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CHAPTER 1
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I PULL MY CAR THROUGH the ornate iron gates of Exotic Wines, feeling like I'm crossing some invisible boundary—and not just the property line. The contrast with Enchanting Roses couldn't be more striking. Where the rose farm is a lush, untamed wonder of color and fragrance, Odette's vineyard unfolds like an elegant tapestry. Perfect rows of grapevines stretch across rolling hills, their leaves catching the afternoon sun in a way that seems almost deliberate, as if even the plants understand they're part of a carefully cultivated image. I'm not supposed to be impressed, given everything Paula's told me, but I can't help but admire the sheer visual precision of the place.

I follow the winding gravel road toward a gleaming white château, its steeply pitched slate roofs cutting sharply against the sky. It sits at the center of the property like a crown jewel. It's hard to believe this place shares bloodlines with my and Paula’s farm. My mind wanders back to her explanation of this land's history, delivered with unmistakable tension in her voice:

"Your grandfather Alex owned all of this—Enchanting Roses and Exotic Wines were once a single property called Alex's Vineyard," she told me soon after I arrived at the farm. "When he passed, Adrianna and her brother Louis each inherited part of it. Adrianna transformed her share into the rose farm, while Louis kept producing wine."

Now, as I park beside a line of luxury cars— wine tourists, I assume—I recall the rest of the story. Louis passed away, and his second wife Odette, the woman I'd met only days ago at the mall with her daughter Kaia, had bought out the shares from Louis's children from his first marriage. She became the sole owner and rebranded the vineyard with a name that matches her own exotic flair.

Paula did not object to the visit, although she wasn’t thrilled about it either. It took me days to make up my mind —there's a part of me that needs to see this place for myself. The accountant in me is curious about how Odette turned this business around, and the Jones in me wants to know more about my family history.

Besides what Paula has shared with me, the only other thing I know is that my grandfather, Alex Jones, and my grandmother Jeanne, who is of French descent, purchased the vineyard over fifty years ago and established both a home and a business there. I have faint memories of my childhood visits to the vineyard; Alex was a big man who spoke little, whereas Jeanne was gentle and quite talkative.

Before I can even get out of my car, a figure approaches—Odette, the rightful heiress and current owner of the estate, walking with confident strides across the parking area. Today she looks different from the casual, maternal figure I met at the mall. Her dark hair falls in perfect waves past her shoulders, framing sharp cheekbones and those intense brown eyes that seem to evaluate everything in their path. She's wearing an elegant purple dress that shows off her wasp waist and broad hips, with a thin gold belt that catches the light as she moves.

"Gregory," she says, her accent giving my name an unexpected weight. "I'm so glad you accepted my invitation."

"I was curious," I admit, extending my hand. She bypasses it entirely, leaning in to brush her cheeks against mine in European fashion. A cloud of subtle, expensive perfume engulfs me momentarily. “About my family legacy.”

"Curiosity is good," she says with a smile that doesn't quite reach those calculating eyes. "It's how we learn, no? Come, I'll show you around."

She leads me not toward the main building but to a small golf cart parked nearby. "This property is too large to explore on foot," she explains, sliding into the driver's seat. "My father-in-law—your grandfather—he had vision when he purchased this land fifty years ago."

I settle in beside her, noticing how the cart seems too informal for her polished appearance, yet she handles it with the same confidence as everything else.

The air is filled with the scent of rich soil, freshly cut grass between the vine rows, and sometimes a touch of wildflowers or herbs growing nearby. The grapevines are in their early growth stages, with tiny clusters of pre-fruit flowers beginning to bloom.

"The soil here is perfect for growing grapes," she continues, driving us along a path that cuts between the vineyard rows. "It's called 'terroir'—the complete natural environment where a wine is produced. The soil, the climate, even the slope of the hills all contribute to the character of the wine."

The cart hums along as she points out different varieties—Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Pinot Noir—each with its own particular needs and temperament. Her knowledge is impressive, and I find myself drawn in despite my initial wariness.

"We've expanded our plantings since I took over," she says, steering us toward a distant field where workers move methodically through the vines. "Louis was traditional, only growing what his father had grown. But the market changes, and so we must change with it."

She glances at me, those piercing eyes assessing. "You understand this, yes? As a businessman yourself."

"I do," I agree. "Though accounting is somewhat less... romantic than winemaking."

Her laugh is surprisingly genuine. "There is nothing romantic about projecting harvest yields or managing payroll for seasonal workers, Gregory. Business is business, whether it's wine or numbers."

We crest a small hill, and the view opens up before us—acres of meticulously tended vines stretching toward the horizon, where they meet the edge of what must be Enchanting Roses. The boundary is clear: ordered rows giving way to a more diverse landscape.

“Here’s my house,” Odette points to a two-story Mediterranean villa nestled among cypress trees, with a swimming pool like a sapphire gem in its backyard. “Louis and I built it after we got married.”

“Impressive,” I say as I glance at the house—far too large for a small family. “How many bedrooms does it have?”

Odette laughs. “All you care about is numbers, Mr. Accountant.”

“Sorry. Just a habit.”

“No worries. Five bedrooms, but there are plenty of other rooms—an entertainment room, a gym, and more. If you’d like, I could give you a tour.”

“No, I’m fine,” I reply politely. “Why did you move out of the château? If I remember correctly, it’s been our family’s residence since my grandfather’s time.”

“You’re right,” Odette says. “Your family lived in the château, and your mom and uncle grew up in it. It was beautiful—high ceilings, sweeping staircases, statement chandeliers… you’ll see soon. It came with the vineyard when Alex purchased it, and it was nearly a hundred years old. So, there were drawbacks. It lacked modern conveniences, the insulation was poor, and the plumbing was outdated. Still, it had a certain old-world charm that tourists love, so we decided to turn it into a hotel with a wine-tasting room on the first floor.”

“I see,” I say with a nod, once again impressed by her business sense. Although she keeps saying ‘we,’ I know it must have been her idea—not Louis’s—to turn the château into a tourist attraction.

We pause for a moment, and I look over at the woman beside me. Odette is beaming with pride as she maneuvers the cart. Even though I remain wary, I can't help but admire her skills and enthusiasm. She truly is remarkable. Yet, I wonder if it's just a facade. Is she concealing her ambition beneath that warm smile?

"Now, let me show you where the real magic happens." Odette drives us toward a large, modern building that stands in contrast to the château’s classical architecture. "The winery," she explains. “We expanded the old stonewall cellar to this since we needed more space and technology to compete with the other vineyards in the region."

Inside, the building is a blend of industrial efficiency and showmanship. Gleaming stainless steel tanks rise from concrete floors, while glass walls offer visitors views of the production process. Workers in white coats monitor equipment, but Odette leads me past them to a heavy wooden door set into the far wall.

"This," she says with unmistakable pride, "is where tradition meets innovation."

The door opens onto the old wine cellar—a cathedral-like space of stone and timber filled with oak barrels stacked three high. The temperature drops immediately, and the air carries the rich, complex scent of aging wine and wet oak.

“The was the original winery," she says, her voice echoing slightly in the cavernous space. "Some of our specialty reserve wines still age down here."

She runs her hand along a barrel as we pass, a surprisingly intimate gesture. "Wine is alive, Gregory. It breathes, it evolves, it has good days and bad days. Like people."

We stop at a small table where several glasses and an open bottle wait. "I thought perhaps you might like to try something special—a wine that isn't available to the public yet."

She lifts the bottle and pours a small amount of deep ruby liquid into a glass, then hands it to me. As I take it, her fingers graze mine—not just a fleeting touch, but deliberate, lingering. Heat radiates from her skin, seeping into me, making it impossible to ignore. A spark ignites low in my spine, sharp and undeniable. Perhaps it’s just the dry cellar air, but the effect is anything but accidental.

“Thank you,” I manage to say, fighting the unexpected sensation spreading inside me. But everything about the cellar—the semi-darkness, the privacy, the intoxicating scent of wine—makes it difficult to ignore the forbidden attraction growing between us. Stop it, Gregory, a voice inside me warns. Don’t go there. It doesn’t matter how capable and attractive this woman is. She is Paula’s enemy and, therefore, is your enemy.

"This is from a section of the vineyard that Louis planted the year he married me," Odette explains as if she hasn’t just caused havoc in me. "The vines were too young then to produce anything worthwhile, but now they've matured."

I swirl the wine as I've seen others do, catching a scent that's both fruity and something else—something earthier.

"Don't be too formal," she says, a hint of amusement in her voice. "Just taste it."

