at the prospect of seeing one of them.

"Paula? Belle?" I call out, pushing the door open and stepping into the cool dimness of the kitchen. The footsteps pause, then continue, moving from what sounds like the living room. I follow the sound, eager to say hello before heading out to the fields.

"Hey, I was just grabbing some water before—" The words die in my throat as I enter the living room and stop dead in my tracks.

The woman standing in the middle of the room is decidedly not Paula or Belle, though there's a family resemblance that makes her identity immediately clear. This must be Aria, the youngest Lovejoy daughter.

Where Belle is soft curves and gentle beauty, Aria is all sharp angles and dramatic contrasts. Her dress—a tight, emerald green thing that hugs her slender frame—shows off legs that seem to go on forever. Her skin is pale, a clear sign of not spending much time in the sun. Her hair falls in a curtain of deep red, nothing like Belle's blonde or Paula's honey-gold. It frames a face that's almost too perfect, with high cheekbones and a pointed chin. Her eyes, a startling green that matches her dress, regard me with open curiosity.

She looks like she just stepped off a fashion runway, which, according to what Paula has told me, is exactly what she aspires to. The resemblance to Belle is there in the shape of her eyes and the line of her jaw, but Aria is taller, thinner, more deliberately striking. Belle's beauty feels like something she's barely aware of while Aria wears hers like armor.

I realize I've been staring, and heat creeps up my neck. "Hi," I manage to say, trying not to let my eyes linger on the curves her dress accentuates. "You must be Aria."

A smirk plays at the corners of her mouth, and she gives me a once-over that feels like being scanned by a barcode reader. "And you must be Greg," she replies, her voice higher and sharper than her sister's.

"I am," I say, trying to sound warm and welcoming rather than flustered. "I didn't know you were coming home. Your sister says..."

"Plans change," she cuts me off with a dismissive wave of her hand. Her nails are perfectly manicured, painted the same green as her dress and eyes. "I decided this morning. Got here about twenty minutes ago."

As she speaks, something shifts in her expression. The confident facade wavers, like a theater mask slipping to reveal the actor beneath. The smirk fades, and for a brief moment, she looks younger, and more vulnerable.

"Is everything okay?" I ask, stepping further into the room. My instinct to comfort kicks in before I can question it.

Aria stares at me for a second, her perfect composure crumbling like a sand castle hit by a wave. Her eyes fill with tears that spill down her cheeks in dramatic rivers.

"No," she chokes out, her voice breaking. "Everything is not okay!"

The final word rises into a wail that seems to surprise even her. She brings her hands up to cover her face, but the tears flow between her fingers. Her shoulders shake with silent sobs.

I stand frozen, caught off guard by the sudden emotional display. Paula had mentioned that Aria was the dramatic one, but this seems like genuine distress. The smirking, confident young woman has vanished, replaced by someone who seems very young and very hurt.

Despite my confusion, one thing is clear: Aria Lovejoy is in pain, and I can't just stand here watching her cry.


CHAPTER 17
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I spring into action, moving to the side table where Paula keeps a box of tissues. My hand closes around it, and I quickly return to Aria, guiding her gently to the couch with a light touch on her elbow. She feels fragile beneath my fingers, like a bird that might shatter if held too tightly. Her sobs have a theatrical quality—rising and falling with perfect dramatic timing—but the pain behind them sounds genuine enough.

"Here," I say, offering the tissue box as we sit down. "Take a deep breath."

Before I can react, Aria throws herself against me, burying her face in my shoulder. Her arms wrap around my torso with surprising strength, her body pressing against mine as she continues to sob. The scent of her perfume—something fruity and floral—fills my nostrils, mixed with the saltiness of tears.

"It's okay," I murmur, awkwardly patting her back. "Just let it out."

As my hand moves in slow circles between her shoulder blades, I become acutely aware of something I hadn't noticed before: beneath the thin fabric of her dress, Aria isn't wearing a bra. The realization sends an electric current through me, followed immediately by a wave of shame. This is Paula's youngest daughter, for God's sake, a young woman in distress.

Yet I can't help but register the softness of her breasts pressed against my chest, the warmth of her body seeping through my t-shirt. My treacherous body responds with a jolt of inappropriate interest that I desperately try to suppress.

I keep my hand moving in safe, paternal circles on her upper back, trying to project calm comfort rather than the sudden awareness that has my heart racing. This isn't about me or my reactions. This is about a young woman who needs support.

"I'm sorry," I say, though I'm not entirely sure what I'm apologizing for—her pain, my thoughts, or the general awkwardness of the situation.

Aria continues to sob against my shoulder, her tears dampening my shirt. I try to focus on being a stable presence, the kind of supportive adult figure she needs right now. I think of how I'd want someone to treat Belle in a similar situation—with respect and kindness, not with the jumble of confused signals currently firing in my brain.

I'm not sure how long we sit like this—her crying, me patting—but gradually, her sobs begin to subside. Her breathing becomes more regular, though occasionally interrupted by a hiccupping gasp. Her grip on me loosens, but she doesn't pull away entirely.

"I'm sorry," she mumbles against my shoulder. "I didn't mean to fall apart like that. I just... when you asked if everything was okay, it all hit me at once."

"You don't need to apologize," I tell her, grateful that my voice sounds normal. "Everyone needs to cry sometimes."

Aria finally pulls back, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. Her mascara has run, leaving dark streaks down her cheeks, but somehow the imperfection makes her look more human, more approachable. Her eyes, reddened from crying, still shine an impossible green.

"I feel much better now," she says, attempting a smile that doesn't quite reach her eyes. "Thank you for letting me use you as a human tissue."

I reach for the water bottle I'd brought in from the kitchen—my original reason for coming into the house, now seemingly hours ago. "Here," I offer. "You should drink something."

Aria accepts the bottle with gratitude, unscrewing the cap and taking several long sips. Her throat works as she swallows, and I deliberately look away, fixing my gaze on a framed photograph of roses on the far wall.

"Do you want to talk about what happened?" I ask when she lowers the bottle.

She sighs, a sound too world-weary for someone her age. "It's stupid, really. I should be used to it by now." She twists the cap back onto the bottle with more force than necessary. "My boyfriend cheated on me. Again."

The last word hangs in the air between us, heavy with implication. Not the first time. Paula’s emotional tirade against Aria’s boyfriend rings in my head: he’s hurt her and he will hurt her again.

"I'm sorry," I say, because what else can you say?

"Sebastian promised it would never happen again after last time," she continues, her voice hardening. "He swore on his mother's life, said he'd learned his lesson, that no other girl could compare to me." She laughs, a sharp, bitter sound. "Then I walk in on him with Vanessa—my friend Vanessa—in our apartment."

"Sebastian," I repeat, connecting the dots. "That's the guy your mom and Belle mentioned?"

Aria's eyes widen slightly. "They talked about him?"

"They mentioned you dating him and didn't seem thrilled about it,” I say honestly.

"Mom hates him," Aria confirms with a sigh. "She's always hated him. Belle too. They say he's not good enough for me, that he's a playboy." She twists a strand of red hair around her finger, looking suddenly younger.

“But you disagree?”

"I know I shouldn't trust him anymore. I know that. But then he calls, saying all the right things, and I just... I keep falling for it."

I nod, remembering the foolish things I did for love in my twenties. The warnings from friends and family that went unheeded. The lessons I had to learn the hard way.

"When you're in love, other people's advice doesn't mean much," I say gently. "You have to figure things out for yourself."

"Exactly!" Aria says, latching onto my understanding with visible relief. "Nobody gets it. They all just tell me to dump him, like it's so easy."

I study her face, noting the hope that still lingers beneath the hurt. "Can I ask you something, Aria? Do you love him?"

Aria opens her mouth to answer, then closes it. Her brow furrows in thought, as if she's never actually considered the question before.

"I... I think so," she says finally, but there's uncertainty in her voice. "I mean, we've been together for almost two years. Everyone says we make a gorgeous couple. When we go out, I can tell other girls are jealous of me."

Something clicks in my mind—a pattern I've seen before in clients, in friends, even in myself years ago. "It sounds like you might like being with Sebastian because of how others see you together," I suggest carefully.

Aria's mouth drops open, her perfect features contorting with indignation. "That's not true," she says, the words tumbling out too quickly to be convincing. "I'm not that shallow. I wouldn't date someone just because other girls want him." Her eyes flash, no longer sad but defensive, like I've poked a bruise she didn't know she had.

I hold her gaze, not backing down but not attacking either. "Then what do you like about him, Aria? What makes Sebastian worth all this pain?"

The question lands between us like a stone dropping into still water. Aria opens her mouth, then closes it again. Her eyes dart around the room as if searching for an answer written on the walls. When she finally speaks, her voice has lost its edge.

"He's... when we're together, he makes me feel special," she says, but the words sound rehearsed, like lines from a script she's recited too many times. "He can be very sweet when it's just us."

"And?" I prompt gently.

"And he's ambitious. He says he's going to be a music producer someday. He knows all these important people in the industry." She brushes a strand of red hair behind her ear, a gesture that reminds me of Belle. "He takes me to cool parties. Places I'd never get into on my own."

I notice what's missing from her list—nothing about his character, his values, how he treats others. Nothing about shared dreams or mutual respect.

"What about when you're not together? When he's not being sweet?" I ask.

The question lingers in the air. Aria's lips press together, forming a tight line. Her eyes fill with tears again, but these seem different—not the dramatic sobs from earlier, but a quieter, more painful acknowledgment.

"He's... not great then," she admits, her voice barely above a whisper. "He ignores my texts. Cancels plans at the last minute. Gets mad if I ask where he's been." A tear slides down her cheek. "But that's just how guys are, right? They need their space."

The resignation in her voice makes my heart ache. "No, sweetheart," I say gently. "That's not how guys are. That's how guys who don't value you are."

Aria looks up sharply, surprise written across her face. Another tear follows the first, and then another, but she makes no move to wipe them away.

"Your mother is right," I continue, careful to keep my tone gentle rather than judgmental. "The jackass isn't worth your tears. You're a gorgeous young woman with your whole life ahead of you. Guys should be lining up to treat you with respect, not making you question your worth."

The tears continue to fall, but something shifts in Aria's expression—a lightening, as if a heavy weight is being lifted. "You really think so?" she asks, her voice small.

"I know so." I smile at her, trying to project certainty and warmth. "You deserve someone who's as proud to be with you when you're apart as when you're together. Someone who builds you up instead of tearing you down."

Aria wipes at her tears with the back of her hand, smudging her mascara further. For a moment, she looks very young, like a little girl playing dress-up in her mother's clothes—vulnerable and uncertain beneath the sophisticated facade.

Then, unexpectedly, she laughs. It's a genuine sound, surprising both of us with its brightness. "Now I know why my mom and sister are both crazy about you," she says, her smile transforming her tear-stained face. "You're good at flattery!"

The comment catches me off guard. I wasn't trying to flatter her—just state what seems obvious to me. And the casual reference to Paula and Belle being "crazy about me" makes my stomach do a peculiar flip.

"I'm not trying to flatter you," I say, feeling a flush creep up my neck. "I'm stating a fact."

Aria's smile widens, a knowing glint appearing in her eyes. She looks suddenly more like her mother—perceptive, slightly mischievous. "If you say so," she says, but her tone suggests she doesn't quite believe me.

I stand up, feeling a need to create some distance. "I should probably get out to the farm," I say, glancing toward the window. "Work is almost over for the morning shift."

"Okay," Aria nods, her mood visibly improved. "I think I'll clean up a bit before facing Mom. I probably look like a raccoon right now." She gestures to her smeared makeup.

"You look fine," I say automatically, then wince at how that might sound. "I mean, yes, your mascara is a bit..."

"Disaster zone?" she supplies with a self-deprecating laugh.

"Something like that," I agree, relieved she's taking it lightly.

I'm almost at the door when Aria gasps, the sound making me pause and turn back. She's looking down at herself, arms suddenly crossed over her chest, her cheeks flushing crimson.

"I'm so sorry," she says, her voice a mortified whisper. "I took off my bra when I got home because I was all sweaty from the trip, and I... I completely forgot." Her eyes meet mine, wide with embarrassment. "I hope you don't think I'm a slut. A stupid slut."

The self-directed slur makes me frown. "No, Aria," I say firmly, keeping my tone light but serious. "I think you're a fine young woman. Smart, beautiful, and fine."

Relief floods her face, though the blush remains. "Thank you," she says softly, a genuine smile replacing the theatrical one she wore earlier. Her eyes, though still shimmering with unshed tears, seem brighter now. "And don't tell Mom and Belle I'm home yet, okay? I want to surprise them myself."

"No problem," I agree, stepping through the door. "Your secret is safe with me."

As I close the door behind me, I take a deep breath of the warm May air, trying to process the unexpected encounter. Aria Lovejoy is certainly a force of nature—as complex and contradictory as her mother and sister, though in entirely different ways.

I shake my head, smiling despite myself. The Lovejoy women continue to surprise me at every turn. Two weeks ago, my life was predictable, controlled, and utterly boring. Now I'm living in a cottage on a rose farm, entangled with a family of beautiful, complicated women who challenge everything I thought I knew about myself.

The thought should terrify me. Instead, I find myself whistling as I make my way toward the rose fields, eager to see what the rest of the day will bring.


CHAPTER 18
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I lean against the doorframe of Paula's bedroom, watching her fold clothes into a suitcase with efficiency. Two weeks at Enchanting Roses, and this is the first time I've seen her prepare to leave. She hasn’t taken any time off since I arrived, saying that’s because flowers don’t. The woman moves through the room like she's still on a schedule, even when packing for a trip—methodical, purposeful, beautiful in her quiet determination. My chest tightens at the thought of her absence, even if it's just for a weekend.

"You're staring," Paula says without looking up, a smile playing at the corner of her lips.

"I'm admiring," I correct her. "It's different. I’m going to miss you."

“I know,” she says as she places a blouse in the suitcase, smoothing out an invisible wrinkle. "I’ll miss you, too."

She can finally take a break after last week’s Mother’s Day rush. I step into the room and stand next to her. “Do you have to go, though?” The farm is getting less busy, and I was looking forward to spending the weekend with her.

“Yes, I've been postponing this visit for months. But my mother won't forgive me if I miss another chance to see her. Besides, I skipped Mother's Day."

"Belle and I can handle things for two days," I assure her. "You've trained us well."

Paula zips the suitcase closed with finality. "It's not Belle I'm worried about." There's something in her voice—a note of concern that makes me curious.

"Aria seems to be a capable farmhand as well," I joke. Although my interactions with Paula's younger daughter have been limited since her arrival from college three days ago, I’ve noticed that farming isn’t her ambition.