I take a sip, and the flavor unfolds on my tongue—rich and complex, with notes I couldn't possibly name but somehow recognize.

“It’s a Pinot Noir,” she explains.

"I love it," I say, meaning it. “It’s unlike any Pinot Noir I’ve tasted. It’s…it’s just excellent.”

Her smile is the most genuine I've seen since my arrival. "Yes, it is. The terroir speaks in that wine, but so does the decade of care since those vines were planted." She takes the glass from me, and sips from the same spot where my lips had been. "You see? We make a good team, your family's land and my expertise."

That intimate gesture, and the flirty tone of her voice stir the fire in my groin again. I stifle a groan, and force myself to ignore the undercurrent to her words. I change the topics. "Paula mentioned you've expanded beyond wine production.  In addition to offering tours and tastings, you also host wedding events."

Odette nods, setting the glass down. "Louis was resistant to change. He believed a vineyard should be about wine, nothing more. But people don't just want to drink wine anymore—they want experiences."

“How did you convince him?” I ask on our way out of the cellar.

Odette sighs softly. "It wasn’t easy. When I married Louis, this business was barely profitable. The buildings were deteriorating, the equipment was outdated, and he refused to listen to my suggestions." A flash of frustration crosses her face. "Not until he became too ill to manage things did he finally allow me to implement changes."

She leads me back outside and toward the château. As promised earlier, she gave me a tour of the place that used to be my mother’s family house. The château’s interior is as impressive as its exterior—high ceilings, limestone floors, arched windows offering views of the vineyards, and walls decorated with paintings depicting vineyard landscapes. It feels simultaneously historic and fresh, as if someone has carefully preserved its character while updating its functionality.

"Now we host wine tastings daily, vineyard tours on weekends, and weddings from spring through fall," she explains as we move through rooms set up for different experiences. "The revenue from these activities has allowed us to invest in better winemaking equipment, which improves our product, which attracts more visitors... the cycle feeds itself."

It's a smart business model, I have to admit. The accountant in me approves of the diversification. We end up in a room lined with windows overlooking the vineyard, set up as a tasting bar for visitors.

"Our website brings in most of our new customers," she says, gesturing to a tablet where the Exotic Wines site is displayed. "People research vineyards before visiting the region."

"It's a beautiful site," I remark, scrolling through elegantly designed pages showcasing the vineyard experience. "We've been talking about creating something similar for Enchanting Roses. Who designed this for you?"

Odette looks pleased by the question. "A local firm—Silicon Valley talent without Silicon Valley prices. The name is…” She pauses for a second and then continues, “Valley Web. They meet with you in person to discuss what’s best for you, and they offer photography services as well. I can text you their information. They understand the aesthetic needs of businesses like ours."

"I'd appreciate that," I say, handing back the tablet. "It was Belle's idea. She wants to launch an online store to sell directly to customers without using wholesale channels."

"Smart girl," Odette comments. "What does Paula think?"

"She likes the idea but was concerned we might lack the capital or workforce to get it started."

"And now? Have you managed to persuade her or are you planning to help with the funding?"

"Yes, both."

"Great," she says, smiling at me with approval. "I'm so happy Paula has you."

I laugh softly without responding, sensing the charged atmosphere between us. Her eyes hold more than just admiration; they seem to carry a hint of jealousy. I point to the scenery instead. "What you've built here is truly remarkable."

"Built, yes," she says, her accent thickening slightly. "Not inherited. Built. This place was dying when I arrived. Now it thrives." She turns fully toward me, and I'm struck again by her presence—commanding yet feminine, formidable yet somehow inviting. "Perhaps we could continue our conversation on the patio? The afternoon light there is particularly beautiful."

I nod, following her lead, unsure exactly what I've gotten myself into but increasingly curious about the woman Paula has painted as nothing but a calculating gold-digger. There's more to Odette Jones than that simple caricature—something I suspect Paula knows all too well.


CHAPTER 2
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The patio of Exotic Wines' tasting room extends gracefully from the château’s west side, effortlessly blending into its historic charm. Weathered flagstone, with its soft, sun-kissed hues, stretches beneath elegant wrought iron tables—delicate in design yet steadfast to the touch, inviting guests to linger and savor each moment.

Odette leads me to a table away from the other visitors. The moment I sit down, I’m struck by the spectacular view in front of me. It captures both the vineyard and distant mountains, with the afternoon sun casting the landscape in a golden hue that feels almost suspiciously perfect—as if Odette had ordered it specially for my visit.

Odette settles into her chair with grace, crossing legs that the fitted dress does nothing to hide, and signals a hovering staff member who appears with two glasses of wine without a word being spoken.

"Our Sunset Reserve," she explains, lifting her glass slightly. "It pairs well with beautiful views and good company."

I taste it—lighter than the one in the cellar, with hints of something bright and citrusy I can't name. "You have quite a collection. I admit my wine knowledge stops at 'red' and 'white.'"

She laughs. "Most people pretend to know more than they do. Your honesty is refreshing."

I thank her, hoping the comment suggests more than just wine preferences. A brief silence settles, comfortable enough that neither of us rushes to fill it. I watch a hawk circle lazily above the distant vines, riding thermals with minimal effort.

"I'm flattered, you know," Odette says suddenly, drawing my attention back to her.

"By what?"

Her smile carries a hint of mischief. "To have such an attractive nephew pay me a visit. Even if it's just out of curiosity."

The comment catches me off guard—damn. This woman is technically my aunt by marriage, a fact I haven't really considered since I hardly knew my deceased uncle. Yet now, I can't escape reality. I laugh softly and go along with it.

"I could say the same about my step-aunt," I reply, matching her tone. "Though I'm not sure either label really fits our situation."

"Labels," she says with a dismissive wave. "So American. In Europe, we're less concerned with such things."

"What are you concerned with?" I ask, genuinely curious about the woman behind the polished exterior.

She considers me over the rim of her wine glass. "Legacy. Creating something lasting. Connections that matter." Her eyes hold mine a beat too long. "Thank you for accepting my invitation. I wasn't sure you would, given Paula's... perspective on me."

And there it is—the elephant in the room, addressed directly. I appreciate the straightforwardness, even as I navigate how much to reveal.

"Did Paula know you were coming today?" Odette asks before I can respond.

I nod, deciding on honesty. "She did. She didn't object, though I wouldn't say she was pleased about it."

Odette sighs, a sound weighted with years of frustration. "That woman." She shakes her head slightly. "Do you think she'll ever forgive me, Gregory? Or am I wasting my time trying to rebuild that bridge?"

For a moment, I don't know how to respond. Paula's feelings toward Odette run deep, though the exact source remains murky to me. She told me Odette was a gold-digger who married my uncle for his vineyard, but sitting here with the woman herself, that explanation feels too simple.

"I don't know," I admit finally. "Paula can be... determined in her opinions."

"That's a diplomatic way of saying stubborn," Odette says with a short laugh. "She always was. Even when we were friends."

"You were friends? Real friends?" Aria and Belle told me the same thing, yet it seems unlikely that Paula and Odette would be exchanging secrets, considering the existing tension between them.

"Oh yes." Odette's expression softens with the memory. "When I first came to this area with Kaia, searching for her father, Paula was kind to me. She brought us to Adrianna's farm. We lived there together for a time—Paula, her girls, Kaia and me. Almost like a family."

She takes a sip of wine, her eyes distant. "Then I met Louis—Your uncle. He was a widower, lonely, struggling with this place." Her gesture encompasses the vineyard. "And yes, we married quickly. Too quickly for most people's comfort."

"Does ‘most people’ include Paula as well? Does she believe you married him for his property?" I ask, trying to understand what really created the rift between the two women.

Odette's lips press together, her posture straightening. "Maybe. But despite what everyone thinks, I didn't marry Louis for money. That's the easy explanation, isn't it? The foreign woman who seduces the vulnerable widower for his estate?" She shakes her head. "Louis was a kind soul. It wasn't difficult to fall in love with him."

There's a defensiveness in her tone that rings true, making me reconsider Paula's version of events.

"Besides," Odette continues, "I grew up on a vineyard in France. Wine is in my blood. Louis and I shared that passion—the love of coaxing something beautiful from the earth." Her fingers trail along the stem of her glass. "It wasn't the kind of love I felt for Kaia's father—that burning, all-consuming thing that can destroy as easily as create. But it was genuine."

I find myself believing her, which creates an uncomfortable space in my chest—a loyalty to Paula warring with this new perspective.

"So if not your marriage," I say carefully, "perhaps it was your attempt to buy the rose farm that soured things between you and Paula?"

Her eyes sharpen, focusing on me with renewed intensity. "Ah, she told you about that."

“She mentioned you were behind the developers who wanted to turn the farm into a resort.” I then tell her what I witnessed the day after I arrived at the farm. “The guy told Paula she could keep a piece of the farm as the resort’s garden and work there.”

Odette’s cheeks redden a bit. “Well, the way you said it really made me sound like a monster,” she says. “But it isn’t my intention to simply buy off the farm..”

“What is it, then?” I ask. “What do you really want?”

“Believe it or not,” she says. “I wanted to help Paula out. My plan would incorporate the rose farm into an expanded experience—a destination that combines wine culture with Paula's roses. Guests could stay in luxury accommodations on the property line between our businesses, enjoy wines paired with views of the rose fields, and participate in both harvests."

“It’s an impressive idea,” I say despite my doubts. “But you must admit, it sounds like nothing more than you’re attempting to expand your vineyard instead.”

She leans forward, animated by her vision. "Honestly, I do want to merge our properties. We were family, after all. Plus, the potential profit is huge if we team up, Gregory. Wine tourism is a multi-billion dollar industry. Why maintain two struggling businesses when we could create one thriving destination? I've seen it work in Provence, in Tuscany—properties that join forces create something greater than the sum of their parts."

Her passion is convincing, and the business strategy sound. Yet I recall the fierce protectiveness Paula feels toward her land, her determination to preserve Adrianna's legacy.

"It sounds like a solid business plan," I acknowledge. "But Paula has deep emotional ties to the farm."

"Emotion," Odette says, not unkindly. "It blinds us to opportunity. I have offered her more money than that farm will generate in twenty years. I've proposed partnerships where she maintains control of her roses. But she refuses to even discuss it."

She falls silent, frustration evident in the set of her shoulders. Then, with visible effort, she softens her expression.

"I believe she refuses because it's me making the offer," Odette says quietly. "If it came from anyone else, she might at least consider it."

"What happened between you two?" I ask. "Beyond the business disagreements?"

Odette stares into her wine, as if searching for answers in its depths. "Like I said, we were close friends. First she helped me to get a job and a place to live, and then she and Adrianna also helped me get a green card. We lived in the same house, worked in the same fields, almost inseparable. She was against my marrying Louis, and gave me an ultimatum. I had to choose between her and Louis, and when I chose Louis, she was furious." She pauses. "She said horrible things to me, calling me a gold-digger, a traitor… saying that I never really cared for her, and that I used her to get what I wanted.”

"Did you?" The question slips out before I can filter it.

Instead of taking offense, Odette meets my gaze directly. "Life rarely offers clear choices, Gregory. I was a single mother with few prospects. Louis offered stability for Kaia, a home, a business I understood. Was I thinking of our future? Of course. Does that mean I didn't care for him? No."

It's a complex answer—neither the full admission Paula might want nor the complete denial I might have expected.

"Paula holds grudges," Odette continues. "She sees the world in black and white. I made choices she wouldn't have made, so in her mind, I became the villain of her story."

The sun has shifted during our conversation, casting longer shadows across the patio. A staff member appears silently to refill our glasses, then disappears back into the château.

"My plan would benefit her too," Odette says after a moment. "The rose farm struggles—you must see that as an accountant. My proposal would preserve what matters while creating something sustainable."

I take a slow sip of wine, considering her words. There's logic in her argument, but also a calculation that makes me wary. Is she genuinely interested in a mutually beneficial arrangement, or is this about winning a decades-old battle with Paula?

“I appreciate your concern and willingness to help,” I say politely. “But it feels insulting when you attempt to buy her out like that.”

She pauses. “You’re right. But I can’t think of a better way. I could become an investor, but would she agree to that?”

I’m tempted to tell Odette that it might work. Paula and I have a plan to build a small resort, and her investment would help. But I hold back. I need to speak to Paula first.

"I'll think about what you've said," I tell her, neither committing nor dismissing. "And I'll talk to Paula if an opportunity arises."

"That's all I ask," Odette says, her smile returning. "An open mind."

The afternoon light catches in her dark hair, highlighting auburn undertones I hadn't noticed before. Despite my reservations, I find myself drawn to her—her confidence, her directness, and the complexity that Paula's simple characterization failed to capture.

"I'd like to speak with her directly," Odette adds. "If that's possible. Clear the air after all these years."

I nod, though I'm not sure Paula would agree to such a meeting. "It's ultimately her decision."

"Of course." Odette raises her glass slightly. "To new beginnings, perhaps?"

I touch my glass to hers, the crystal singing a clear note between us. "To understanding," I counter, unwilling to promise more than that.

Her smile suggests she recognizes my caution and respects it. "Understanding, then. It's a start."

As we sip our wine in the fading afternoon light, I realize I've stepped into something far more complicated than family history or business opportunities. The tension between these two strong-willed women has shaped both their lives for years, and now, somehow, I've become a bridge between their worlds. Whether that position will lead to reconciliation or deeper conflict remains to be seen, but one thing is certain—there's more to Odette Jones than Paula's version of her story, and want Paula to see that.
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[image: ]

I push through the door into the farm office, the early evening air following me like a stray thought. The soft glow of Paula's desk lamp carves shadows into the corners of the room, making the stacks of invoices and nursery catalogs look like miniature cityscapes. My mind is still swimming with images of Odette's vineyard—rows of grapes stretching toward the horizon, the gleam in her eyes as she talked about her vision for the future. A vision that now sits in my pocket like a smooth stone, waiting to be skipped across the still waters of Paula's plans.

Paula doesn't look up when I enter, her fingers dancing across her calculator. Her blonde hair is pulled back in a loose ponytail, stray strands framing her face in the lamplight. There's a tiredness around her eyes that the glow can't disguise.

"Working late?" I ask, dropping into the chair across from her desk.

"Trying to keep track of the numbers," she says, still not looking up.

“Need some help? I’m good with numbers, you know.” I try to catch her attention with humor.

“No thanks. I’m fine.” She still doesn’t look at me.

I give up and let the silence stretch between us like taffy. Outside, crickets have started their nightly symphony, providing a soundtrack to my hesitation.

"So," Paula finally says, setting down her pen. "How was your visit to Exotic Wines?"

"It was nice," I say, keeping my tone neutral. "The vineyard is impressive. Odette's done amazing things with the place."

Paula's mouth tightens into a line that's not quite a smile. "That's great," she says, and immediately returns to her paperwork.

I watch her for a moment, taking in the deliberate way she's avoiding further discussion. My promise to Odette hangs over me like a rain cloud. I clear my throat.

"Actually, Odette and I talked about some interesting possibilities."

Paula's pen pauses mid-calculation. "Did you now?"

"She mentioned the resort idea," I say, trying to sound casual, but expecting the worst.  “She apologized about the realtor’s visits.”

Paula raises an eyebrow. “Apologize? That’s new. What did she do next?”

The wariness in her voice is obvious. I curse silently. This isn’t going to be easy. “She explained the benefits of her plan to me.”

Paula sets down her pen completely this time and leans back in her chair. It creaks beneath her weight, a small sound that feels impossibly loud in the quiet office.

"Are we still on board with that plan?" I ask. "Building a resort here on the farm?"

"Yes," Paula says, her voice measured. "Eventually. But there's no hurry. We've got a lot on our plates right now."

She gestures to the stacks of paperwork surrounding her. "The rose product workshop is our priority. We need to get that up and running, establish our brand in the local markets before we think about expansion."

I nod, understanding her logic. "Makes sense. But we shouldn’t wait too long either."

Paula offers a thin smile. "It's a million-dollar project, Gregory. I wouldn't want to empty your bank accounts all at once."

Her words carry a gentle teasing tone, but I detect something else underneath—a protectiveness, perhaps. Or possessiveness.

"What if we didn't have to use just my investment?" I ask, the words coming out before I can reconsider them.

Paula's eyebrows lift slightly. "Meaning?"

My throat feels suddenly dry. "Odette expressed interest in investing in the project. As a partner."

The change in Paula is immediate. Her shoulders stiffen, and her eyes—warm blue just moments ago—turn to ice.

"No," she says flatly.

"It might not be such a bad idea," I continue, even as warning bells sound in my head. "Exotic Wines has become a real tourist attraction in Vine Valley. I saw at least three tour groups during my short visit, and it's just a regular weekday. Partnering with her could bring a lot of business our way."