Paula gets the joke and rolls her eyes. "I have no doubt she’s capable. I only wish she’s more realistic,” Paula stops short and checks her watch. "I should finish packing the produce for my parents."

I follow her downstairs where a box of vegetables and fruits from their backyard garden sits waiting. Paula adds a few more tomatoes, inspecting each one before it joins the others.

"Mom! Grandma just called!" Aria's voice rings through the house before she appears in the kitchen doorway. Unlike her sister Belle, who moves with a kind of deliberate grace, Aria bursts into spaces like she's owed all the attention in them. "She wants to know what time you'll get there."

Paula glances at the clock on the wall. "Tell her around noon, traffic permitting."

Belle enters behind her sister, carrying a spectacular bouquet of roses. "For Grandma," she explains, handing them to Paula. "I cut them this morning while they still had dew on them."

Paula's face softens as she accepts the flowers. "She'll love these. Thank you, honey."

The four of us move to the porch, the morning sun already promising a warm May day. Paula checks her purse for her phone, keys, and wallet, the mom-inventory I've come to recognize.

Belle hugs her mother tight. "Give Grandma and Grandpa our love."

"And tell Grandma I'll come visit before I go back to school," Aria adds, taking her turn to embrace Paula. The way she embraces her mother has a possessive quality, as if she's claiming her own space.

Paula kisses Aria's forehead. "Behave while I'm gone," she says, and I catch the warning in her tone.

"Don't I always?" Aria replies with a smile that suggests the exact opposite.

Paula turns to Belle. "Don't forget to check the south field irrigation. It was acting up yesterday."

"I've got it covered," Belle assures her. "And I'll finish the seedling transfers in the greenhouse."

"And call me if—"

"If we need anything," both daughters finish in unison, a practiced response that makes Paula laugh.

"Mom, please just enjoy your weekend," Belle says, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "The farm will survive without you for two days."

"She's right," Aria adds. "Grandma and Grandpa need you more than the roses do."

I pick up Paula's suitcase. "I'll help you load up."

Outside, Paula's pickup sits waiting, the faded red paint telling stories of years under the California sun. I place her suitcase in the back, then return for the flowers and produce box.

"Thank you, Gregory, for keeping an eye on the farm, and the girls," Paula says as I secure the last of her things. Her hand finds mine, and I feel a familiar warmth travel up my arm.

"I should be thanking you," I tell her.

Paula raises an eyebrow. "For what?"

"For making me feel like I own this place and belong to the family.”

Her blue eyes soften, and she steps closer. "You should take some time off too, you know. You've been working non-stop since you arrived, helping out on the farm while working as a CPA,” she says, admiration written on her face.

"I was thinking of doing some shopping, actually. I only packed for a week when I came, and my clothes are..." I look down at my worn jeans and faded t-shirt.

"Well-loved?" Paula suggests with a smile.

"That's a generous way of putting it."

She nods toward the house. "Belle or Aria can help you with that. Remember that big shopping mall in Downtown Vine Valley? We drove past it on our way to the lawyer's office that day. Aria practically lived there before she went to college."

I laugh. "I'll keep that in mind."

Paula glances over my shoulder toward the house, then back to me. Her expression shifts to something more serious. "There's one more thing before I go."

She gestures me closer to the truck window. I lean in, catching the scent of her shampoo—something floral and clean.

"It's about Aria," she says, her voice low enough that only I can hear it.

My stomach tightens. "What about her?"

"She's a little flirt, my youngest." Paula's eyes hold mine, searching. "And quite competitive. Wants whatever Belle has."

I swallow. "Belle is very generous with her sister."

"Yes, she is. Belle's always been willing to share everything she has." Paula pauses, letting the implication hang in the air between us. "Everything."

My heart kicks against my ribs. "What exactly are you getting at, Paula?"

Paula gives me a knowing wink. "Don't pretend. You're a smart man, Gregory. You know exactly what I mean."

Heat rises to my face. "I swear, I don't plan to cross any lines with Aria. I'm already luckier than I deserve to have you and Belle..."

Paula places her hand on my arm, her touch both reassuring and electric. "I know you're an honest man. That's why I trust you here, with my family, with my girls." She sighs. "But I also know my daughters. Aria is the baby of the family. She's been spoiled—everyone yields to her demands eventually. She's pretty, and she's used to men's attention."

"In sum," Paula continues, emphasizing each word, "Aria is used to getting whatever she wants." The stress she places on "whatever" makes her meaning unmistakable.

I nod as comprehension sets in. Indeed, I've noticed how Aria's gaze follows me around rooms, how she finds reasons to be wherever I am. It's flattering and terrifying in equal measure.

"I want the best for both my daughters," Paula says, her voice gentle now. "What happens between you and them is your choice. Stay away from Aria if you want to." She pauses. "But if you don't—or can't—just be careful. And be fair. She's sensitive under all that bravado. Capricious."

I feel a strange mix of emotions—surprise at Paula's frankness, gratitude for her trust, and apprehension about the situation she's describing. "I promise I won't hurt her."

Paula smiles, seeming satisfied with my response. "Thank you, Gregory." She leans through the window and kisses me, soft and lingering. "I'll see you Sunday evening."

I step back as she starts the engine. "Drive safely."

She waves as the truck pulls away, and I stand watching until it disappears down the long driveway. The morning sun bears down on my shoulders, but it's not the heat that makes sweat prickle along my spine. It's Paula's warning and the realization that I'm now alone with her daughters—one of whom I can’t wait to be with, and the other has me in her sights.

I turn back toward the house, telling myself that surely Paula is exaggerating. But deep down, I suspect she knows her daughter better than I do, and I've already seen enough of Aria to know that "capricious" might be the kindest word for her.

I retreat to the kitchen, pouring myself a glass of water and drinking it in one long gulp. The house feels different without Paula—a subtle shift in the atmosphere that I can't quite name. Through the window, I spot Belle and Aria in the distance, already moving between rows of roses. One sister is deliberate and patient, the other quick and restless—night and day sharing the same blood. Paula's warning echoes in my head: "Aria is used to getting whatever she wants." I set down my glass and head back outside. Half a day of work before we break for the weekend. How much trouble could possibly happen in the span of a morning?

The May sun hangs overhead, not yet at its summer strength but warm enough to make the back of my neck prickle with sweat as I join the sisters in the field. Belle cuts stems with precision, her movements economical and sure. Aria, by contrast, seems to be treating the task as a reluctant chore, checking her phone every few minutes between half-hearted snips. In a scanty, tight dress and high-heeled sandals, she looks like she’s here doing a photo shoot instead of harvesting roses.

"Mom's already texting," Aria announces, holding up her screen. "She's barely made it to the highway."

Belle smiles without looking up from her work. "She worries."

"She hovers," Aria corrects, but there's affection beneath the criticism.

I focus on my own section, carefully selecting blooms that need harvesting. Two weeks ago, I couldn't tell a ready rose from a premature one. Now my fingers know the subtle difference in firmness, the exact angle of an open bloom.

"I need to check on my hybrids," Belle says after we've filled several buckets with cut flowers. "The new cross I started last week is showing promise."

Aria rolls her eyes. "Your plant babies need you, we get it."

Belle either misses or ignores the sarcasm. "Gregory, would you mind helping Aria take these to the processing shed? The Saturday workers will be finishing soon."

"No problem," I say, though my pulse quickens at the thought of being alone with Aria.

Belle heads toward the greenhouse, her blonde hair glistening in the sunlight. Aria watches her go, then turns to me with a smile that seems to contain secrets.

"It seems it's just you and me, Mr. Taylor," she says with a husky tone.

I silently curse, questioning if she's planning any tricks. Still, I flash a warm smile, "Indeed, Aria. We should hurry though, as I'm planning to take you and your sister to the shopping mall later."

"Yay!" she exclaims excitedly. "I've missed the town center."

The processing shed sits at the far edge of the property—a surprisingly modern facility where the harvested roses are sorted, graded, and prepared for market. Inside, three workers are finishing their tasks, their movements quick and practiced. They’ve been here since dawn and will be gone by noon.

Aria and I set our buckets down at a sorting table. She stretches her arms overhead, the motion lifting her crop top to reveal a sliver of pale skin at her midriff. I busy myself arranging roses by stem length.

"Mom says you're from Philadelphia," Aria says, picking up a rose and twirling it between her fingers. "What's it like there?"

"Older. Denser. More concrete, less..." I gesture vaguely at the surrounding fields visible through the window.

"Less boring?" Aria supplies.

I laugh despite myself. "I wouldn't call this place boring."

"That's because you haven't been here long enough." She sets down the rose. "Try growing up here. Vine Valley is where excitement goes to die."

"Your sister seems content."

"Belle would be content living in a cardboard box as long as it had soil for her roses." There's no malice in her tone, just matter-of-fact assessment. "She's weird that way. I could never stay here forever."

The last of the workers call their goodbyes, and suddenly the shed feels smaller, more intimate with just the two of us. Aria hops up to sit on the edge of a table, her legs dangling.

"So why aren't you married?" she asks, the question landing like a pebble dropped in still water.

I pause, a handful of thorny stems in my grip. "That's direct."

"Life's too short for beating around bushes." She grins. "Even rose bushes."

I resume my sorting, buying time to consider my answer. "Never been into the institution, I guess. And never met someone who made me reconsider that position."

"Until now?" Her eyes are locked on mine, searching.

"I didn't say that." But my voice lacks conviction, and we both know it.

"The women in Philly must all be blind," Aria says, leaning back on her hands, "letting a hot silver fox like you run free."

I chuckle, feeling heat rise to my face. "Thank you. I think."

"It's definitely a compliment." She tilts her head. "Mom said you're an accountant?"

"CPA. Partner in a small firm."

"Sounds lucrative."

"It pays the bills." I move to another bucket, deliberately putting distance between us. I switch topics and ask her about her fashion design studies at the university. Aria is excited to become a junior next year.

"Is your goal to be a model?" I ask, glancing at her slender frame.

Her face darkens momentarily. "No. I want to design. Create." She straightens her posture. "Models are just hangers for other people's art. I want to be the artist."

I raise an eyebrow, surprised by the flash of passion. "Have you designed anything yet?"

"Yes." The smile returns to her face, brightening her features. "I won awards at the college fashion show last semester."

She slides off the table and retrieves her phone from her back pocket, then steps closer to me—close enough that I can smell her perfume, something sweet with undertones of musk. She swipes through her photos until she finds what she's looking for, then holds the screen up for me to see.

The image shows a model wearing a dress made entirely of fabric petals in varying shades of pink and red, arranged to look like an oversized rose in bloom. It's striking—the kind of piece that would turn heads on any runway.

"That's impressive," I say, genuinely amazed. "Really beautiful work."

"Thank you." She beams at the praise, and for a moment, I see a glimpse of something vulnerable beneath her confident exterior. "I love roses, even if I hate farming them. The symmetry, the layers, the way they reveal themselves gradually—there's nothing else like them."

"In that case, you are not that different from Belle,” I say. “You both love roses.”

“I guess so,” she says with a shrug. “But that’s about it. She never wants to leave this place. But I've got bigger dreams than dirt under my fingernails for the rest of my life."

I nod. "Belle finds contentment in simple things.” As I say this, a wave of warmth envelops me. My heart is filled with love for Belle.

My emotions must be evident on my face because Aria notices and slightly narrows her eyes. She puts her phone aside. "We have other things in common as well," she remarks with a cryptic smile.

"Like what?" I ask, though something in her tone makes me wary.

She looks up at me through her lashes. "We tend to love the same types of guys. Older. Mature." She takes a deliberate step closer. "Experienced."

My throat tightens as Paula's warning crashes back into my consciousness. This is exactly what she cautioned me about—Aria's direct approach, her determination to have what Belle has. Including me.

"What's your next project?" I ask, desperately changing the subject.

Aria doesn't miss my evasion. Her lips curl into a knowing smile. "A rose gown, actually. Something more...revealing than the last one."

"Interesting," I nod toward her phone. "You’ve got a picture for that, too?"

"No, but I can still show you right now," she says. "It won't be hard to make. The concept is very simple."

"Okay," I say cautiously.

Her eyes sparkle with mischief. "Close your eyes."

"Why?"

"Because art is about revelation. The impact of first sight." She makes a circular motion with her finger. "Come on. Close them and don't open until I tell you."

Every instinct tells me this is a terrible idea, but I find myself complying anyway, my eyelids falling shut even as my heart rate accelerates. I hear rustling, then the metallic sound of a zipper. Fabric whispers against skin.

"What are you doing?" I ask, my voice sounding strained to my own ears.

"Creating," she answers simply.

More rustling. Something soft hits the floor. The scent of roses intensifies, as if someone has crushed petals to release their oils.

My palms are sweating. I flex my fingers at my sides, fighting the urge to open my eyes, to confirm what I suspect is happening. Paula's voice echoes in my head again: "Aria is used to getting whatever she wants."

In the darkness behind my eyelids, I feel like a boy again—waiting for a surprise, nervous and excited in equal measure. The farm's ambient sounds fade away until all I can hear is Aria's soft breathing and the pounding of my own heart.

"Almost ready," she murmurs, her voice closer than before.

I swallow hard, standing perfectly still as anticipation builds in my chest. Whatever is about to happen will cross a line, I'm certain of it. Yet I remain rooted to the spot, eyes closed, waiting for permission to see what Aria has prepared.

The room feels warmer suddenly. Or maybe it's just me.

"Okay," Aria finally says, her voice silk and honey. "Open your eyes."


CHAPTER 19

[image: ]

I open my eyes and the air vanishes from my lungs. Aria stands before me, not wearing anything save for a strategic arrangement of rose blooms held just below her breasts. The flowers—deep reds and pinks—provide the barest suggestion of modesty, a floral fig leaf that conceals nothing of consequence. Sunlight streams through the windows, painting her bare skin in golden hues. I curse under my breath and jerk my gaze away, fixing my eyes on a spot on the far wall where a calendar hangs, suddenly fascinating.

"Jesus, Aria," I manage, my voice a rasp. "You shouldn't—this isn't—"

"What?" She sounds genuinely confused. "It's just art, Gregory. This is my concept for the rose gown. The human body as nature's perfect canvas."

My knuckles whiten as I grip the edge of the sorting table. "You can't just strip down in front of someone without warning."

"I did warn you," she counters. "I told you to close your eyes until I was ready. Now I'm ready." Her voice drops lower. "Don't be shy. What you're looking at is art."

I take a deep breath, steadying myself. The rational part of my brain—the part that made promises to Paula this morning—screams at me to walk out of this shed immediately. But another part, a more primitive part, wants desperately to look again.

"Gregory," Aria whispers. There's a note of vulnerability in her voice now. "Am I not beautiful enough for you to look at?"

The question knocks me off balance. I turn my head slowly, deliberately, forcing my eyes to stay on her face. Aria's expression is a complex mixture of confidence and uncertainty, as if she's both sure of her power and afraid of rejection.

"You're beautiful," I admit, the words escaping before I can catch them. "That's not the issue."

"Then what is?" She takes a step closer, the roses still clutched to her chest. "No one will know. Mom's in Napa. Belle's lost in her plant world."

My eyes betray me, dropping from her face to her shoulders, then lower to where her hands hold the flowers. Her breasts rise just above the blooms, perfectly shaped, her skin smooth and unblemished. I swallow hard.

"This isn't right."

"It doesn't feel wrong." She takes another step. "Look at me, Gregory. Really look. Tell me what you think of my design."

I surrender to the inevitable and let my gaze travel over her body. The roses she holds are the only thing she wears, their deep colors stark against the pale peach of her skin. Her breasts are small but perfectly formed, topped with pink nipples that tighten under my scrutiny. Her waist tapers into hips so beautifully shaped that they could bring tears to the eyes of a Renaissance artist. Long legs, athletic from years of farm work despite her protests about hating it, extend from a triangle of dark blonde hair at their apex.

"The gown is beautiful," I say, my mouth dry. "But you're more so."

She smiles at this, pleased, and suddenly drops the roses. They fall to the floor in a scatter of petals and broken stems, leaving her completely exposed. She steps over them, closing the distance between us until she stands just a foot away.

"Which part?" she asks, her eyes locked on mine.

"Which part what?" My brain struggles to form coherent thoughts with her standing before me, with nothing on.

"Which part of me is the most beautiful?" She places her hands on her hips, assuming a pose that's both childishly demanding and devastatingly adult. "You have to be specific."

I inhale sharply. The air feels thick, stifling. I know the right thing to do is to step away, to end this dangerous game before it goes too far. I should remember my promise to Paula, and my relationship with her and Belle. But Aria stands before me like a challenge I can't refuse, her nakedness both an offering and a test.

"I can hardly think right now," I admit, "let alone speak."

Her lower lip pushes out in a pout. "Try."

At the moment, Paula's warning crystallizes in my mind. Aria is indeed spoiled, used to getting what she wants without resistance. But two can play this game. If she wants to tease, perhaps I can tease back—maintain some control of the situation while giving her just enough to satisfy her ego.

I take a deep breath, steeling myself. "All right," I say, forcing my voice to sound steady. "It won't be easy, but I'll take a closer look and do my best."

Her eyes widen slightly at my change in demeanor. I let my gaze drop deliberately to her breasts, taking my time and making a show of my appreciation.

"You have exquisite breasts," I tell her, my voice dropping an octave. "They remind me of fresh peaches—succulent, juicy, perfectly ripe." I pause, then add with deliberate crudeness, "I wouldn't tire of sucking them all day."

I lick my lips slowly as I speak, watching her reaction. Aria gasps, a small, involuntary sound. Her nipples harden visibly, and a flush spreads across her chest.

"Turn around," I command softly. "Let me see the rest of you."

She complies immediately, turning in a slow circle until her back is to me. Her hair falls in loose waves down her spine, ending just above two perfect dimples at the base of her back. Below, her heart-shaped buttocks form twin curves of flawless symmetry.

"Your ass is perfect," I tell her, my voice gravelly with genuine appreciation despite my strategic approach. "Round and firm—like it was sculpted rather than grown." I pause, letting the tension build. "I wish I could put my hands on it, stroke it, squeeze it."

Aria moans softly, her head tilting back slightly. "Do it," she urges. "Put your hands on me. I want to feel them."

The invitation lingers in the air between us, tempting. For a brief moment, I imagine doing exactly as she asks—stepping forward, placing my palms against her warm skin, feeling her yield beneath my touch.

Instead, I say, "No. My palms are rough with callouses from weeks of farm work." I hold up my hands to show her, though she can't see with her back still to me. "I wouldn't want to hurt you."

"I like rough," she replies, her voice thick with wanting.

Her words send heat coursing through me, pooling low in my abdomen. She knows exactly what she's doing, this girl—woman—playing with fire and expecting everyone else to get burned while she walks away unscathed.

The shed suddenly feels too small, the air between us charged with electricity. Sweat beads at my temples despite the moderate temperature. Aria starts to turn back around, but I remain still, letting her come to me rather than closing the distance myself.

Her eyes, when they meet mine again, are dark with desire—pupils expanded until only a thin ring of color remains. Her chest rises and falls with quickened breaths. She's beautiful in her wanting, perhaps more beautiful than in her perfect form.

I realize, with a mix of triumph and dismay, that I've only inflamed her desire rather than deterring it. My attempt to regain control by teasing has backfired, raising the temperature for both of us. Now we stand at an impasse—her naked and expectant, me clothed but unraveling.

The roses lie forgotten at our feet, crushed and broken. Their scent rises around us, sweet and heady. A perfect metaphor, I think distantly, for what's happening here—beauty destroyed in the pursuit of desire.

"Climb up," I tell her, nodding toward the sorting table. My voice comes out rougher than intended, betraying the effect she has on me despite my attempts at control. "Sit there." There's something intoxicating about giving commands and watching her follow them. It's a power I've never wielded before—not like this, not with someone so beautiful and willing. Aria's eyes flash with excitement as she backs toward the table, her naked body moving with feline grace.

She hoists herself onto the wooden surface in one fluid motion, the muscles in her thighs flexing. A naughty smile plays across her lips as she settles herself, hands resting on either side of her hips, waiting for my next instruction.

"Spread your legs," I order, surprised by my own boldness. "I want to see what's between them."

Aria complies eagerly, parting her thighs with deliberate slowness. The action reveals her most intimate parts to me, pink and already glistening with arousal. My breath catches in my throat. I'm walking a dangerous line here—one step too far in either direction could lead to disaster. If I touch her, I get myself involved with a complicated young woman. If I reject her outright, I risk crushing this young woman's confidence.

I inhale sharply, fighting for control. The rational part of my brain—the part that manages spreadsheets and tax forms for a living—is losing ground rapidly to something more primal. But I force myself to pause, to think, to remember that I'm the adult in this situation, regardless of Aria's legal age and obvious willingness.

She watches me with hooded eyes, waiting. The shed is silent save for our breathing—hers quicker, more shallow; mine deliberately measured as I try to regulate my pulse.

"What do you see?" she asks finally, her voice husky.

I take a step closer, allowing my eyes to linger on the view she's presenting. "What you have there," I say slowly, choosing my words with care, "is a flower more beautiful than any rose on this farm."

Her lips part slightly at the compliment, her chest rising with a quick intake of breath.

"It's the most beautiful part of your body," I continue, maintaining eye contact now. "Delicate. Perfect."

"What would you like to do with it?" she asks, her tone dropping to match mine.

It’s an invitation more than a question. I should refuse but find myself answering anyway.

"I'd stroke your petals first," I tell her, my voice barely above a whisper. "Gently. With just my fingertips. Until they're slick with dew."

Aria moans softly, her body shifting on the table.

"And then," I continue, watching her reaction carefully, "I'd taste the juices from those petals. Slowly. Thoroughly. Until I've savored every drop."

Her breathing quickens further. She reaches down, her hand moving between her legs, but I step forward quickly.

"Don't," I command, and her hand freezes. "I need to see your flower. Untouched."

She pouts but obeys, returning her hand to the table beside her hip. There's something heady about this control, this power to direct her actions with just my words. It's intoxicating.

I step closer still, until I'm standing directly before her. I kneel down, bringing my face level with her exposed center. I can smell her arousal now—musky and sweet, more intoxicating than any perfume. I lean in as if to taste her, but stop just short, my breath warm against her sensitive skin.

"That's the sweetest rose on earth," I murmur, inhaling deeply.

Aria gasps and grasps my head with both hands, trying to pull me against her. But I catch her wrists, gently but firmly removing them from my hair.

"Patience," I say, standing up again.

Frustration flashes across her face, quickly replaced by anticipation as I lean in toward her, my face now level with hers. She tilts her chin up, expecting a kiss. I move closer, until our lips are almost touching, then divert to her ear instead.

"I'd also like to stretch the walls of your pistil," I whisper, making use of the botanical term I’m sure she’s familiar with. "But I'm afraid you're too delicate."

She shudders at my words, her body trembling with desire. I can feel the heat radiating from her skin, calling to me like a siren song. It would be so easy to give in, to take what she's so freely offering. But something holds me back—not just my promise to Paula, but a sense that this isn't what either of us truly needs.

I step away abruptly, putting distance between us. "It's lunchtime," I announce, my voice gruff with unresolved tension.

Aria blinks, confusion replacing desire on her face. "What?"

"Lunchtime," I repeat, more firmly. "We should go eat."

"I'm not hungry," she says, her tone petulant as she remains perched on the table.

"I am." I turn toward the door of the shed. "And we are supposed to go shopping after lunch, remember? At the town center."

Her expression darkens. "I'm not interested anymore."

"That's fine." I shrug, feigning indifference despite the thunder of my pulse. "I'll just go with Belle."

Before she can respond, I step out of the facility, letting the door swing shut behind me. Outside, the fresh air hits my lungs like salvation. I exhale forcefully, as if I can expel the tension and desire that's built up inside me.

That was a close call—too close. I'd meant to teach Aria a lesson, to show her that not everyone would yield to her demands, but I'd nearly succumbed myself.

And despite my best efforts, the image of Aria’s beautiful body is burned into my retinas, a vision I know will haunt my dreams tonight.

I head back toward the farmhouse, taking deep breaths, and trying to clear my head. The farm stretches around me, rows of roses undulating in the gentle breeze, oblivious to the human drama occurring among them. I focus on the scent of earth and growing things, the honest smell of work and patience, so different from the heady perfume of desire that filled the shed.

I haven't gotten far when I hear footsteps rushing behind me and then hear Aria's voice call out, "Greg, wait!" I stop and turn to face her. She’s fully dressed, looking breath-taking in the bright sunshine.

As she reaches me, I ask, "What happened? I thought you weren’t coming."

She gives a playful pout and replies, "I was just joking."

And then she loops her arm through mine and strolls beside me as if nothing unusual has happened between us. Damn. The girl is resilient, no doubt, just like her mother. But as we walk silently toward the farmhouse, I know she isn’t going to give up on me easily despite her apparent nonchalance. As for me, I’m not sure I’m up to another “game” with the sassy girl.


CHAPTER 20
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I drive with the windows down, the spring air washing over us. My rental car—a sensible sedan that feels increasingly out of place in my new life—purrs along the winding road. Belle sits beside me, her blonde hair dancing in the breeze, while Aria commandeers the radio from the back seat, flipping through stations with the casual authority of someone who knows exactly what everyone should be listening to.

"There!" Aria leans forward, pointing between Belle and me. "Turn right at the next light. That's Main Street."

Main Street lives up to its name—the primary artery of Vine Valley's modest downtown. It's lined with buildings of weathered brick and painted wood, structures that hover comfortably between historic and outdated. Hanging baskets overflow with petunias and trailing ivy, swaying gently above the sidewalks where weekend browsers amble past shop windows.

"The town center's just ahead," Belle says. Her voice carries the warmth of someone introducing an old friend. "It's nothing fancy, but it has everything we need."

I spot the Vine Valley Town Center sign, painted forest green with gold lettering that catches the midday sun. The shopping center sprawls across several acres, an open-air collection of stores arranged around a central plaza. I find a parking spot near a fountain where water cascades over artificial rocks, the splashing creating a pleasant background noise to the Saturday shoppers' conversations.

"I'm starving," Aria announces as we exit the car. "Can we eat first? Pretty please?"

I suppress a laugh remembering her earlier sulkiness in the processing shed when she declared she wasn’t hungry.

Belle looks at me, eyebrows raised in question. I nod, suddenly aware of my own empty stomach. "Lead the way to food."

They guide me to a burger place called Valley Grill, its exterior marked by a neon burger sign that flickers even in daylight. Inside, the restaurant buzzes with casual energy—families with shopping bags piled under tables, teenagers hunched over massive milkshakes, and servers navigating the maze with efficiency.

We slide into a booth by the window. The vinyl seat is worn smooth from years of customers, and the tabletop bears tiny scars of countless meals past. I like it immediately.

"Get the Valley Burger," Belle suggests, not even opening her menu. "It's got this aioli that will change your life."

"Life-changing aioli?" I laugh. "That's quite a promise."

"She's not exaggerating," Aria chimes in. "Mom brings us here maybe twice a year as a treat, and Belle always gets the same thing."

I raise my eyebrows. “Our house chef’s favorite? It must be really good. I must give it a try.”

Our food arrives quickly—massive burgers on brioche buns, golden fries sprinkled with herb salt, and sodas in glasses sweating with condensation. Belle wasn't wrong about the aioli. The first bite of my burger sends a wave of flavors across my tongue—charred beef, tangy sauce, the crisp bite of fresh lettuce.

"So," Aria says between bites, "what are we shopping for exactly? Because if you say 'nothing specific,' I'm going to force you to try on every ridiculous hat in that novelty store by the fountain."

"I need some clothes for the farm," I admit. "Something that won't fall apart after a few days of actual work."

"We can help with that," Aria says, her eyes lighting up with the prospect of a fashion challenge. "Can't we, Belle?"

Belle nods, dabbing a napkin at the corner of her mouth. "Men's clothing is easy. Practical, durable, comfortable. None of the nonsense they put into women's clothes."

"Like fake pockets," Aria adds with sudden heat. "Don't get me started on fake pockets."

I hold up my hands in surrender. "I promise all my pockets will be real and functional."

After lunch, they lead me to a store called Outdoor Life, its entrance flanked by mannequins wearing hiking gear and fishing vests. Inside, the air smells of new fabric and leather, with a hint of cedar. I feel out of place among the camping equipment and performance wear, but Belle and Aria move with purpose.

"Lightweight cotton shirts," Belle says, moving to a rack of button-ups in subdued earth tones. "Long sleeves that you can roll up, protection from the sun and thorns."

Aria disappears down another aisle, returning with an armful of pants. "Cargo pants. Lots of pockets for tools, reinforced knees, breathable fabric."

They work as a team, pulling items and holding them up against me, discussing the merits of double stitching and moisture-wicking properties. I follow their lead, trying on shirts and pants in a cramped changing room while they wait outside, demanding to see each outfit.

"Turn around," Belle instructs when I emerge in a pair of khaki cargo pants and a sage green shirt. "Hmm. Not bad."

Aria circles me like a fashion consultant on a photo shoot. "The pants are good. The shirt..." She tugs at the sleeve. "One size up would be better for movement."