Paula's laugh lacks any trace of humor. "I knew it. I knew this was why she wanted to meet with you." She stands suddenly, her chair rolling backward and hitting the wall. "I should have seen this coming. I should have prevented it."

I blink, taken aback by her reaction. "Prevented what? Paula, no one's manipulating anyone here."

"So she's got you, too." She paces behind her desk, hands clenched at her sides. "Of course she does. That's what she does."

"Got me? Paula, I just think it's a solid business proposal. Her vineyard is successful, she knows the tourist market, and—"

"The plan is fine," Paula interrupts, her voice tight. "The partner is not. I will not work with Odette Jones—Garnier, to be exact, since she isn’t married to your uncle anymore."

The vehemence in her voice surprises me. I've seen Paula annoyed, frustrated, even angry at suppliers who've let her down or wild animals that have ruined crops. But this is different—this is personal.

"Why?" I ask, softening my tone. "What really happened between you two?"

Paula stares at me for a long moment, as if debating how much to reveal. Her fingers tap against the edge of her desk in an irregular rhythm, like raindrops on a tin roof.

"She's a gold-digger," Paula finally says, repeating something she’s told me before. "She can't be trusted."

I think of Odette's passionate descriptions of her vineyard and the way her eyes lit up when talking about Louis. "I don't know. She seems genuinely committed to her business. Maybe she married Louis not just for convenience, but for love as well."

Paula's laugh is sharp enough to cut. "Love? Odette only loves whoever she can use. And when she's done with them, she moves on."

The raw pain in her voice makes me pause. There's history here, deeper than I realized.

"You two were close once," I say quietly. "More than just friends?"

Paula’s mouth opens. “Oh no, we weren’t lovers, if that’s what you mean.”

I frown. “Are you sure? I mean, you can be honest with me. I would understand if you were…”

“No, we weren’t,” she says, looking away. “But we were very close. Like sisters. And I hated to see her marrying for convenience.”

“You don’t believe she loved Louis at all?”

"No. At least not when she married him. She claimed it was for Kaia's sake." Paula's laugh is bitter. "That her daughter needed a father figure, stability. That she was doing what any mother would do."

"Maybe she was," I suggest.

Paula's eyes flash. "She betrayed me. She betrayed Adrianna, who took her in like family. I convinced Adrianna to let Odette and Kaia stay. We helped her get a visa, then her green card. She owed everything to us. And now she wants to buy out our farm? After everything we did for her?" She shakes her head.

Everything Paula is saying matches what Odette has told me. It seems both women have told me the truth. “Well, she isn’t buying us out, not really,” I remind her gently. “She only wants to become a partner.”

Paula shakes her head. “I can’t be partners with this woman. She’s deceitful, manipulative, ungrateful, selfish,” Her words tumble over each other, and I can feel the depth of her betrayal.

My fingers tap against my knee as I consider this. The Odette I met doesn't match this description—ambitious, yes, but not coldly calculating. Yet Paula's pain is real, and old wounds rarely heal perfectly.

"I don't think she's manipulating me, Paula," I say carefully. "But I understand why you're wary."

"You don't know her like I do," Paula insists. Her shoulders slump slightly, the fight draining out of her. "You haven't seen what she's capable of."

I nod, not agreeing but acknowledging. The room seems smaller suddenly, compressed by the weight of Paula's revelations. The clock ticks loudly in the silence.

"Let's put this resort idea on the back burner for now," I suggest. "We've got enough going on with the workshop launch."

Paula's relief is visible, a loosening around her eyes. "Thank you."

"But Paula?" I stand to leave, choosing my words carefully. "Maybe someday you two should talk. Really talk. There might be more to her side of the story than you know."

Paula's face closes off again. "There's nothing she could say that I want to hear."

I nod and turn to leave, knowing further argument would be useless. Paula's emotions run too deep on this, a river carved into the bedrock of her history with Odette.

“Don’t stay too late,” I say as I reach for the doorknob. “Belle wouldn’t like it if you miss dinner.”

“I won’t,” she says without looking up.

As I leave the office, the sun has dipped below the horizon and the crickets' song fills the night air. I gaze at the distant lights of Exotic Wines, barely visible on the hillside nearby, and remember my promise to Odette. I wonder whether Paula and Odette can actually collaborate. But should I even care? It might be simpler to drop the issue. I have sufficient funds for the farm, and we could apply for loans if necessary. Yet, it’s not just about business between Paula and Odette. There’s a misunderstanding that needs resolution. Why does Paula hold such a strong grudge against Odette’s marriage to Louis, and why is she so unforgiving? Is Odette truly as malevolent as Paula believes?


CHAPTER 4
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The cottage door clicks shut behind me, and I lean against it for a moment. Paula's words about Odette still hang in the air like invisible smoke. I push off, heading straight for the bathroom. Maybe washing up will clear my head, though I doubt soap and water can scrub away the conversation that keeps replaying in my mind.

I turn the faucet, letting cold water splash over my hands. The day's dust and sweat wash away, but the tension remains trapped in my shoulders. I splash water on my face, hoping the shock of cold will reset my thoughts. It doesn't.

"She can’t be trusted," Paula had said, her voice tight with restraint. "You don't know her like I do, Greg."

I pat my face dry with a hand towel that smells faintly of detergent. The mirror reflects a man caught between loyalties he never asked for. My eyes look tired. I run damp fingers through my hair, smoothing back the strands that the wind had unsettled during my walk from the vineyard.

The bedroom offers a temporary sanctuary. I strip off my button-down shirt, letting it fall to the floor before remembering I'm not a bachelor anymore—not really. The discarded clothing goes into the hamper instead. I pull on a soft gray t-shirt that's seen better days but feels like an old friend against my skin.

Fresh jeans. Clean socks. I'm stalling. My contentment only lasts for seconds before my mind is again occupied by the day’s events.

“Odette’s deceitful, manipulative, ungrateful, selfish.”

“Paula holds grudges.”

Jesus. How did I get involved in this family drama? I wonder what Adrianna felt about this. Paula said my mother had never liked Odette, but there’s no way I can verify the truth. I sit on the edge of the bed, running my hands over my face.

I turn my mind to Odette's plan of merging the two properties—something Paula would probably never agree to, but I can’t help imagining it. It is a good business plan, and it would do more than save the farm. If only I could find a way to convince Paula.

The walk to the farmhouse is short but gives me just enough time to push the conversation to the back of my mind. Before I even reach the porch, I hear it—laughter spilling out of the kitchen window like music. Female voices overlapping, punctuated by the clang of pots and pans. My steps quicken involuntarily, and the weight on my shoulders lifts a little.

The screen door creaks as I push it open. The kitchen is warm and fragrant with garlic and herbs. Belle stands at the stove, her blonde hair tied back in a loose ponytail. Aria hovers nearby, chopping something with exaggerated concentration, her copper hair falling forward as she works.

"Careful with your fingers," Belle says, not looking up from the pot she's stirring.

"I know how to use a knife," Aria replies, but slows her chopping nonetheless.

They notice me at the same time, and their smiles hit me with physical force. This is what coming home should feel like.

“Looks like you got yourself an assistant,” I say to Belle, waggling my eyebrows.

“More like an apprentice,” Belle says, shrugging.

“Hey,” Aria protests. “You made me do it. I didn’t want to be here!”

“Liar,” Belle says. “You asked me to teach you how to cook so you could impress …”

“Okay, fine,” Aria says, blushing. “Can you stop talking so I can focus on my work, please?”

Belle rolls her eyes and turns her attention to me. "Where's Mom?”

"Working in the office," I say, leaning against the doorframe. "Catching up on some paperwork."

Belle nods, unsurprised. "Dinner's almost ready. Twenty minutes, maybe?"

"I'll text her and let her know." I pull out my phone and type a quick message to Paula. The screen has barely gone dark when I hear footsteps in the hallway behind me.

"Something smells amazing," a voice says. Not Paula's.

I turn to see a young woman in a simple floral dress that somehow manages to look both casual and deliberate. Kaia Jones steps into the kitchen light, and I'm struck again by how much she resembles her mother. The same dark, wavy hair that falls past her shoulders. The same large brown eyes that seem to take in everything at once.

But where Odette's gaze dissects, Kaia's embraces. Her smile spreads across her face without calculation or reservation, bright as sunshine after a storm.

"Hi Greg!" she says, as if we're old friends rather than near strangers who met briefly at the mall. "How’re you doing?"

We haven't been properly introduced since that rushed encounter when I took Belle and Aria shopping last Saturday. I'd noticed her then—of course I had—but we'd barely exchanged hellos before we said our goodbyes.