An hour later, I leave the store with three shirts, two pairs of cargo pants, a pair of hiking boots that Belle assures me are perfect for the rose fields, and a wide-brimmed hat that Aria insisted would make me look cool if not feel cool in the sun.

"Your turn," I say as we emerge back into the sunlight of the plaza. "Where to next?"

The sisters exchange a glance that communicates volumes without a word.

"H&M," they say in unison.

The store looms before us, its glass front revealing a labyrinth of racks and displays. Music pulses from within, a beat that seems to sync with the movement of shoppers navigating the maze of fashion.

"We'll be a while," Belle warns. "This is our happy place."

Aria nods enthusiastically. "You don't have to come in. There's a bench right there." She points to a wooden bench in the shade of a decorative maple tree. "We'll find you when we're done."

"Take your time," I tell them, settling onto the bench with my shopping bags at my feet. "I've got my Kindle."

As they disappear into the store, I pull out my e-reader and find my place in the novel I started on the flight to California. Two weeks ago, this would have been my ideal scenario—peace, a good book, and no obligations. But after a few pages, my attention wanders.

I never thought I'd be this guy—the man sitting outside a clothing store, waiting for women to finish shopping. In my previous life, shopping was a surgical strike: identify target, acquire, retreat. Online whenever possible. The idea of leisurely browsing was foreign and wasteful.

Yet here I sit, and the strangest part is that I don't mind. There's something oddly satisfying about watching the flow of the mall, the couples holding hands, parents chasing toddlers, teenagers moving in packs like colorful fish in a social stream.

I close my Kindle, deciding instead to simply observe. A young couple shares an ice cream cone, taking turns with a careful precision they've likely practiced for a while. A father juggles shopping bags while his young daughter dances around him, her energy boundless in contrast to his patient exhaustion.

My attention is drawn to a pair of brunettes approaching—a woman and a younger girl, their similar features marking them unmistakably as mother and daughter. The woman walks with the confident posture of someone comfortable in her own skin, despite her petite frame. Her dark hair falls in waves around her shoulders, and her eyes—even from a distance—seem to take in everything at once.

The daughter matches her mother's stride but with a youthful bounce, her similar dark hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She gestures animatedly as they talk, her hands moving through the air like birds in flight.

"Go ahead, honey," the mother says as they near H&M, her voice melodic with a subtle accent I can't quite place. "I'll wait here."

The daughter hesitates, looking between her mother and the store. "Are you sure you don't want to check it out too?"

The mother laughs, shaking her head. "I'm too old for that place."

"No way! They have stuff for moms too," the daughter protests, but without much conviction, already being pulled toward the store by the gravitational force of new clothes.

"I don't need anything," the mother says with fond exasperation. "Take your time, don't worry about me." She makes a shooing motion with her hands.

The daughter relents, giving her mother a quick kiss on the cheek before bouncing toward the entrance. The mother watches her go with a smile that contains equal parts love and amusement, before turning to survey her surroundings.

Her eyes meet mine, and for a moment, we're connected by the shared experience of being the ones left behind. I smile reflexively, and to my surprise, she returns it—a small curve of her lips that transforms her face from merely pretty to something more interesting.

She chooses the bench across the walkway from mine, settling herself with deliberate grace, back straight, ankles crossed. The position speaks of an innate elegance that no amount of casual clothes—she wears a simple blue dress with white prints and a split neck—can disguise.

I return to my Kindle, but the words blur before my eyes. My attention keeps drifting back to the woman across the way, who now checks messages on her phone, her face illuminated by the screen.

A group of teenage girls emerges from the store, laughing and comparing purchases. Both the woman and I look up, automatic responses to check if our waiting is over. When it's clear these aren't our companions, our eyes meet again, and this time her smile carries a hint of conspiratorial understanding.

"It'll be a long wait," she calls across to me, her voice carrying that same musical quality I'd heard earlier. "My daughter loves that place. Last time, I waited for an hour."

I close my Kindle, recognizing the universal language of parents and partners everywhere—the resigned patience of the shopping companion. "Maybe you should join her?" I suggest.

"No," she shakes her head, dark waves catching the sunlight. "I'd rather sit and rest. After a day's work, I'm too tired to shop."

I nod, understanding completely. "Are you visiting the area?" she asks, tilting her head slightly.

"No, I work on a farm," I reply, the words still strange in my mouth. I can't quite bring myself to say I own a farm—the concept remains surreal, a fact I acknowledge but don't fully believe.

She raises one eyebrow, skepticism clear in her expression. "You don't look like a farmer," she observes.

I laugh, glancing down at my city clothes, not yet replaced by my new purchases. "Good observation. I've only been doing the work for about two weeks."

"Which farm?" she asks, curiosity evident in her voice.

"Enchanting Roses," I reply.

Her mouth opens slightly, recognition flashing across her face. "How is Paula doing?" she asks, the question catching me off guard.

"Paula is fine," I say slowly, wondering at the connection. "She's visiting her parents in Napa this weekend. Do you know her?"

"We used to be friends," she says, something unreadable passing across her features.

"I'm Greg, by the way," I offer, suddenly realizing we've been conversing without introductions.

She opens her mouth to respond, but before she can speak, the sound of familiar laughter interrupts us. Belle and Aria emerge from the store, shopping bags in hand—but they're not alone. The dark-haired daughter walks with them, all three engaged in animated conversation.

To my surprise, when the young women spot us, Belle and Aria wave to the woman across from me.

"Odette!" they call in greeting.

I freeze, the name hitting me like a splash of cold water. This is Odette Jones? The shrewd businesswoman trying to buy out the rose farm? The neighbor Paula speaks of with such wariness?

She looks nothing like the calculating predator I'd imagined—no sharp edges or cold eyes, just a petite woman with a warm smile and an accent that now, knowing her identity, I place as French.

As I process this revelation, Aria makes introductions. "Greg, this is my best friend Kaia," she says, gesturing to the dark-haired girl. "Kaia, this is Gregory. He's Adrianna’s son."

Kaia smiles brightly, extending a hand. "Nice to meet you," she says with genuine warmth.

“He’s also our new partner at the rose farm,” Belle adds proudly.

Odette's face lights up with newfound curiosity. "It's a pleasure to meet you," she says as we shake hands for the first time. Her brown eyes sparkle with interest when they meet mine, and I have a feeling it's not just about business.

"Nice to meet you too," I respond. "Paula has told me about you.”

"Oh, really?" Odette's smile widens. "She mentioned me to you?"

"Yes. The work you’ve done with my uncle’s vineyard is truly impressive," I reply, careful not to allude to Odette’s potential plans regarding the rose farm.

"Oh," she dismisses with a wave. "Just doing what I can to get by." As we chat, I notice Aria and Kaia whispering while glancing my way, clearly talking about me.

Feeling self-conscious, I change the subject. "It’s been nice meeting you, but we should get going."

Aria and Belle quickly join me, while Kaia stands with her mother.

Odette wraps an arm around her daughter as she turns to me. “You should visit my vineyard sometime," she says, her invitation carrying the casual confidence of someone used to being obeyed. "See the place your mom grew up on."

I nod, politeness overriding my confusion. "I'd like that," I hear myself say, even as I wonder what Paula would think of this encounter.

Odette smiles, satisfaction mingling with something else in her expression—excitement, perhaps. "Excellent," she says. "We'll arrange it soon."

As she and Kaia depart, their heads bent together in conversation, I'm left wondering how a simple shopping trip managed to introduce me to the very woman Paula had warned me about—and why, despite everything I've heard, I find myself looking forward to seeing her again.


CHAPTER 21
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The bags rustle in the trunk as I navigate the winding road back to the farm. The mood in the car has shifted—shopping euphoria giving way to a thoughtful quiet. I take a quick look at Belle sitting beside me, her face outlined by the scenery whizzing past, and she seems lost in thought.

In the rearview mirror, I catch Aria's eyes, bright with unspoken thoughts. The encounter with Odette and Kaia has left a strange tension humming between us, questions hovering unasked in the warm air of the car.

I drum my fingers on the steering wheel, Odette’s image still a phantom weight in my mind. The silence isn't uncomfortable, exactly, but it's charged with potential.

"So," I finally say, keeping my tone casual, "you two seemed pretty friendly with Kaia and her mother."

Belle turns from the window, tucking a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. "Kaia's been Aria's friend since elementary school."

"Best friend," Aria corrects from the back seat. "We're practically sisters."

This adds another layer of complexity to the situation. "But I thought..." I hesitate, not wanting to repeat gossip. "Paula gave me the impression that Odette was, well, not exactly a friend to the rose farm."

The sisters exchange a glance loaded with meaning. Belle sighs, a sound too weary for someone her age.

"It's complicated," she says eventually. "Mom and Odette have history."

"They used to be close," Aria adds, leaning forward between the front seats. "Like, really close. Odette worked at the rose farm back when we were kids."

"Before she married my uncle Louis?" I ask, trying to piece together the timeline.

Belle nods. "Way before. Odette actually lived with us for a while."

"With you?" I can't hide my surprise. The idea of Paula and Odette sharing a home seems impossible given their current relationship.

"With all of us," Belle confirms. "In the farmhouse. I was really little, but I remember her making crepes on Sunday mornings. She'd sing these French songs while she cooked."

Aria nods enthusiastically. "And she taught Mom how to make this amazing ratatouille that we still have sometimes. Though Mom never admits where the recipe came from."

I try to reconcile this domestic image with the businesswoman Paula described as trying to undermine the rose farm. "What happened? How did she go from making crepes in your kitchen to becoming..." I trail off, unsure how to phrase it politely.

"The enemy?" Belle supplies with a sad smile. "That's part of the complicated bit."

She pauses, gathering her thoughts. The road curves beneath us, golden hills rolling away on either side, vines and orchards creating patterns across the landscape.

"Odette grew up on a vineyard in France," Belle begins again. "Near Bordeaux, I think. Her family had been making wine for generations, but she wanted something different. When she was nineteen, she met an American tourist—a guy from California."

"Kaia's father," I guess.

Belle nods. "They had this whirlwind romance. He was older, sophisticated, showed her parts of France she'd never seen despite growing up there. When he went back to America, they stayed in touch. He'd visit a couple times a year, and their relationship continued like that for years."

"Meanwhile, Odette got pregnant," Aria chimes in. "She had Kaia, raised her alone because her family wasn't supportive. They thought she should marry a local vineyard owner's son, continue the family business. But she was in love with Kaia's dad."

I navigate a particularly sharp turn, processing this information. "So what brought her to California?"

"When Kaia was six," Belle continues, "Odette decided to bring her daughter to America to find her father. She'd saved enough money for the trip, and he'd always talked about how they'd be together someday, once things were 'settled.'"

There's a heavy pause, and I can guess what's coming.

"Let me guess," I say. "He wasn't exactly available."

"Married with two kids and a house in Palo Alto," Aria confirms, disgust evident in her voice. "The jerk had a whole other life he never mentioned during all those romantic visits to France."

"That's..." I search for a word strong enough. "Despicable."

Belle nods grimly. "Odette was devastated. Alone in a foreign country with a six-year-old, barely speaking English, no money to get back home—and her family had basically disowned her for leaving in the first place."

"Odette searched for work at vineyards around Napa and crossed paths with Mom, who was visiting our grandma. Mom took Odette in and brought both her and Kaia to the rose farm. Without hesitation, Adrianna offered Odette a job."

As the road straightens, I take a moment to look at Belle. Her expression is complex—filled with pride for her mother and Adrianna’s generosity, yet tinged with something else, something more elusive.

"Odette stayed with us for almost two years," Belle continues. "She worked hard, learned English quickly, and Kaia and us became friends. She was like an aunt to me, and Mom and she were close—they'd stay up late talking after Aria and I were in bed."

"I remember her braiding my hair," Aria says softly. "She did these fancy French braids that none of the other kids at preschool had."

I try to picture it—a younger Paula and Odette, sharing a home, raising their daughters together, finding connection despite their different backgrounds. "So what changed?"

Belle's expression clouds. "She met Uncle Louis at his grandson’s birthday party. He was already a widower at the time—"

I mentally calculate Louis’s age at the time. It must have been about twelve years ago, so my uncle would be in his late sixties then. Odette must’ve been younger than his children. “And they hit it off?”

"Exactly," Belle nods. "Louis was charming, established, and he fell hard for Odette. Within six months, they were married, and she and Kaia moved into his house at the vineyard."

"And that's when things changed with Paula?" I ask, feeling like I'm getting closer to understanding the rift.

Belle hesitates, exchanging another look with Aria.

"Mom never talks about it directly," Belle says carefully. "But from what we've pieced together over the years, I think she felt... betrayed. Like Odette used her to get established, then traded up when something better came along."

"That's not fair though," Aria protests. "Mom makes it sound like Odette was this calculating gold-digger, but she wasn't. She was just trying to make a life for herself and Kaia."

I think about Odette's refined manner, her elegant posture, the confident way she carries herself. It would be easy to see her as opportunistic, especially if you felt hurt by her choices.

"So she married Louis for his money and status, like my mother believed?" I ask, recalling what Paula said about Adrianna.

Belle shrugs, her face troubled. "I don't know. Maybe that was part of it. But she stayed with him until he died, and took care of him through his illness. And she's built Exotic Wines into something special—it wasn't just handed to her."

"Kaia says her mom worked eighteen-hour days for years," Aria adds. "Even when Uncle Louis was alive. She handled everything in the business, harvesting, winemaking, and networking. The vineyard thrived because she made it succeed."

The road dips into a valley, rose fields suddenly visible in the distance, the familiar silhouette of the farmhouse on the horizon. Home, or what's starting to feel like home, despite my short time here.

"But Paula thinks Odette is behind the developers trying to buy the rose farm?" I ask, still trying to connect all the pieces.

Belle sighs heavily. "Mom thinks Odette wants to expand Exotic Wines onto our land. The developers have approached us a few times with offers, and Mom's convinced Odette is pulling the strings."

"Is she?" I ask bluntly.

"I don't know," Belle admits. "It's not like we can ask her. Mom and Odette barely speak anymore, except when absolutely necessary."

"Which is ridiculous," Aria interjects. "Because Kaia and I are best friends. We're always having to sneak around like we're in some Shakespeare play with feuding families."

I remember the whispered conversation between Kaia and Aria at the mall, the conspiratorial laughter. "You don't agree with Paula about Odette?"

Belle's hands twist in her lap, discomfort evident in her posture. "It's not my place to say," she begins cautiously. "But... I think it's more complicated than Mom makes it out to be. I don't believe Odette is actively trying to hurt us."

"Whatever happened between them was a long time ago," Aria adds. "And it's not mine or Kaia's fault, so why should we have to pretend we're not friends?"

"Plus," Belle says, her voice softening, "Odette was good to us when we were little. Whatever else happened, that part is true."

I nod, thinking of the woman at the mall—her intelligent eyes, her thoughtful observations, the way she spoke of adaptation and survival in agriculture. Not the calculating villain of Paula's stories, but a complex woman with her own struggles and triumphs.

"Kaia always says she has the best mom on earth," Aria says firmly. "And I believe her. Odette raised her alone in a foreign country, built a business from scratch, and gave Kaia everything she needed. That's not the action of a bad person."

The gravel of the farm's driveway crunches beneath our tires as I turn off the main road. The rose fields stretch out around us, plants heavy with buds that will soon burst into bloom. I think about Odette's invitation to visit her vineyard and the subtle warmth in her voice when she suggested I come to see the place where my mother grew up.

"So what exactly happened between them?" I ask as I park the car in front of the farmhouse. "Paula and Odette, I mean. There must have been a specific falling out."

Belle opens her door, the scent of roses immediately filling the car. "Like I said, Mom never talks about it directly. But sometimes, when she's had a glass of wine too many, she mentions something about 'betrayal' and 'choosing sides.'"

"All I know," Aria says, gathering her shopping bags from the back seat, "is that it's exhausting being caught in the middle of a grudge that's older than I am."

I help them unload the trunk, my mind still turning over the complicated history I've just learned. The farm spreads out around us, peaceful in the late afternoon light—a stark contrast to the tangled human emotions at play.

"Do you think," I ask carefully, "that Paula would be upset if I accepted Odette's invitation to tour her vineyard?"

The sisters exchange another look—something they seem to do frequently when navigating difficult territory.

“I am curious about my uncle’s vineyard,” I add. “And, of course, how Odette runs it so successfully.”

"Mom probably won’t like it," Belle admits, her expression sympathetic. "But you're an adult. And learning a few things from Odette isn't a bad idea."

"Just maybe don't mention it to Mom right away," Aria suggests with a grimace. "Wait for the right moment."

I nod although I’m not sure whether it’s a good idea. Belle is right. Paula wouldn’t like it. Yet my desire to visit Odette and Exotic Wines is strong—I would like to learn what I can about making a farm profitable in this competitive landscape. It's a professional interest, I tell myself firmly. Nothing to do with the way her eyes crinkled when she smiled, or the musical lilt of her accent.

As we carry our purchases into the house, I find myself caught between loyalty to Paula—who has welcomed me, trusted me, shared her home and her body with me—and curiosity about Odette, the supposed villain who doesn't seem villainous at all.

"Greg?" Belle pauses at the door, looking back at me. "Whatever happened between Mom and Odette, it's their story, not ours. And definitely not yours. You don't have to choose sides. And to tell the truth, I really hope Mom and Odette can at least get together and talk. Odette has been trying, but Mom refuses any chance to reconcile."

“I see,” I say with a nod, wondering why Paula is so unforgiving. It isn’t like her. “I’ll see what I can do, then.”


CHAPTER 22

[image: ]

I wake to a world of gold. Dawn light filters through the blinds, painting ribbons across Belle's bare shoulder, her honey-blonde hair spread across the pillow like spilled treasure. Her breathing comes in soft, even measures—the rhythm of deep sleep. My arm tingles where it's trapped beneath her waist, but I wouldn't move it for anything. Last night replays in my mind, fragments of passion that make my body respond even now, in the innocent light of morning. I resist the urge to press my lips to her temple, to wake her with desires that haven't quite cooled from the night before.

After we returned home from downtown, Aria decided to have a horror movie marathon and sleepover at Kaia’s house, leaving Belle and me alone. We enjoyed a simple dinner and then indulged in some relaxing spa time. And then we went to Belle’s bedroom early and made love until we tried every position I knew of. I fell asleep with Belle in my arms until she woke me in the middle of the night with a surprise blow job. I made love to her again until she was satisfied.

Belle's face in repose is a study in contradictions—the shy farm girl vanished, replaced by something both vulnerable and powerful. Her lips, slightly parted, show no trace of their usual hesitation. The tiny crease that appears between her brows when she's overthinking something is smoothed away. In sleep, she's unguarded, beautiful in a way that squeezes something deep in my chest.

It's still strange to think that just weeks ago, I was in the east end of the country, drowning in spreadsheets and city noise, with no knowledge that this woman existed. Now I can't imagine a morning without the scent of her skin or the weight of her against me. The inheritance of my mother's rose farm—a burden I'd intended to unload as quickly as possible—has become the unexpected gift I never knew I needed.

I shift slightly, uncomfortably aware of my body's enthusiastic response to these recollections. My morning erection presses insistently against the warm skin of Belle's thigh. She stirs in her sleep, making a soft sound in her throat—something between a sigh and a whimper. Her body moves against mine, an unconscious seeking of friction that nearly breaks my resolve to let her sleep.

Her leg slides between mine, creating the most exquisite torture. I stifle a groan, but not well enough. The sound seems to penetrate her dreams. She moves again, more deliberately this time, though her eyes remain closed.

I can't help myself anymore. I lean down, pressing my lips to her cheek in a kiss that's both tender and hungry. Her eyelashes flutter against her skin like nervous butterflies before lifting to reveal hazel eyes, momentarily confused, then warming with recognition.

"Good morning," she says, her voice husky with sleep. A smile spreads across her face, slow and sweet as honey.

"Good morning, princess," I murmur against her temple. "Who was in your dream?"

A blush spreads across her cheeks, but her smile turns impish. "A hot, older man."

I raise an eyebrow, playing along. "And what was this older man doing to you?"

The blush deepens. She buries her face against my chest, her words muffled. "I can't tell you that."

My hand slides down her spine, tracing each vertebra, coming to rest at the curve of her hip. "Can't? Or won't?"

She doesn't answer, but her body shifts subtly, pressing closer. My hand continues its journey, sliding between us, finding the warm, slick evidence of her arousal. Belle's breath catches.

"Let me guess," I say, my voice dropping lower as my fingers explore her wetness. "You've been doing naughty things with this older man."

Instead of answering, Belle slides down my body, her hair trailing across my chest, my stomach, lower. Her mouth is warm and wet, her technique inexperienced but enthusiastic. What she lacks in practice, she makes up for in attention—she watches my reactions, learning what makes my breath hitch, what draws a groan from deep in my chest.

My hands find her hair, not pushing or guiding, just needing to touch her. "Belle," I mutter, warning and plea wrapped in a single word.

She understands, pulling away with a final, teasing kiss before climbing back up my body. Her eyes hold mine as she positions herself above me. There's a confidence in her movements that wasn't there when we first met—not arrogance, but a woman comfortable in her own desires.

She sinks down, taking me inside her in one slow, steady motion that has us both gasping. Her hands brace against my chest as she begins to move, finding a rhythm that builds steadily. I grip her hips, helping her maintain the pace as it quickens.

The early sunlight catches in her hair, illuminating her like some classical painting of ecstasy. Her head tilts back, exposing the elegant line of her throat. I rise up to taste it, salt and sweetness on my tongue.

The change in angle draws a cry from her, her nails digging into my shoulders. I can feel her tightening around me, the tremors that signal she's close. My own release builds and I feel a pressure at the base of my spine that grows with each movement.

“Oh Greg," she breathes, and hearing my name on her lips like that—reverent, desperate—pushes me over the edge. I pull her down hard against me as I come, and the added pressure triggers her own orgasm. She collapses against my chest, both of us breathing hard, skin slick with sweat, hearts pounding in syncopated rhythm.

We lie tangled together as our breathing slows, trading lazy, satisfied kisses. Her fingers trace patterns on my chest while mine stroke the silk of her hair. There's something unbelievably intimate about these moments after—more vulnerable, in some ways, than the act itself.

The spell breaks with three sharp knocks on the bedroom door.

"Belle!" Aria's voice carries through the wood, impatient. "It's almost eight. I'm starving, and you know I can't cook."

Belle sighs against my neck, but there's no real annoyance in it. "Make some coffee," she calls back. "I'll be up soon to make breakfast."

"Fine, but hurry up. And tell Greg good morning for me." There's a knowing tone in Aria's voice that makes Belle hide a laugh against my shoulder.

We listen to Aria's footsteps retreat down the hall before Belle reluctantly disentangles herself from me, searching the floor for her discarded clothes.

"I thought she was at Kaia's," I say, watching as she slips her T-shirt over her head.

"She was." Belle tosses my boxers at me with a grin. "Horror movie marathon, remember? They probably stayed up until dawn, then Kaia drove her home this morning."

I pull on my boxers, followed by jeans, feeling a twinge of irritation. "She couldn't make herself breakfast? She's in college, not kindergarten."

Belle shrugs, stepping into a pair of cotton shorts. "Trust me, it's better this way. Aria's cooking is a health hazard. Last time she tried to make pancakes, she somehow set off the smoke alarm and gave herself food poisoning at the same time."

"How is that even possible?"

"It's a gift." Belle runs her fingers through her tangled hair, attempting to bring some order to it. "Anyway, I don't mind. Cooking relaxes me."

I pull her into my arms, dropping a kiss on the top of her head. "You indulge her too much."

"Probably," she agrees easily. "But she's my little sister. It's what we do."

I follow Belle to the door, but pause before opening it. "You never told me what the hot older man in your dream was doing," I remind her.

She looks back at me, that impish smile returning. "Who says it was a dream?" she asks, and slips out the door before I can respond.

I stand there for a moment, smiling like an idiot. The scent of coffee drifts up from the kitchen, along with the sound of the sisters' voices—Aria's animated, Belle's gentler tones. My irritation at the interruption fades. This is what mornings are supposed to feel like, I realize. Not the rushed, solitary affairs I'd grown accustomed to in Philadelphia, but this—warmth and light and voices in the kitchen.

I have the ridiculous thought that I never want to leave this farmhouse, this unexpected life I've stumbled into. The thought should terrify me—I've never been one for impulsive decisions or emotional entanglements—but instead, it settles in my chest with surprising comfort, like it belongs there.

I follow the coffee scent and the sound of laughter downstairs, ready to face the day.

After breakfast, the sisters and I are back in the fields. The morning sun beats down on my back as I carefully clip another rose stem, adding it to the collection in my bucket. My fingers have grown calloused over the past week, but there's something satisfying about the work—the sweet perfume of the roses, the quiet concentration of Belle and Aria working alongside me, the sense that we're building something together. I never thought I'd find peace in manual labor, but the farm has a way of settling into your bones.

"You look like a real farmer," Belle says, nodding at my new clothes as she moves down her own row. Her blonde hair is tied back in a messy bun, wisps escaping to frame her face. "Mom will be impressed when she gets back."

"Don't inflate his ego," Aria calls from two rows over. Unlike her sister's practical approach, Aria has somehow made farm work look like a fashion statement. Her cutoff shorts and tied-up blouse shouldn't be practical, but she moves with surprising efficiency. "He's already too cocky."

I snip another bloom. "Says the girl who spent twenty minutes this morning perfecting her 'casual' farm look."

Belle snorts with laughter, and even Aria cracks a smile.

"Some of us have standards," Aria says, but the barb lacks any real heat.

"We should finish this section before lunch," I say, checking my watch. "Then we can get these stored for Tuesday's shipment."

Belle nods, her focus returning to the roses. She's the most diligent of us, her movements are adept and precise. I've noticed she's never happier than when her hands are busy with the farm's work. Aria, on the other hand, approaches each task like it's a creative challenge—which, given her fashion design background, makes sense.

"Are you really going to set up the rose-product workshop Adrianna was so eager about?" Aria inquires as we continue working. 

"Yes, we are. The plumbing work has been scheduled," I reply. "The soap-making equipment is arriving next week, so we can begin production soon." 

"That's great," Aria responds. "Do you have a brand name yet? What will you call your products?" 

Belle and I exchange glances. How did I miss this detail? "I haven't thought about it yet. Did Adrianna have any preferences?" I ask. 

Belle shakes her head. "She hasn't mentioned any. But we could name it Enchanting Roses." 

I nod in agreement. "That works for me." 

Aria frowns. "Enchanting Roses Rose Water? It sounds a bit dull." 

"Do you have a better suggestion?" Belle asks. 

"Let me think. How about Petal Essence?" 

Belle smiles. "I like it!" 

They both turn to me for my input. "I like it, too. But let's also check with your mom to see what she thinks."

Aria cheers, as if my approval means the world to her, which is flattering. "Can I design labels, too?" Aria asks, twirling a stem between her fingers. "I was thinking something vintage but clean. Maybe with gold accents?"

"Sounds perfect," I say, impressed by her initiative. Despite Paula's warnings about Aria's capricious nature, she's shown genuine enthusiasm for the farm’s future.

The sun climbs higher as we fill our buckets. Sweat trickles down my back, and I find myself glancing at the farmhouse in the distance, thinking about lunch.

"I think that's enough for now," Belle finally says, standing up straight and stretching her back. "We should get these to storage."

We carry our harvest to the process shed, removing excess foliage and making clean diagonal cuts before bundling the roses into commercial units and wrapping them in protective sleeves.

"You're a professional now," Belles says as she observes me, and I feel a flush of pride that has nothing to do with the heat.

Aria checks her phone, sighing dramatically. "Can we please hurry? I'm starving."

Belle rolls her eyes but can't suppress a smile. "I told you to have another slice of toast, but you were worried about your figure."

"You can't blame me, Belle," Aria replies. "I'm trying to pursue modeling."

"Models don't need to be thin."

Aria gasps. "Are you calling me thin? I'm not. I have curves! Right, Greg?"

Uh-oh. I silently curse, not wanting to take sides. "Well," I respond cautiously yet truthfully. "I like you as you are, but I wouldn't mind if you added a few more pounds."

"See?" they say simultaneously and then burst into laughter.

While the sisters banter, we place the flower bundles in buckets of clean water with a solution that will keep them fresh for next week’s shipments before carrying them into a large refrigerated room at the back of the shed.

As we head toward the farmhouse, the rumble of an engine cuts through the quiet. I turn to see a cloud of dust rising from the farm's entrance road, followed by a sleek red sports car tearing down the drive at a speed that makes me wince. Farm roads aren't meant for that kind of driving.

"Who the hell is that?" I ask, watching as the car pulls up in front of the office with a spray of gravel.

Belle shakes her head. "No idea. We're not expecting any deliveries today."

Beside her, Aria has gone rigid, her expression shifting from surprise to something like dread. "It's Sebastian," she says, her voice tight.

"Sebastian?" Belle's eyes widen. "What's he doing here? Didn't you break up with him?"

"I did," Aria confirms, her jaw setting in a hard line. "He's been calling. I've been ignoring him."

Belle puts a hand on her sister's arm. "You need to tell him to leave."

Aria nods, squaring her shoulders. "I know. I will." She starts toward the office, her stride purposeful.