"This kitchen is getting crowded," Belle announces. "Greg, why don't you and Kaia wait in the living room? We'll call you when everything's ready."

"But I can help—" Kaia starts. “I’m pretty good in the kitchen, too.”

"Nope," Aria interrupts, grinning as she nudges Kaia toward the door. "I don’t need one more teacher to scold me."

Kaia laughs and allows herself to be shepherded out. I follow, wondering whether I’m the person Aria wants to impress. I happened to catch her pouting when I complimented Belle on her cooking skills just the day before.

The living room feels oddly formal as we settle down. Kaia sits on the couch, tucking one leg beneath her. I take the armchair opposite, trying not to stare and failing miserably. It's not just her beauty—though there's plenty of that—but the vitality that seems to pulse around her like an aura. Based on what I've learned, Kaia is around the same age as Aria, yet she exhibits much greater maturity than her friend.

I can't help but imagine what Odette was like in her younger days, before coming to the U.S., before meeting Kaia’s father, and before facing the struggles life handed her. Was she ever this carefree and agreeable?

"I didn't see you at the vineyard today," I say, breaking the silence.

She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. "Finals week at the community college. I just finished my hospitality management exam this afternoon."

"Hospitality management," I repeat. "That fits with the vineyard."

"That's the plan. Mom's built up the tourism side of things over the past few years: wine tours, tasting events, weddings." Her eyes light up when she talks about it, hands moving to illustrate her points. "But there's still plenty of room for improvement and a lot of potential to explore."

“Your mom is a shrewd businesswoman.”

"Thank you,” Kaia says. “Your visit to the vineyard, how was it?"

I nod, automatically falling into politeness. "It was great. Your mom is managing the vineyard well."

Kaia smiles. “I know. She’s amazing, right? I just wish…" She stops mid-sentence, her smile faltering slightly.

“What do you wish for?”

"I really wish... I wish Mom and Paula could work things out. Someday soon, maybe?"

I shift in my seat, uncomfortable with the directness of her gaze. "I'm not sure that's likely to happen." I consider letting Kaia know about my tense conversation with Paula, but decide against it because I don’t think it’s appropriate.

"Please help them out," Kaia says, leaning forward. Her eyes are earnest, her voice dropping to something just above a whisper. "I can't talk to Paula directly—they've both made it clear we kids need to stay out of their business if we want to be welcome in each other's homes."

I nod, glad I haven’t shared Paula’s opinions of Odette with Kaia, even though she probably already knows.

"It's all a misunderstanding," Kaia continues. "Mom isn't what Paula thinks. She's made so many sacrifices for me and for everyone. She was a wonderful wife to Louis—my stepdad loved her so much. She saved his vineyard when it was nearly bankrupt."

I nod. “Your mother told me herself this afternoon,” I say, glad that at least someone is validating Odette’s story, even though Kaia is her daughter.

"And this resort idea," Kaia says. "It's because Mom genuinely wants to help Paula save the farm. She sees a way forward that could work for everyone."

I think of Paula's face, the anger and hurt in her eyes when she spoke about Odette's proposal. "It's complicated," I say, which is both true and entirely inadequate.

Kaia opens her mouth to respond, but the front door opens, and we both turn to see Paula step inside. She looks tired, her blonde hair pulled back in a loose bun.

"Kaia!" Paula's expression transforms, softening into a genuine smile that erases years from her face. "What a lovely surprise."

It's jarring to see the warmth with which Paula greets Odette's daughter, as if the ocean of bitterness between the women doesn't touch the shore where Kaia stands.

"Aria wants to hang out. I hope I'm not intruding," Kaia says, standing to accept Paula's brief hug.

"Never," Paula assures her. "You're always welcome here."

They sit together on the couch, and I watch as they carefully navigate the minefield of conversation, speaking of Kaia's studies, her plans for the future, the challenges of the tourism industry—everything except Odette.

"I'll be helping manage the vineyard's tourism side once I graduate," Kaia says, her eyes bright with enthusiasm. "There's so much potential there."

"You'll be wonderful at it," Paula says, and I can hear the genuine affection in her voice. "You've always had such a gift with people."

Their conversation continues, skipping over the obvious connections to Odette with practiced ease, until Belle calls us to dinner. The dining room table is set with mismatched plates and candles stuck in wine bottles—Aria's touch, I suspect. The food is simple but beautifully prepared: roast chicken, garlic mashed potatoes, fresh green beans.

As we eat, I watch the dynamics around the table. The young women carry most of the conversation, their laughter and overlapping stories creating a buffer between Paula and the daughter of her former friend. Paula smiles and nods, but I can see the tiredness around her eyes, the occasional distant look when she thinks no one is watching.

Kaia fits seamlessly into the flow of the meal, as if she's been joining us for dinner all along. She compliments Belle's cooking, teases Aria about a shared memory from high school, and asks Paula thoughtful questions about the farm's history. Not once does she mention her mother or the vineyard.

By dessert—a berry crumble that Belle proudly presents—the atmosphere is cozy and warm. I'm grateful for these young women and their ability to create islands of peace in troubled waters. But beneath the calm surface, I can feel currents pulling in opposite directions, and I wonder how long any of us can resist their force.


CHAPTER 5

[image: ]

After dinner, the young women migrate to the living room, drawn to some reality show that has them arguing good-naturedly about contestants I've never heard of. Paula quietly excuses herself, mentioning exhaustion as she climbs the stairs to her bedroom. The slump of her shoulders tells me everything I need to know—she needs space, and I'm not about to deny her that. I say my goodnights and head back to my cottage, where the Bryson audit awaits me like a patient friend who doesn't ask uncomfortable questions.

The cottage feels emptier than it did before dinner, as if the women's laughter had filled spaces I hadn't noticed. I push the thought away and power up my laptop. The familiar glow of the screen is comforting in its banality. Numbers don’t carry grudges. Spreadsheets don’t have complicated histories with other spreadsheets—unless humans get involved.

I open the Bryson Manufacturing files and delve into them once more. Nathan, a member of my audit team, has been doing the bulk of the work over the past week. He has conducted further reviews on the discrepancies in the Bryson accounts and shared his findings. I examine his report and follow his analysis. It is comprehensive, tracing inventory valuations and capital expenditures throughout the fiscal year. Nathan and another team member concluded that Bryson inflated their earnings by manipulating their financial statements. They identified multiple issues, including premature revenue reporting, alternating inventory methods, and boosting profits by classifying investment income as revenue.

I'm impressed by Nathan's achievements in such a short period; he's been incredibly useful. I wonder why I didn't assign him more tasks earlier instead of exhausting myself at the firm. The reason is clear: my work filled a personal void. But now, I need to delegate more so I can embrace my new life. This leads to my next question: should I make remote work a permanent arrangement? I'll need to discuss this with Richard, perhaps after I return to Philadelphia. Despite my reluctance, I must go back to formalize arrangements. I've already rescheduled my flight, which now departs in ten days.

An hour slips by without me noticing. I stretch and hear a satisfying crack in my back, then shut the Bryson file. The audit is only halfway done and it's taking longer than I'd planned. Richard wants it finished in two weeks, but I'm not stressing about it—I need a break. I'll pick it up again tomorrow. Since when did I become so laid-back? I wasn't like this before coming to California. I grin even though I remember the tensions between Paula and Odette, my aunt-in-law. The digital clock on my laptop shows 9:37 PM—not too late to indulge in the luxury I've been anticipating all day.

The hot spring.

I change into a pair of boxer shorts, debating briefly whether to go in the nude as I sometimes do when I'm certain I'll be alone. However, with a guest around tonight, I decide to play it safe. I grab a towel and flip-flops, then make my way down the path illuminated by solar-powered lights.

The steam curling around the branches of the cypress trees gives the area an otherworldly feel. The sulfur smell is faint but distinctive, a reminder of the geological forces at work beneath our feet.

I drop my towel on a nearby bench and slip into the water, leaving my flip-flops neatly aligned beside it. The heat envelops me instantly, a liquid embrace that makes me groan with pleasure. My muscles begin to unwind, tension bleeding out into the mineral-rich water.

I close my eyes and let my head rest against the natural stone edge. For a few minutes, I float in a space between thoughts, neither dwelling on the day's conversations nor planning tomorrow's tasks. Just existing in the moment, in the heat, in the gentle sound of water lapping against stone.