Belle and I exchange a look, and without a word, we follow at a distance. I'm not about to let Aria face this alone, and I can see Belle feels the same.

The car door opens, and a young man steps out—tall and lean with carefully tousled blond hair and the easy confidence of someone who's never had to question his welcome. He's wearing designer jeans and a half-unbuttoned shirt that probably cost more than a week of farm expenses. I can see immediately why Aria fell for him; he has that classic, magazine-ready good looks and an air of careless charm.

He spots Aria and his face lights up with a practiced smile. "Hey, babe!" he calls, striding toward her with his arms outstretched for a hug.

Aria sidesteps him, keeping her distance. "No, Sebastian. You don't get to hug me or call me babe anymore."

His smile doesn't falter. "Why not?"

"Because I broke up with you," Aria says with an exaggerated eye roll.

Sebastian chuckles, as if she's told a mildly amusing joke. "Come on, babe, you aren't serious. You love me, don't you?"

Aria crosses her arms. "Not anymore."

"Why not?" He sounds genuinely confused, which makes me dislike him even more.

"You know why," Aria says, her voice cooling further.

"I really don't." He spreads his hands in a gesture of innocence that feels rehearsed.

Aria's composure cracks slightly. "All those girls you cheated with? Ring any bells?"

Sebastian shrugs nonchalantly, as if she's mentioned something as trivial as a forgotten dinner date. "Do we have to go over this again? I only love you. It was just sex with them."

My fingers curl into fists at my sides. Belle makes a small, disgusted sound beside me.

"That doesn't make it better!" Aria's voice rises. "You shouldn't have had sex with other women while seeing me, and without letting me know."

Sebastian's expression shifts, a flash of frustration breaking through his charming facade. "You can't blame me when you wouldn't have sex with me."

The statement hits me like a cold wave. Beside me, Belle gasps softly, and we exchange a startled look. This is clearly news to her as well.

Aria's mouth falls open, tears welling in her eyes. "Are you saying it's my fault?" Her voice trembles. "Then why are you here instead of with the girls who are willing to fuck you?"

Sebastian curses, his handsome face contorting with anger for a moment before he visibly reins himself in. "I'm here because I miss you," he says, his voice gentling. "I don't care about any other girls. I only love you, Aria."

"Bullshit," Belle mutters under her breath.

I squeeze her shoulder in silent agreement, hoping Aria won't fall for such an obvious lie. But I can see the uncertainty in Aria's posture, the way she's starting to lean toward him despite herself.

"Give me another chance," Sebastian says, his voice honey-sweet. "Please."

Aria hesitates, glancing back at us. I tighten my grip on Belle's shoulder, silently willing Aria to make the right choice. For a moment, our eyes lock, and something shifts in Aria's expression. The fiery woman I've come to know over the past week seems to recede, replaced by someone younger and more vulnerable.

She gives Sebastian a small nod. "Okay."

Sebastian lets out a whoop of triumph and pulls her into his arms, kissing her with a possessiveness that makes my stomach turn. Aria seems to melt against him, her earlier resistance forgotten.

My chest tightens with an emotion I don't want to examine too closely. Aria is a spoiled girl, but she’s my family and I care about her. Watching her surrender to this manipulative asshole makes me sick.

"What the hell?" Belle hisses beside me, her body tensing like a spring. I mutter a curse under my breath, watching Aria melt into Sebastian's embrace. My jaw clenches so hard it hurts. Every instinct screams at me to march over there and pull them apart, but I force myself to stay put.

I need to find a way to help Aria see it before she gets hurt again. But I can’t just step in between them. I don’t have the right, and I will only make things worse.

Belle steps forward, but I hold her back. "She's making a huge mistake," she whispers fiercely.

"She's an adult," I say, though the words taste bitter. "She can make her own choices."

Even as I say it, I know it's not just about respecting Aria's autonomy. Deep down, a part of me suspects this is about yesterday—about the moment in the sorting facility when she tried to seduce me and I turned her away. She acted nonchalantly afterward and went shopping with us, but I felt her resentful glances from time to time.  Is reconciliation with Sebastian her way of lashing out, of proving she doesn't care about my rejection? Or maybe Sebastian's gesture inflated the ego I had intentionally bruised?

I watch Sebastian's hands sliding possessively down Aria's back. A wave of something hot and ugly washes through me—not just protectiveness, but jealousy, raw and undeniable. Jealousy I have no right to feel, considering my relationship with both Paula and Belle.

But then I remember Aria's tear-streaked face the day she arrived home, broken by this same man who now holds her like a prize. I remember the look in her eyes just before she nodded her agreement, that flash of vulnerability that seemed to be calling for someone—anyone—to step in and save her from herself.

"I can't just stand here," I tell Belle. "She's going to get hurt again."

Belle nods, relief evident in her eyes. "Thank god. I thought you were actually going to let this happen."

I start toward the couple, who have finally broken their kiss. Sebastian keeps one arm draped possessively around Aria's shoulders, his fingers playing with a strand of her hair in a gesture that seems deliberately territorial.

Before I can speak, Aria's voice rings out with forced brightness. "Why don't you come have lunch with us at the farmhouse?"

Sebastian's easy smile falters slightly. "I can't, actually. I need to head back to the city."

Aria's expression freezes. "So soon? You just got here."

"Well, that's kind of why I came," Sebastian says, his tone shifting to something more businesslike. "Remember that modeling gig my mom found for you? The shoot starts today. I'm here to take you back for it."

The air seems to crystallize around them. Aria narrows her eyes, stepping slightly back from his embrace. "So that's the real reason you came? For the shoot?"

"No, no," Sebastian backpedals, reaching for her again. "I came because I missed you. The shoot is just... convenient timing."

Understanding dawns on me like a cold shower. Sebastian's mother is the agent who signed a contract with the company hiring Aria. If Aria doesn't show, his mother loses money and credibility. This reconciliation has nothing to do with love and everything to do with business.

I quicken my pace, rage building with each step. By the time I reach them, my voice is steady but hard. "I think you should leave my property," I tell Sebastian. "And I think you should never bother Aria again."

Sebastian turns to me with a frown, his practiced charm sliding into something uglier. "Who the hell are you?" he demands.

Before I can answer, Aria steps forward and takes my arm, pressing against my side. "Greg is my daddy," she says with perfect composure.

Sebastian's mouth falls open, his eyes widening. "I thought you didn't have one."

"Well, she has one now," I say, falling into the role with surprising ease. I level my gaze at him, letting him see exactly what I think of him. "And you'd better get your ass out of here before I kick it like a runaway combine."

A flush crawls up Sebastian's neck, turning his handsome face an unflattering shade of pink. "Okay, pops," he says, already backing toward his car. "No problem. I was just leaving."

"One more thing," I call after him as he fumbles with his car door. "If you come near Aria again, I'll break your neck. Understood?"

He doesn't answer, just slides into his car and starts the engine with a roar that scatters birds from a nearby tree. We stand united—me, Aria still holding my arm, and Belle who has joined us—watching as the red sports car peels out of the driveway and onto the dirt road, leaving a cloud of dust in its wake.

None of us speak until the car disappears from view. The silence stretches, broken only by the distant sound of wind in the rose fields and a meadowlark calling from somewhere near the irrigation pond.

"Well done, Daddy!" Belle finally says, perfectly mimicking her sister's tone from moments before.

Aria laughs, the sound catching on what might be tears. "Stop making fun of me."

"I'm not," Belle insists, though she's still chuckling. She reaches over to squeeze her sister's shoulder. "That was quick thinking."

I'm still processing the strange turn of events, the way Aria's simple declaration shifted everything in an instant. My arm feels warm where she's holding it, her fingers light against my skin.

"Are you okay?" I ask her, searching her face for signs of distress.

She nods, finally releasing my arm. "Yeah. Thanks for stepping in."

"I'm glad you came to your senses," Belle says. "For a minute there..."

"I know." Aria sighs, running a hand through her hair. "I'm sorry I worried you both. I know I shouldn't trust him, but somehow..." She trails off, looking embarrassed.

"He knows how to get to your vanity," I finish for her, keeping my tone gentle.

She looks up at me, surprised. "Yeah. Exactly." She'd denied it the last time we spoke about Sebastian, insisting it was true love. The admission marks a shift, a new self-awareness that makes me proud of her.

"You don't need to worry about being fooled by him again," I say.

"Thanks," she says, her usual confidence returning. She straightens her shoulders, wiping away the last traces of vulnerability. "For everything."

"No problem," I tell her. "It's my job to protect you from now on."

The words come out naturally, as if I've been practicing them for years instead of seconds. Something settles in my chest, a calm certainty that feels right. I may have stumbled into this makeshift family, but I'm starting to think it's where I belong.

"Are we ready for lunch?" I ask, glancing between the two sisters. "I don't know about you, but I've worked up an appetite."

"Yes, Daddy," they say in unison, then dissolve into laughter.

I chuckle, shaking my head as I wrap an arm around each of their shoulders. We turn toward the farmhouse, falling into step together. The sun is high overhead, casting short shadows across the gravel driveway. In the distance, the rose fields stretch in neat rows, sparkling and alive under the May sky.

We reach the farmhouse steps, and I let my arms fall from their shoulders, suddenly conscious of the casual intimacy. "I hope someone knows how to cook," I say, "because I'm useless in the kitchen."

"Don't worry," Belle says with a smile. "I’ll take care of it."

"Let me help you, Belle," Aria adds, her usual spark returning as she bounds up the steps ahead of us.

“Mmm, no thanks.” Belle chuckles, not taking her sister seriously.

“I’m not joking. I know how to make salad.”

I follow them inside, leaving the dust and drama of Sebastian's visit behind.

The screen door closes behind us with a familiar creak, shutting out the world beyond the farmhouse. Inside, the air is filled with the aroma of coffee and the essence of a life well-lived. I take a deep breath, enjoying the peaceful moment, aware that more challenges lie ahead but feeling prepared to face them.


CHAPTER 23
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The sun throws dappled patterns through the leaves above my patio lounge chair, warming my skin to that perfect temperature between comfortable and drowsy. My laptop rests on my thighs, numbers and spreadsheets blurring as my attention drifts to the sounds of the farm – birds calling, distant laughter from the kitchen where Belle and Aria are baking, the soft rustle of rose bushes in the afternoon breeze. This moment feels surreal, as though I've slipped into someone else's life rather than my own.

Lunch had been simple but perfect – sandwiches Belle prepared with fresh ingredients from the local market and the vegetable garden, paired with a surprisingly excellent Pinot Noir Aria brought home after her last night’s visit at Exotic Wines. The sisters had bantered throughout the meal, Aria teasing Belle about her methodical approach to everything while Belle gently countered with comments about Aria's impulsiveness. I'd enjoyed their dynamic, feeling like I was glimpsing a family ritual that had been years in the making.

"Mom's going to be so excited when she gets back and sees the cake," Aria had announced, turning to her older sister. "You've got to teach me how to make it. I want to surprise Mom when she gets home."

Belle had agreed with that soft smile of hers, and they'd disappeared into the kitchen while I retreated to my cottage patio to catch up on some work for the accounting firm. Figures and projections that once consumed my days now seem like intrusions from another world.

The distant sound of their laughter drifts through the open windows of the main house. Something about whisks and flour and a joke I can't quite make out. Their voices blend with the ambient sounds of the farm, lulling me into a state of half-consciousness. I try to focus on the spreadsheet, but my eyelids grow heavy.

Just a few minutes, I tell myself as I close the laptop and set it on the side table. I let my head fall back against the cushion, eyes closing, the warmth of May sunshine settling over me like a blanket.

I'm not sure how much time passes when I hear the giggles drawing closer. My mind registers the sounds, but I hover in that space between sleeping and waking, unwilling to surrender the peaceful feeling. Their voices turn to whispers – hushed, conspiratorial – and then fade from my awareness as I sink deeper into sleep.

Then something jolts me – a warm, wet sensation enveloping my cock. My brain stammers to make sense of it, assuming it's a dream until the feeling becomes too real, too intense to be anything but reality. My eyes flutter open, the world coming into focus through the haze of interrupted sleep.

Green eyes stare up at me, mischievous and bold, as Aria's lips wrap around my erection. My throat tightens at the sight of her, kneeling between my legs, her mouth working with a practiced skill that sends electricity through my nerves. Next to her, Belle kneels, her hazel eyes dark with desire as she watches her sister, her lower lip caught between her teeth.

I'm fully awake now, my heart hammering in my chest. Damn. I knew she wouldn’t give up on me easily. But I didn't anticipate her making such a daring move so quickly. The self-satisfied expression on her face clearly shows she's accustomed to getting her way, like the spoiled girl she is.

Groaning, my hands move instinctively to Aria's shoulders, intending to push her away, to say this is wrong, but my muscles betray me. I can't summon the willpower to stop her.

"Jesus," I mutter, my voice rough with sleep and arousal. "Aria..."

She pulls back slightly, those green eyes never leaving mine. "Don't you like it?" she asks, her lips glistening.

I should stop this. Paula's voice echoes in my mind: "She's a little flirt, and capricious…wants whatever Belle has.”

The words replay as I look at her daughter, now running her tongue along the underside of my shaft, making my hips twitch involuntarily. To be honest, I imagined this after our little play in the process shed yesterday, but I didn’t expect it to happen so soon.

"This isn't—" I start, but Aria interrupts.

"Belle, come help me show Greg how much we appreciate him," she says, grinning at her sister.

Before I can gather my thoughts to protest, Belle leans forward, and they begin working in tandem – two pink tongues darting out to lick my length from base to tip, their eyes occasionally meeting in shared mischief. The sight of them, the sensation of their mouths, sends a surge of lust through me so powerful I feel lightheaded.

"Shit," I hiss, my hands now threading through their hair instead of pushing them away. "Naughty girls."

My eyes drop to Aria's shirt – a thin, cream-colored top with a neckline so low I can see the upper curves of her breasts. They're smaller than her sister's or mother's, but perfectly shaped, perky and firm. I want to reach for them, to feel their weight in my palms, but I manage to restrain myself. Barely.

I shift my gaze to Belle, whose clothing is more modest – a light blouse that somehow manages to be even more enticing because it reveals less. The fabric is just sheer enough that I can make out the pattern of her lacy bra beneath and the full curves it contains. The contradiction of Belle – reserved yet passionate – makes my cock twitch in Aria's mouth.

Aria notices my response and doubles her efforts, taking me deeper until I feel the tip of my shaft hit the back of her throat. She doesn't gag, doesn't hesitate – just slides down further until her nose presses against my skin. The skill in her performance makes it obvious she's done this before, many times.

The thought sparks an unexpected pang of jealousy. I have no claim on Aria, no right to feel possessive, and yet the image of her doing this for someone else – for that Sebastian she'd mentioned – makes my jaw clench. She's beautiful, passionate, uninhibited. Of course she's had other lovers. But the thought of her with anyone else now feels wrong in a way I can't rationalize.

While I'm lost in these thoughts, Aria increases the suction, her lips creating a tight seal around my shaft as her tongue works the sensitive spot just beneath the head. At the same time, Belle has moved lower, her gentle lips and tongue teasing my balls with delicate attention that contrasts with her sister's intensity.

Pressure builds at the base of my spine, a familiar tightening that warns of approaching orgasm. I don't want it to end this way – not in their mouths, not so quickly. I place a hand on each of their shoulders, applying gentle pressure.

"Stop," I say, my voice more commanding than I'd intended. They both pause, looking up at me with questioning eyes. "I don't want to come in your mouths, girls."

They wait, Aria with impatience, Belle with that quiet anticipation that makes her so endearing.

"Take off your tops," I order, surprising myself with my directness.

Aria's eyes light up with understanding. "You want to fuck our titties?" she asks, the crude question somehow elegant in her eager tone.

"Damn right, I do," I reply, heat coursing through me at the thought.

They don't hesitate. Aria practically tears her top over her head, revealing small, perfect breasts with pink nipples already hardened to tight peaks. Belle is more methodical, unbuttoning her blouse with careful fingers that still manage to convey urgency.

I reach for Belle first, drawing her closer. Her nipples pucker against the lace of her bra, and I unhook it easily, freeing her full breasts. I cup them, feeling their weight in my palms before leaning forward to take one in my mouth. She gasps, arching toward me as I suck and lick, making the sensitive flesh slick and even more responsive.

"On your knees," I tell her, guiding her down. "Hold them together for me."

Belle complies, pressing her breasts together to create a channel. I position myself, sliding my cock between the warm, soft mounds. The sensation is incredible – the sight of my shaft disappearing between Belle's twin mounds, her eyes watching with fascination, her lower lip caught between her teeth.

Aria watches with undisguised hunger, her breath coming faster. "Fuck, this is sooo hot," she says, one hand already cupping her own breast, fingers teasing her hard points. "I want it, too."

I thrust between Belle's breasts several more times before pulling back, turning to Aria. "Your turn," I tell her.

She doesn't wait for further instruction, pushing her perky breasts together and looking up at me with anticipation. I step forward, but instead of immediately thrusting between them, I take a moment to stroke the soft skin, circling her nipples with my thumbs. She shivers at the touch. I increase the pressure gradually, pinching the hardened buds between my fingers until she yelps – not in pain but in unmistakable pleasure.

"You like that?" I ask, pinching again, harder.

"Yes," she breathes, her pupils dilated with arousal.

I position myself and begin thrusting between her breasts. They're smaller than Belle's but firm, creating a different but equally pleasurable sensation. Aria watches, fascinated, as the head of my cock appears and disappears, a drop of precum eventually leaking from the tip.

The sight of both sisters kneeling before me, Belle watching with quiet intensity as I thrust between Aria's breasts, pushes me dangerously close to the edge again. I pull back, steadying my breathing.

"Belle," I say, my voice rough. "Come here."

I sit back on the lounge chair and guide Belle onto my lap, facing me. She understands without words, positioning herself above me, then sinking down slowly onto my cock with a soft moan that makes my heart race. Her warmth envelops me, tight and slick, as she begins to move in a rhythm that quickly builds in intensity.

I hold her hips, guiding her movements as she rides me, her breasts bouncing with each thrust. Over Belle's shoulder, I see Aria watching us, her eyes wide and hungry. She bites her lip, one hand still at her bosom while the other has slipped between her thighs. She squeezes her legs together, clearly trying to manage her own arousal as she watches her sister take me.

"Please," Aria says, her voice breathy with need. "I want you too, Daddy. Take my cherry."

I pause, Aria's request hanging in the air between us like smoke – visible, potent, but not yet settled. Belle shifts on my lap, her body still connected to mine, her breathing quick and shallow. Something tugs at me beyond just lust – a need to put boundaries around whatever is happening here, especially with Aria. Her wildness is intoxicating, but I've seen where unchecked desire leads. If I'm going to do this, it needs to be my way.

I place my hands on Belle's hips, gently lifting her off me. She makes a small sound of disappointment but moves aside, watching as I stand and face Aria. The younger sister looks up at me expectantly, her lips parted, nipples still hard from her own touch.

I clear my throat, struggling to find the right words while my body screams at me to just take her, to give us both what we want. But that would be too easy, too fleeting. Something deeper is at stake.

"Aria," I say, my voice surprisingly steady. "I have to make something clear first."

She tilts her head, a small pout forming on her lips. The gesture is both childish and seductive – a contradiction that seems to define her. "What is it?" she asks, her fingers still absently trailing over her breast.

"First of all, you must understand this isn't a casual thing between us," I tell her, forcing myself to maintain eye contact rather than letting my gaze drop to her body. "I don't do casual, not with you."

There's a flicker of something in her expression – surprise, maybe even disappointment – before she composes herself. She studies me for a moment, as though trying to decide if I'm serious.

"Okay," she says finally, the word carrying a question mark at its end.

"That means you must promise you will not be playing with other men while you are with me," I continue, my tone hardening slightly. "No sucking or fucking another man, not even kissing."

Her eyebrows raise, and I can see her turning this over in her mind. I half expect her to laugh, to tell me I'm being ridiculous, but instead, she nods.

"Okay," she says, her lips curving into a slight grin. "I get it. You want to own me, Daddy."

Something in her tone – playful, mocking – ignites a spark of irritation in me. She's not taking this seriously. She thinks this is a game, and maybe for her, it is. But her casual approach to intimacy is precisely what I'm trying to address.

"I'm serious, sassy girl," I say, my voice dropping lower. "And you'll be willing to share with your sister and your mother."

This catches her attention. She glances at Belle, who's watching our exchange with quiet interest, then back to me. "No problem," she says with a shrug that makes her breasts bounce slightly. "I'm in."

I study her face, searching for any sign of hesitation or discomfort with the arrangement. Finding none, I nod slowly. "Very well. One last thing."

Aria raises an eyebrow, waiting.

"Call me 'sir,' if you still want me to take your cherry."

This is the real test. Not just a test of her willingness to submit, but of her ability to recognize that what's happening between us isn't just physical. It's about trust, about boundaries – about her acknowledging that my experience and authority count for something.

I see the struggle play out on her face. Her eyes narrow slightly, her jaw tightens, and for a moment, I think she might tell me to go to hell. But then she exhales, her shoulders relaxing, and nods. "Yes, sir. Fuck me, please."

The words send a current of heat through me that has nothing to do with physical stimulation. I try to keep my satisfaction from showing too plainly on my face, but a small smile escapes.

"Very well," I say. I help both of them to their feet. "Let's all go inside. My bed is more comfortable."

We walk the short distance to my cottage, the air cool against our heated skin. Once inside, we finish undressing – shoes, pants, underwear falling to the floor in a jumbled trail to the bedroom. I take a moment to appreciate the sight of both sisters, naked and glowing in the late afternoon light filtering through the curtains.

Belle stands with quiet confidence, her body lush and full, the curves of her hips and breasts creating a silhouette that's both soft and strong. Aria is all taut lines and nervous energy, her smaller frame vibrating with anticipation.

I turn to Aria. "Lie down and spread your legs," I tell her.

She complies immediately, climbing onto the bed and positioning herself in the center, knees bent and legs falling open to reveal her sex – pink, wet, and visibly swollen with arousal. The sight of her so open, so ready, nearly breaks my resolve.

I draw in a breath, fighting the urge to mount her immediately. This isn't just about satisfying lust. It's about establishing something more significant between us, something that might temper her wildness without extinguishing it completely.

"I'll get to you in just a minute," I say, forcing my voice to remain calm. "Your sister goes first. You can watch, but you can't interrupt us."

Aria's expression shifts from eager to frustrated in an instant. She starts to protest but catches herself, the memory of our agreement still fresh. "Yes, sir," she mutters, the words clipped with impatience.

I turn to Belle, guiding her onto the bed. "On all fours," I instruct. "Doggy style."

Belle moves into position, her back arching slightly, presenting herself to me. She looks back over her shoulder, her hazel eyes dark with desire, her blonde hair falling across her cheek. I run my hands over the smooth skin of her ass, savoring the contrast between her compliance and her sister's restlessness.

Without warning, I thrust into Belle, eliciting a surprised gasp that quickly transforms into a moan of pleasure. Her body accepts me eagerly, her inner walls gripping me as I find a rhythm – not too fast, not too slow, each stroke deliberate and measured.

Aria watches with rapt attention, her chest rising and falling rapidly. Her hand begins to drift toward her center, but I catch the movement.

"Hold it," I warn her. "And be patient."

"That's torture," she protests, her voice strained.

"That's an order," I counter. "What do you say?"

She swallows, her throat working visibly. "Y-yes, sir."

She redirects her hands to her breasts instead, cupping and squeezing them as she watches Belle and me. I don't stop her – the sight of her pleasuring herself this way adds to my arousal, and technically, she's following my instructions.

I focus back on Belle, who's meeting each of my thrusts with equal enthusiasm, her body moving in perfect counterpoint to mine. The room fills with the sounds of our coupling – the slap of skin against skin, Belle's increasingly urgent moans, the creak of the bed beneath us.

I feel Belle's body begin to tighten around me, her movements becoming less coordinated, more desperate. "That's it," I encourage her. "Let go for me, Belle."

She cries out, her body shuddering as orgasm washes over her. I maintain my rhythm, prolonging her pleasure until her arms give way and she collapses forward onto the mattress, trembling with aftershocks. I pull out of her, still hard, my own release held in check.

Now I turn to Aria, who's been waiting with uncharacteristic patience. Her eyes are wide, hungry, fixed on my cock that glistens with her sister's arousal. I move between her legs, but instead of entering her immediately, I cup her sex with my palm, feeling the heat and wetness there.

"I’ll fuck you now," I say, my fingers sliding through her folds, testing her readiness.”Ready?”

"God, yes," she breathes. "Please, sir."

I position myself at her entrance, the head of my cock pressing against her without penetrating. "This might hurt," I warn.

"I don't mind," she says, her hips lifting to try to take me in.

I enter her with a slow, controlled thrust, feeling the resistance of her virginity. She winces, her body tensing at the intrusion, and I pause, giving her time to adjust. "Breathe," I instruct her.

Aria nods, inhaling deeply, and as she exhales, I push forward, breaking through the barrier that marks her transition from virgin to woman. She cries out – a sound of discomfort mingled with relief – and I hold still inside her, allowing her body to accommodate me.

"Are you okay?" I ask, brushing a strand of hair from her face.

She nods, her eyes watery but determined. "Yes," she whispers. "Keep going, sir."

I begin to move, slowly at first, shallow thrusts that gradually deepen as her body relaxes around me. The tightness of her is almost overwhelming, a vice-like grip that sends waves of pleasure up my spine. I watch her face, tracking her reactions, adjusting my angle and pace to maximize her pleasure.

It doesn't take long before she's responding eagerly, her hips rising to meet mine, her legs wrapping around my waist to pull me deeper. She's a quick learner, finding the rhythm that works for both of us, her body moving with an instinctive understanding of what feels good.

Beside us, Belle has recovered enough to watch, her hand between her legs as she pleasures herself again. The sight of her – flushed, aroused, touching herself as she watches me with her sister – adds another layer of intensity to the moment.

I reach out, one hand finding Aria's breast while the other seeks Belle's, squeezing them simultaneously. The sisters moan in unison, a harmony of pleasure that makes my cock throb inside Aria's tight channel.

The room fills with our sounds – grunts, moans, the slick noises of penetration, whispered encouragements. Aria's nails dig into my shoulders as her movements become more frantic, her breathing irregular. I can feel her getting close, her inner walls beginning to flutter around me.

"Let go," I tell her. "Come for me."

Her body responds instantly, as though she was waiting for permission. She arches beneath me, crying out as orgasm claims her, her sex clenching around me in rhythmic pulses that trigger my own release. I thrust deep, flooding her with my seed as pleasure courses through me in waves.

For a moment, we're motionless like a still image – Aria beneath me, trembling with aftershocks; Belle beside us, her own orgasm washing over her face in an expression of blissful surrender; me, poised above them both, connected to one physically but to both emotionally.

Then the tension breaks, and I collapse to the side, careful not to crush Aria beneath my weight. I gather both women to me, one on each side, their heads resting on my chest, their bodies warm against mine. We lie in silence for a while, catching our breath, and processing what's just happened between us.

Belle speaks first, her voice soft against my skin. "We were coming to ask whether you wanted any dessert," she says with a hint of amusement. "Before... all this happened."

I laugh, the sound rumbling up from my chest. "I think I just had the most delicious dessert of my life," I tell her, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. "I don't want anything else."

They laugh with me, the sound light and genuine, free of the tension that had charged our earlier interactions.

We lie back to rest again until a delicious scent stirs us. “The cake is ready!” Aria says, sitting up excitedly. “Let’s go check!”

“You go on ahead,” Belle says. “I want to stay here a bit longer.”

“Come with me, please,” Aria insists, pulling her sister up. “I can’t handle a disaster by myself.”

“Since when did you get so insecure?” Belle chuckles as she sits up.

“Only when I cook.”

As they’re reaching for their clothes, we hear the sound of a car approaching, its low rumble growing louder as it nears the house.

Aria turns her head to the noise, her eyes wide and curious. "Someone’s coming,” she says, and Belle is already on her feet, her expression shifting to excitement.

“It must be Mom!” Belle says, leaping up. “She’s back!”

We get dressed in a hurry, laughter and anticipation in every hurried movement, as we rush out the door to greet Paula.

Paula is standing by the trunk, rummaging through an assortment of bags and boxes. “Mom!” the girls call out in unison, as if orchestrated. “How’s the trip?”

Paula looks up, a warm grin spreading across her face, her blue eyes sparkling at the sight of us. “It was great! Your grandma and grandpa send their love…”

The girls clamber around her in a lively whirlwind, their hands reaching out to help with the bags, eager for the gifts from their grandparents. I hang back for a moment, letting them have their reunion.

I slip my arms around Paula's waist from behind and pull her close, planting a kiss on her lips. “How was your weekend?” she asks, leaning into me as if she’s been there forever.

“Oh, it’s been fantastic,” I say, thrilled by the way things had unfolded. We walk toward the house, following the girls.

“Really? What have you done?” Paula asks.

“We went shopping yesterday and ran into Odette and Kaia,” I answer, my voice animated. “This morning, Sebastian showed up at the farm and we kicked him out. And—”

“And Greg is officially my daddy,” Aira chimes in.