Female voices pierce my meditation, drifting through the cypress trees before their owners appear. My eyes open reluctantly. Two slender figures approach, their bathrobes pale against the darkness. Even before they step into the pool of light near the spring, I recognize them—Aria's vibrant copper hair reflecting the porch light, and beside her, Kaia's darker waves.

Aria spots me first, her face breaking into a mischievous grin. She waves with childlike enthusiasm that contrasts sharply with the demure look on Kaia’s face.

"Daddy," Aria calls, the pet name still new enough to send a complicated ripple through me. "Mind if we join you?"

I sit up straighter in the water, suddenly aware of my state of undress, minimal as it is. "Not if you don't mind me," I answer, keeping my voice casual.

“Of course I don’t,” Aria says, turning to her friend. “Do you, Kaia?”

Kaia shakes her head, her smile soft in the dim light. "I don't mind it at all."

"Great," Aria says, exchanging a glance with Kaia that seems loaded with unspoken meaning.

What happens next seems to unfold in slow motion. They stand side by side at the edge of the spring, hands moving to the sashes of their robes. A synchronized untying, a shrug of shoulders, and both garments fall away like shed skins.

My blood rushes south so quickly I feel lightheaded. For whatever reason, I expected bathing suits. But no—nothing. They’re as naked as statues. I avert my eyes immediately, but not before the image brands itself in my brain: Aria's pale, freckled skin, the perky, perfect breasts I've touched and tasted not long ago; and beside her, Kaia's golden-olive complexion, slightly curvier though she stands a few inches shorter than her friend. The dark triangle between her thighs, the gentle swell of her hips.

I mutter a curse, keeping my eyes fixed on the rippling water. They're both legal adults, I remind myself. This isn't wrong. But desire mixes with an uncomfortable circumspection. Does Kaia know about my relationship with Paula and her daughters? And what does she think of me? I know I shouldn't be concerned about Kaia's opinion of me, yet I find myself caring. Maybe it's because she's so sweet and innocent, and when she talked to me earlier, she treated me with the respect due to an adult.

Water splashes as they enter the spring. I risk looking up only when I'm certain they're submerged to their shoulders. They've positioned themselves across from me, their heads close together, the water lapping just below their collarbones.

"God, I needed this," Kaia sighs. "That final exam was brutal."

"You think yours was bad?" Aria laughs. "Try spending one whole day working in the rose fields."

“That isn’t a big deal,” Kaia responds. “Harvesting grapes is much harder than picking roses, with all that bending and carrying heavy loads.”

“Says who? Aria argues. “You need skills to handle delicate flowers. And if you aren’t careful, you get pricked by the thorns.”

They continue their debate for a few minutes until they agree the two tasks are both difficult. Then, they switch topics to their summer plans and gossip about people they know from college. They’re so engrossed in their conversation that it's as if I'm not even there, which helps me relax by degrees. I lean back again, closing my eyes but remaining acutely aware of their presence, their voices, the occasional sound of water moving as they shift positions.

My mind drifts, not quite to sleep but to a pleasant haze of heat and the distant tempo of their words. The tension of the day dissolves into the water, my thoughts growing fuzzy around the edges.

A sound breaks through my semi-consciousness—a soft moan, distinctly female. My eyes flutter open before I can decide whether I want to see what's happening.

Across the spring, the scene is more intimate than I could imagine. Aria and Kaia are no longer simply sitting side by side. They're entangled in each other’s arms, oblivious to my presence, kissing with a passion that surprises me. Aria's hands cup Kaia's face tenderly, as if she's been waiting to touch her like this. Kaia pulls Aria even closer, her own fingers stroking Aria’s back with deliberate, sensuous movements. Surrounded by mists from the hot spring, they look like a pair of water nymphs in an erotic tale. 

It's impossible to look away, but I try, only to be drawn back by another moan that echoes in the night air. They’ve broken their kiss, but the intimacy deepens as Aria moves lower. I'm mesmerized by the sight of Aria's lips now circling Kaia’s breasts, the water rippling gently around them. Kaia's head is thrown back, her eyes closed, lips parted in pleasure. The lantern light catches the water droplets on her skin, making her gleam like something otherworldly.

Desire and disbelief collide within me, sparking a tangle of emotions that quicken my pulse.

I should look away. I should leave. I should do anything except stay here, growing painfully hard as I watch Aria and her best friend pleasure each other. Yet, I can’t tear my eyes away—I can hardly register my surroundings—until I hear Aria's voice.

"You like it when he watches, don't you?" Aria whispers, loud enough for me to hear. She's looking directly at me now, her green eyes reflecting the light like a predator's. "Tell him how much you like it."

Kaia's eyes open, finding mine across the spring. "Yes," she breathes, her voice hitching as Aria's fingers twist her nipple. "I love it."

My erection strains against my boxers, tenting the wet fabric. I remain frozen, a voyeur by circumstance and now by choice, as Aria turns Kaia in her arms until the dark-haired girl faces me directly.

"Look at her perfect tits," Aria says, cupping both breasts now, presenting them to me like offerings. "Aren't they gorgeous, Daddy?"

I can't answer. My throat is dry despite the steam rising around us. Kaia's breasts are indeed perfect—fuller than Aria's, with large, dark nipples that point slightly upward. Aria pinches them, rolls them between her fingers, making Kaia squirm and gasp.

"She tastes like honey," Aria continues, her voice dropping to that husky register that never fails to undo me. One hand slides back beneath the water, and Kaia's hips buck suddenly. "Everywhere."

Realization dawns on me—the sassy girl is teasing me. Damn. I grunt softly. The image of Sunday's encounter flashes through my mind—Aria touching herself while watching me take Belle, begging me to pop her cherry. That obedient little kitten felt different from this naughty brat, and yet I know they are one and the same.  Yes, sir. Fuck me, please. The memory only intensifies my arousal, my cock throbbing painfully beneath the water.

Aria guides Kaia to the edge of the spring, positioning her so she's half-sitting on the stone rim, breasts and belly exposed to the night air. Then Aria submerges, and though the water obscures the details, there's no mistaking what she's doing when Kaia throws her head back with a sharp cry.

"Oh God, Aria," she moans, her hands tangling in Aria's hair, visible just above the waterline. "Your tongue... right there..."

I groan involuntarily, my hand moving toward my erection before I catch myself. This is madness. I need to leave.

I begin to rise, water streaming from my body, when Aria surfaces like a mermaid, her hair slicked back, lips glistening with more than just spring water.

"Don't go, please," she says, her voice a command wrapped in a plea. "I like you watching us. It turns me on."

"Please stay," Kaia adds, her brown eyes wide and earnest despite the flush of arousal across her cheeks. "Please."

I curse under my breath, torn between the voice of reason and the throbbing insistence between my legs. Against my better judgment, I sink back into the water.

"All right," I manage to say, the words catching in my throat.

Aria grins triumphantly before returning her attention to Kaia. She spreads the girl's thighs wider, exposing her completely. In the lantern light, I can see everything—the swollen lips of her sex, the glistening wetness that has nothing to do with the spring water, the tight bud of her clitoris that Aria now circles with her thumb.

"You should see how wet she is for us," Aria says, sliding two fingers inside Kaia, who bucks against the intrusion with a keening moan. "She's dripping."

I watch with fascination as Aria pleasures her friend with expert precision. There's history here—they know each other's bodies with the familiarity of long-time lovers. Aria works Kaia with ruthless efficiency, bringing her to the edge and then backing off, building tension with each denied climax.

"Please, Aria," Kaia begs after the third time Aria slows her task. "I need to come. Please let me come."

"What do you think, Daddy?" Aria asks, looking over her shoulder at me. "Has she earned it?"

I nod, beyond words now, my own arousal a constant, painful companion.

"Good," Aria purrs, returning to her task with renewed vigor. Her fingers pump faster, her thumb making tight circles over Kaia's clit. "Come for us, baby. Show Greg how pretty you are when you come."

Kaia's orgasm is a beautiful thing to witness—her back arching off the stone edge, her mouth open in a silent scream before sound catches up and she cries out into the night. Her body shudders, thighs trembling around Aria's hand as she rides out the waves of pleasure.

When she finally collapses, boneless and panting, Aria places a tender kiss on her inner thigh before pulling away. The two young women exchange satisfied smiles, then turn their attention to me—or more specifically, to the obvious tent in my wet boxers.

I stand abruptly, water falling from my shoulders. "I should go," I say, my voice rough with unrelieved desire.

"But you haven’t—" Kaia begins.

Aria chimes in, “And we could give you a —-”

"Another time, maybe," I cut her off, grabbing my towel and wrapping it around my waist to hide my condition.