Paula stops, turns to me, her eyebrow raised and her smile amused. “Quite eventful. Let’s soak in the spa, and you give me the details!” she says, a teasing lilt in her voice.

The girls have gone on ahead, taking the bags inside. “Yes, Ma’am!” I say, excited at the prospect of a private evening. It's been a long two days, and I’ve missed her. My mind spins scenarios of the night to come, and my pulse quickens with anticipation.              
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Harem Adventure Series by Kohen King

The Writer's Harem

A writer's dirty fantasies come true…

After James's neighbor, John leaves his family, James finds himself to be the center of three gorgeous women's attention. John's daughter Tessa and her friend Lizzy both want James to be their first and only. Linda, John's wife whom James has lusted over for years, isn't shy to display her affection for him either.

James has been a Don Juan all his life, but he wants the three women for more than a fling. He wants a family with not just one but all of them, and he will show the ladies he's got enough supply to make everyone happy!

The Lifeguard's Harem

One hot summer, two busty MILFs and a sexy virgin.

Kevin is an introvert and has never had a girlfriend before graduating from high school. But after he starts working as a lifeguard at a local gym, his life is about to change. It doesn't take Kevin long to fall head over heels for Brianna, a beautiful but aloof blonde girl of his age. Kevin asks her out and gets a humiliating scorn. Brianna's busty stepmom, Sandra witnesses the drama and offers to help Kevin win over the young woman by giving him a makeover. After giving Kevin the best haircut he's ever had, Sandra takes a step further and teaches him how to pleasure a woman. Before Kevin knows it, he's lost his virginity to the older woman. After that, Kevin's love life takes a dramatic turn. He not only gets to have Brianna, but also Nancy, Sandra's gorgeous sex therapist friend, and experiences role play and kinky sex with her. The three women's appetites are insatiable, and they compete for his attention and want him from all positions, front and behind, indoors and outdoors. Fortunately, the quiet young man is well-endowed and has inexhaustible reserves to meet their demands.

The Rancher's Harem

When Paul's compulsive gambler brother leaves for Vegas and neglects his family and business, Paul not only shoulders the burden of running their ranch alone, but also struggles with his long-hidden lust for his brother's wife Molly, a buxom blonde MILF and her daughter Laila. The two ladies' eagerness to please Paul makes it even harder for him to do the right thing.

As if he isn't facing enough challenges, Molly's stunning stripper friend Jackie, a busty dark-haired beauty, comes to work for Paul. The three gorgeous women are determined to not only assist Paul in running the ranch but also satisfy his sexual needs and put his virile seed to good use.

The ladies' enthusiasm convinces Paul that his luck has changed and his lonely days are about to end. It takes him little time to get used to the extravagant foursomes they indulge him with. The only thing left for Paul to do is come up with ways to take over the ranch entirely so he and his harem can live there happily ever after.

The Investor's Harem

When Bob promised his dying friend he would take care of the three women in his family, he didn't know what exactly he got himself into.

Now he not only finds himself responsible for saving John's breast implant company, but also in charge of the three gorgeous women's happiness. John's widow Helen is a stunning model who became famous with the very product made by John's company and Bob is one of her fans. John's older daughter Evelyn, a beautiful redhead and an intelligent medical student is determined to pursue her dad's unfinished dream but is unsure about a match her dad made for her. And last but not least, Lisa, a capricious blonde who's been close to Bob since she was little, demands Bob to take her V-card.

Will Bob be able to keep his promise while struggling with forbidden lust for not only one but all three women?

The Detective's Harem

Three seductresses and a lonely bachelor…

When Detective Mark Jackson agreed to solve a case involving the death of Bill Walker, a strip club owner, he had no idea he would be investigating three gorgeous women.

Walker's daughter Nora, a college sophomore, had been Mark's obsession and the reason he visited the local coffee shop where she worked every morning. Despite their age difference, Mark couldn't resist the obvious chemistry between them. And when the younger woman eagerly offered Mark her cherry, there was no way he could refuse her.

Riley, the top stripper at Walker's club, was a golden-skinned busty beauty no man could ever resist. The fact that Riley turned out to be Nora's best friend only made her more attractive. After an accidental voyeurism, in which Mark discovered the two women's amorous relationship, he found himself onboard a ship of threesome adventure.

Sophie, Walker's wife and Nora's stepmom, a blue-eyed beauty with auburn hair, was a living embodiment of Mark's teenage fantasies.  Needless to say, he fell for her at first sight, even though she was the prime suspect in the case. The sexy woman did not hide her interest in Mark either, and her blowjob seduction attempts put Mark's willpower on trial. 

The three women had distinct personalities, but they were closely bonded with one another, and they all had the hots for Mark. Mark cared for the feisty but vulnerable women just as much. The problem was, of course, they were all suspects. Could Mark put his lust aside and focus on work, or should he let go of his moral qualms and enjoy his luck with the ladies?

The Trainer's Harem

What are the chances you meet all three of your significant others on a single night?

The only reason Brad agrees to accompany his stepmom Camilla to a company party is because he's had a crush on the gorgeous dark-haired beauty since he was a teen. He has no idea the party will be a turning point in his life. He not only falls head over heels for Camilla's voluptuous blonde boss Stella, but is also captivated by Stella's daughter Olivia, a naughty brunette who isn't shy to display her passion publicly. Both the mother and daughter seem to be interested in Brad as well, even though both are also off-limits to him. Stella is getting engaged and Olivia has her eye on her mom's fiancé. As if Brad hadn't gotten enough tease, Camilla makes a surprising confession to him after the party, evoking his undying, hidden fantasies for her.

The Camper's Harem

Dan's divorce turns out to be the best thing that's ever happened to him.

Otherwise, he wouldn't find himself on an adventurous cross-country road trip, not to mention meeting three gorgeous women who worship him and vie for his attention. Dan is willing to give everything he has in order to settle for an idyllic life with the naughty brunette, the voluptuous redhead, and the sassy blonde virgin. But he must give up his six-figure job first and also deal with a jerk who thinks he owns the women. Is Dan up for the challenge? 

The Baker's Harem

When Max comes home to sell his dad's bakery, he doesn't expect the trip to take long, not to mention the adventures that await him.

Oak Springs isn't just a town stuck in time but a place that reminds Max of lost love. Twenty years ago, Sarah, Max's first girlfriend, left him for another man. Max has never gotten over her. Now, not only has Sarah returned to town, but she's also living in his house with Max's stepsister Elena and her daughter Mia. The three women, two gorgeous blondes and one fiery brunette, are determined to keep Max in their lives.

Will Max give up his high-paying IT job in a modern city and return home to a small town to become the head of an unconventional household?

Spa Resort Sisters

Getting a strip show and a hand job at a job interview?

Never in a million years did Alex dream of that. Nor did the pre-med student plan to become a masseur.

But the pay was generous, the boss was stunning, and the benefits were too good to believe. Besides, Alex didn't have many options, not when tons of student loan debt were waiting to be paid and his divorced parents had new families to care for. The job was a godsend if he could pass the trial period with plenty of challenges that tested his willpower besides skills. He had to learn new, exotic massage skills and control his lust when facing sexy and demanding customers at the exclusive spa resort. His boss believed that exposing him to many stimuli would help him quickly adapt to the new job. But would it work for Alex, an introvert who had never seen, let alone touched, a naked woman in real life?

The Waiter’s Harem

Escorting Mom's best friend turns out to be quite an adventure.

Nathan gives up a promising career in NYC and returns home to manage his family's restaurant. When his mom's best friend Maddie needs a ride after having one too many at her birthday dinner, Nathan doesn't hesitate to offer her the service. The twenty-five-year-old had a major crush on the gorgeous blonde, but Maddie's marital status and their age gap stood in his way of pursuing the curvy beauty. Maddie is recently widowed, and Nathan can't wait to take the opportunity to confess his feelings to the older woman. Maddie delights Nathan with her eagerness to reciprocate, but also surprises him by her sexual inexperience. It's up to Nathan to teach the middle school teacher skills that will turn their evening into a lot more than just a short ride home.

The Walker’s Harem series: Books 1 to 3

Book 1

Getting fired isn't the end of the world.

At least not when your boss is a jerk, and you can find a better job. Losing a girlfriend can also be a blessing, especially if she's been cheating on you.

After both unfortunate events happen to Jeff on the same day, he turns over a new leaf and starts an adventure he hasn’t dreamed of. He takes jobs that his ex-girlfriend thinks beneath him, and he dates multiple women at the same time. Starting with his neighbor, a gorgeous brunette whom Jeff has had a crush on for a long time but hasn’t had the freedom to flirt with, and Julia, a beautiful blonde much older than Jeff who seems to love dogs more than men.

Book 2

Three drop-dead gorgeous women in three days…

Jeff puts his past behind him and starts a new life. The sizzling night with his sexy neighbor Sienna certainly helps. But he has barely had the time to indulge in his exhilarating relationship with Sienna when her protective friend Sarika enters the picture. The voluptuous, dark-haired beauty might be demanding, but she undoubtedly lusts over Jeff. The two temptresses open the door to an unconventional relationship Jeff has never dreamed of.

Meanwhile, Jeff’s attraction for Julia compels him to spy on the stunning blonde. And the discovery of the older woman’s secret draws him even closer to her.

Despite his incredible luck with women, Jeff isn’t ready to commit to any of them yet. The ladies, on the other hand, are eager to go steady with him. Jeff now faces a dilemma of choosing among his new-found love interests. Needless to say, he wants them all, but can they get along with one another?

Book 3

A pleasant surprise back home…

Jeff returns home to his family’s ranch and sees Vicky, his high school sweetheart, again. As Sienna predicted, his feelings for his first girlfriend haven’t gone away. The reunion only renews the longings that Jeff held back as a teenager, and he finds the new, sophisticated town veterinarian irresistible. On top of that, Vicky brought home a cowgirl as fiery as herself. Sky is a curvy blonde girl that has a body of a porn star and rides like a rodeo champ. Jeff is impressed by the woman after witnessing her barrel race in a bikini, but Sky’s hostile greeting sets an unpleasant tone between them. Jeff decides to stay away from the fierce cowgirl, but his attempt doesn’t last because everyone in his family expects him to team up with Sky to compete in the upcoming county rodeo.

During his stay, Jeff also realizes his love for the ranch and is tempted to take it over from his dad. But the decision will affect everyone’s future. Will his harem move to the ranch with him, and how will his family react to his unconventional relationship with multiple women?

The Donor’s Harem

When Mike signs up for sperm donation at an unorthodox fertility clinic, he has no idea what he has gotten himself into.

The nineteen-year-old college student desperately needs money after his father cuts him off. With only a part-time job at a gym that doesn't pay enough, Mike feels like he has no other options and would rather struggle financially than let his father control his life. Donating sperm has never been appealing to Mike, but he’s willing to give it a try.

However, when he meets the clinic’s owner Dr. Martha Smith, a fiery and sexy brunette passionate about her work, he starts to feel more confident about his decision to become a donor. Martha doesn’t hesitate to teach Mike what he needs to become successful in the job and she can’t wait to turn Mike into her top breeder…

Although excited about his new role as a sperm donor, Mike quickly learns that this clinic has some unique practices. Mike must give the clients his sperm the natural way, and he might need to give them more than his sperm…

Will Mike rise to the challenge and fulfill these unusual requirements? Or does he even have a choice in the matter?

Join Mike on his journey as he embarks on a new, unexpected mission to help women achieve their dreams of motherhood at this one-of-a-kind fertility clinic.

The Gardener’s Harem (five-book series)

Book 1: A Deal with the Landlady

What’s an eighteen-year-old got to do to provide for his family?

Alex has barely finished high school when he becomes the man of the house and has to take care of his mom and sister. When his mom fails to pay the rent, Alex proposes a deal to Silvia, their gorgeous landlady. He'll be her gardener for a week and pay for the rent in kind. Impressed by Alex’s labor skills, Silvia eagerly hires him. But it takes Alex no time to discover what the hot redhead really wants from him.

Don’t miss this fast-paced, too-good-to-be-true harem fantasy.

Book 2: Caddie for the Mayor’s Wife

Alex's fortunes with women take an unexpected turn following a passionate encounter with Gabriela, a captivating older woman who happens to be the mayor's wife. Suddenly, he finds himself at the center of attention from several remarkable women. These include his landlady and boss Silvia, a gorgeous redhead; his childhood crush and neighbor, Ava, who returned home for college after a long absence; his weekend supervisor Stacy, a hardworking young woman who shares a similar family background; and Stacy's best friend, Emma. Can Alex navigate this newfound female attention, especially with the growing jealousy and conflicts among them?

Follow the seemingly too-good-to-be-true romantic adventures of this soon-to-be college student.

Book 3: Mom’s Best Friend

After Alex met Emma, his love life is more fulfilling than ever before. But things get complicated when they realize that Stacy, Emma's best friend, also has feelings for Alex. Meanwhile, Gabby and Silvia befriend each other, making it difficult for Alex to avoid Gabby's affection. To add to the mix, Ava, Alex's childhood crush, turns to him for comfort. And just when he thought things couldn't get any more complicated, Macy — his mom's best friend — comes to visit. How will Alex manage relationships with all of these women without hurting anyone’s feelings?

Book 4: Professor’s Extra Help

Alex eagerly anticipates the start of college, but his luck takes a turn for the worse. His truck battery decides to quit on his first day, almost causing him to be tardy. And he makes an awkward first impression on his math professor, the stunning Gwen Meyer.

Despite her appearance, Professor Meyer is kind and approachable. Alex is drawn to her confidence and charm. With Professor Meyer's encouragement, Alex becomes passionate about the subject and puts in extra effort to succeed. With her help, he gains more self-assurance than ever before.

As Alex spends more time with Gwen Meyer, he can't help developing feelings for her as a person, not just a professor. But Alex has already gotten enough on his plate, does he have room for one more woman in his life?

Book 5: Girl Next Door

Ava, the girl next door, has proven herself to be much more over the past few months. She is no longer just a childhood crush in need of protection. She has become Alex's trusted friend, and she’s helped and supported him. As their chemistry continues to grow, all they need is the right opportunity to take their relationship to the next level.

Meanwhile, Gwen learns about Alex's unconventional lifestyle and begins to distance herself from him. But Ava, who has befriended the professor, is determined to change Gwen’s mind by arranging a camping trip for the three of them. Once again, Gwen must choose between her desires and societal expectations.

As Alex's harem grows at an alarming pace, he starts thinking about starting a family. However, Rudy—Emma's father and the town mayor—still plans on making Alex's life miserable as he follows through on his threats.

How will Alex balance his complicated love life while also juggling school, work, and multiple relationships? Don't miss out on the exciting conclusion to this series.
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