As I walk away, their laughter follows me, soft and intimate. I curse again, knowing they're talking about me, about my obvious arousal and hasty retreat. This has to be Aria’s way of rebelling against my attempt to discipline her last Sunday. Or it might be her revenge for my rejection the day before that, in the processing shed, when she'd cornered me and I'd managed—barely—to resist her advances.

Well played, I think, my body still humming with unsatisfied need. The cool night air does little to calm my heated skin or the throbbing between my legs. I make my way back to the cottage, each step a reminder of the erotic show I've just witnessed—and how much I enjoyed it.


CHAPTER 6
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I make a beeline for the bathroom as soon as I reach the cottage. I need another shower. I don’t wait to trip off the cumbersome boxer before turning on the water. The shower spray hits my back with perfect pressure, hot enough to pink my skin but not quite scald. I tilt my face into the stream, eyes closed, letting water sluice away the lingering arousal from the hot spring. My body still thrums with unsatisfied need, and my mind replays images I should try harder to forget.

The sound of knocking barely registers until it's followed by Belle's voice, soft but clear through the bathroom door.

"Greg? Can I come in?"

I run a hand through my wet hair, slicking it back. "Yeah, door's open."

The bathroom door creaks slightly, and I hear it close again. Through the frosted glass of the shower door, Belle's silhouette appears, a watercolor version of her curves as she undresses. The shower door slides open, and there she is—blonde hair piled messily on top of her head, hazel eyes bright and knowing, lips curved in a smile that makes my heart stutter.

"Thought you might want company," she says, stepping into the shower stall. Water immediately beads on her skin, tracing paths down the gentle curves of her breasts, the flat plane of her stomach, and the soft swell of her hips. She's a waterfall in human form.

"You thought right," I manage to say, my voice suddenly rough.

Belle's fingers trail up my chest, feather-light, raising goosebumps despite the hot water. "You seem tense," she murmurs, stepping closer until her breasts press against me. The contact sends electricity arcing through my nervous system. "What happened?"

"Complicated," I say, not ready to share my accidental voyeurism with her yet. I slide my hands to her waist. Her skin is impossibly soft, warm silk under my calloused palms.

She hums in understanding, rising on tiptoes to press her lips to mine. The kiss starts gently like a question, but deepens quickly when I answer by pulling her closer. Her tongue slides against mine, and the taste of her—minty toothpaste and her musky scent—floods my senses.

I guide her backward until she's against the tile wall, the cool surface making her gasp into my mouth. My hands roam her body, rediscovering terrain I've explored before but never tire of—the soft underside of her breasts, the dip of her waist, the flare of her hips. She arches into my touch like a cat, responsive and unashamed in her desire.

My lips leave hers to travel down her neck, tasting shower water and the salt of her skin. I find the spot beneath her ear that makes her breath catch, lingering there to draw out the sound again. Her hands grip my shoulders, fingernails pressing half-moons into my skin that border pleasure and pain.

"I want you, Greg," she sighs, a prayer and a command rolled into one syllable.

My cock jolts, but I continue my journey downward. I map her collarbones with open-mouthed kisses, then capture a nipple between my lips. It pebbles against my tongue as I suck gently, then with more pressure when she pushes her chest forward in silent demand. My hand finds her other breast, thumb circling the areola before teasing the tight bud at its center.

Belle's head falls back against the tile, her eyes closed, lips parted as her breathing grows more ragged. Water streams over us, the white noise of the shower mingling with the soft sounds of pleasure she makes. I switch my attention to her other breast, lavishing it with the same care while my hands slide lower, tracing the curve of her waist and the jut of her hip bones.

Kneeling on the shower floor, I continue my descent, pressing kisses to her sternum, her ribs, the soft skin of her belly. Her hands find my hair, fingers tangling in the wet strands, not guiding but connecting, a physical reminder of her presence above me. I look up to find her watching me, her eyes heavy-lidded but intent, a flush spreading across her cheeks and chest that has nothing to do with the hot water.

I hook one of her legs over my shoulder, opening her to me. The scent of her arousal cuts through the steam, musky and sweet. I tease her with gentle kisses to her inner thighs, moving closer to where she wants me but never quite arriving, until she makes a sound of frustration that pulls a smile from me.

"Patience," I murmur against her skin.

"I've been patient all day," she counters, her voice breaking as I finally run my tongue along her center in a long, slow stroke.

The taste of her blooms on my tongue, complex and addictive. I explore her methodically, learning what makes her grip my hair tighter, what makes her thighs tremble around my head. When I circle her clit with the tip of my tongue, her whole body tenses, a sharp inhale cutting through the sound of falling water.

I settle into a pattern, alternating between broad strokes and focused attention on the bundle of nerves that makes her voice crack when she says my name. Her hips begin to move against my face, subtle at first, then more insistent as her pleasure builds. I slip two fingers inside her, curling them to find the spot that makes stars explode behind her eyelids.

"Right there," she gasps, her inner walls clenching around my fingers. "Don't stop, please don't stop."

I have no intention of stopping. I redouble my efforts, tongue flicking rapidly over her clit as my fingers work inside her. Belle's breathing grows erratic, her moans higher and more desperate until they culminate in a cry that bounces off the tile walls. Her body shudders, inner muscles pulsing around my fingers as she rides out her climax against my mouth.

I ease her through the aftershocks with gentler touches, slowing but not stopping until she tugs at my hair, oversensitive. Rising to my feet, I kiss her deeply, letting her taste herself on my tongue. She responds hungrily, arms winding around my neck to pull me closer.

"My turn," she whispers against my lips, then begins her own downward journey.

Her mouth traces a path from my jaw to my chest, pausing to tease my nipples with gentle scrapes of teeth that make me hiss through mine. The sight of her moving down my body, water sluicing over her smooth skin and darkened blonde hair, is almost enough to finish me before she even touches me where I need her most.

When she kneels before me, looking up through wet lashes, my cock twitches in anticipation. She wraps one hand around the base, the other cupping my balls with careful pressure. Her touch is electric, shooting sparks up my spine that make my knees weak.

"You’re so big and beautiful," she murmurs, her breath washing over my sensitive skin before she takes me into her mouth.

The wet heat of her engulfs me, and I groan, one hand bracing against the wall to keep myself upright. Belle takes her time, exploring me with lips and tongue, finding the spots that make my breath stutter. She works me with a combination of hand and mouth, creating a perfect seal that has me fighting not to thrust too deeply.

I watch through half-closed eyes as she takes me deeper, her cheeks hollowing as she sucks. The sight of my cock disappearing between her lips is mesmerizing, primal in a way that tightens something in my chest even as it builds pressure at the base of my spine.

"Belle," I warn, feeling the familiar tightening that signals I'm close. "I'm going to—"

She pulls back just enough to speak. "Not yet," she says, her hand still working me slowly. "I want you inside me."

I help her to her feet, our bodies sliding together in the stream of water, skin against skin creating delicious friction. Our mouths meet in a desperate kiss as I lift her, pinning her against the wall with my body. Her legs wrap around my waist, ankles crossing at the small of my back to pull me closer.

We pause there, suspended in the moment, our bodies aligned but not yet joined. I can feel her heat against me, inviting, so close. Her eyes meet mine, a silent plea and permission rolled into one gaze. With a slow, controlled movement, I push into her, watching her face as her lips part and her eyes flutter closed.

"God, you feel good," I breathe, fully seated inside her.

Belle tightens her legs around me, urging me to move. I withdraw almost completely before pressing back in, setting a measured pace that has us both gasping. The position requires strength, but the way she feels around me—hot and tight and perfect—makes any strain worth it.

Her hands clutch at my shoulders, nails digging in as I increase the tempo. Water cascades over us, adding another layer of sensation to the pleasure building between us. Belle meets each thrust with a roll of her hips, taking me deeper, her moans growing louder as we find the perfect rhythm.

I shift slightly, changing the angle to hit the spot inside her that makes her cry out. Her inner walls flutter around me, a preview of what's to come. I drive into her harder, faster, chasing our release with single-minded focus.

"I'm close," she pants against my neck, her breath hot on my skin. "So close."

"Come for me," I urge, reaching between us to circle her clit with my thumb. "Let me feel you."

The added stimulation pushes her over the edge. Belle's back arches off the wall as she comes, a keening cry escaping her throat as her body clenches around mine in waves. The sight of her in ecstasy, combined with the exquisite pressure of her climax, triggers my own release. I thrust deeply one final time, groaning as pleasure crashes through me, emptying myself inside her in pulsing waves.

For a long moment, we stay joined, our foreheads pressed together, breath mingling as we come down from the high. Eventually, I ease her legs back to the floor, though I keep her supported until I'm sure her knees will hold.

"That," she says when she can speak again, "was exactly what I needed."

“You can say that again,” I reply.

We wash each other slowly, hands gentle now rather than urgent, trading soft kisses between rinses. There's an intimacy in these moments that sometimes feels more vulnerable than the act itself—the careful washing of hair, the tender soap-slick touches to shoulders and backs, the quiet smiles exchanged in steamy air.

Once dry and wrapped in towels, we move to the bedroom. Belle borrows one of my t-shirts, the hem hitting mid-thigh in a way that's both innocent and provocative. We settle on the bed, her head on my chest, my fingers playing with the damp strands of her hair.

"I saw Aria and Kaia at the hot spring," I say after a comfortable silence. "They were making out."

Belle laughs, the sound vibrating against my ribs. "I bet they were. Those two are trouble together."

"You knew?"

"Of course. They've been lovers since high school." Her hand traces lazy patterns on my chest. "They're usually more discreet, though. They must really like you."

I think of the way they'd performed for me, how Aria had explicitly said she enjoyed me watching. "Aria was getting back at me, I think. For turning her down in the processing shed."

I briefly inform Belle about Aria’s attempt to seduce me that day before the three of us went to the shopping mall in town. I spare the juicy details in order not to embarrass Aria even though she isn’t present. Still, Belle’s jaw drops and then she laughs. “I knew something happened between the two of you,” she says. “Well, that explains why she was so obedient when you made her promise to behave before you took her cherry… You tamed her.”

“Tamed her?” I laugh. “It wasn’t my intention. I merely wanted to protect her. She would get herself in trouble one day if she kept acting so wild.”

“Exactly.” Belle props herself up on one elbow to look at me. “To be honest, the Sebastian thing? Aria is probably responsible as well. She’s broken many hearts ever since grade school. She’s always been a little flirt, you know? She's pretty and fiery, and guys were naturally drawn to her. She enjoyed the attention but wasn't really interested in them. She had a way of stringing them along without giving them what they wanted. She probably drove Sebastian up the wall—not that he didn't have it coming."

"I had a feeling about that," I reply. "Well, let's hope she doesn't pull such stunts again."

“I hope so too,” Belle says, nudging closer and wrapping her arm around my belly.

I stamp a kiss on her forehead and ask her, “What about you, Belle? Did the guys in school give you plenty of attention?” I’ve been curious about it. How could such a beautiful, remarkable girl have remained a virgin for so long?

Belle blushes as she gazes at me. “Not really,” she says. “Well, maybe a little. A few of them asked me out in high school, but none really caught my interest.”

“Why not?” I press on. “They weren’t good enough for you?”

“Hmm, I… I’ve always been attracted to older men,” she admits hesitantly. “Don’t be upset, but I almost had an affair with my English teacher back in high school.”

My curiosity piques. “Why would I be upset, Belle? Tell me more.”

After a brief pause, she continues. “Alright. He wasn’t from around here—he was from San Francisco but had grown tired of the big-city life, so he took a job in the valley. I suppose his sophisticated manner of speaking enchanted me. The way he recited poems got me dreaming. He wasn’t exactly old, only thirty-two, but still nearly twice my age. I found myself falling for him soon after the semester started, and I began making excuses to attend his office hours. He’d pick out poems just for me—lots about roses. One day, while he was helping me dissect a poem, our eyes locked and he kissed me.”

“That sounds so romantic, Belle,” I say despite feeling a twinge of jealousy. “What happened after that?”

“We started secretly meeting outside of school,” she says. “He would take me to neighboring towns where nobody knew us. Still, he always wore sunglasses to obscure his face.”

“That must have been tough for you,” I say, drawing her closer.

“I didn’t mind at all,” Belle insists. “I would have gone on seeing him.”

“Why did you stop?”

“As it turned out, he had a girlfriend in SF. He kept it from me. We had dinner one Friday, and after he took me to his place, we were making out on the couch when his girlfriend unexpectedly walked in. She meant to surprise him, but got more than she expected.”

“Holy shit,” I say. “What a mess. How did you handle it?”

Belle gives a bitter smile. “It went badly. I left his place downtown and couldn’t catch a bus to the farm. I was too embarrassed to call my mom, and my best friend Hazel was hours away. So I ended up at the mall, hiding in a bathroom stall for an hour until I had cried every last tear.”

“I hope that jerk got fired,” I say, kissing her again.

“Actually, he quit soon after,” she says. “I didn’t make a huge fuss about it. I told my mom and Hazel about it. They are the only two people other than you who know my shameful history.”

“There’s nothing shameful about it, Belle,” I murmur softly. “You did nothing wrong. You had a crush on your teacher. He was the one in the wrong for taking advantage of you.”

“He didn’t do anything terrible,” she argues. “He never went all the way, even though there were plenty of chances. But I really should have made sure he was single before I let myself fall for him.”

“Would you have acted differently if you had known?” I ask.

“Absolutely,” she says. “I never wanted to get hurt or hurt anyone. I still feel terrible about his girlfriend.”

That’s Belle, always considerate of others. Needless to say, the experience left a scar in her mind and accounts for her hesitance toward dating over the years.

I pull her into my arms, kiss her deeply, and hold her tightly. “You’re an incredible girl, Belle. I promise I will never hurt you.”

“I know you won’t,” Belle murmurs against my chest.

We sink into a warm, comfortable silence until Belle breaks the silence. “What happened between you and Mom? It felt odd during dinner.”

I shake my head, still processing the complex web of relationships I've stumbled into. "I tried to help her and Odette reconcile, but I think I made things worse today." I go on to tell Belle about my visit at Exotic Wines, and then my conversation with Paula afterward.

Belle's expression softens. "Mom is... stubborn. And hurt. But she cared about Odette once, very much. That's why she's so angry now."

"Love and hate, two sides of the same coin?"

"Something like that." She traces my jawline with one finger. "Be patient with her. You're good for her, Greg. She'll come around eventually."

"I hope so." I catch her hand, pressing a kiss to her palm. "For all our sake."

Belle smiles, leaning down to kiss me on the cheek. "Now, where were we before we got distracted by all this serious talk?"

Her lips find mine again, and conversation falls away as our bodies relearn each other in the quiet darkness of the cottage.

“Want me to fuck you from behind?” I ask mischievously, knowing she enjoys the position.

“Not now,” she whispers. “I want to try being on top instead.”

“Whatever you like,” I say, and roll onto my back, watching her straddle my thighs.

Whatever complications tomorrow brings, for now, there is only this—the sweet weight of Belle on me, the gentle communion of skin against skin, and the temporary peace of desires fulfilled.


CHAPTER 7

[image: ]

The workshop air hangs thick with steam and the heady scent of roses. My shirt sticks to my back the moment I step through the door, and I pause to adjust to the heat. Belle and Aria move in unison around the gleaming new distillation unit, and their slim figures haloed in the misty light filtering through the windows. I'm struck by how professional they look—focused, determined—despite the sweat darkening their clothes in telling patches.

"Ladies," I announce, stepping fully into the space. "How's it going in here?"

Belle glances up, her long blonde hair twisted into a messy bun that's coming undone in wisps around her face. "Greg! Just in time. We're about to start the third batch."

The workshop has transformed since I last saw it. What was once a dusty storage space now hums with purpose. The plumber Paula hired has done an impressive job with the installation. The large stainless steel distillation unit dominates the center of the room, its burnished surface reflecting the afternoon light. A series of tubes and filters connect to collection containers, and a control panel blinks with small green and red lights. The entire setup rests on a sturdy stainless steel table, with drainage systems cleverly built in. Off to one side, sorting tables are arranged for processing the rose petals, and at the far end, I spot an old rattan couch that looks out of place among all this new equipment.

Aria tosses her hair over her shoulder and grins at me. "Come closer and see how it works!"

I approach the unit, feeling the temperature rise with each step. The heat radiates from the distiller like a furnace, making the already warm spring afternoon feel tropical.

"We're making rose water," Belle explains, though I already know this much. "We've been at it since noon."

"Third time's the charm," Aria adds, scooping handfuls of deep crimson petals from a large basket. The petals look like little tongues of flame in her palms before she dumps them into the distillation pot.

I lean in, watching as Belle adjusts various dials and valves. "So this is the famous production line, huh?"

"Yep," Belle nods. "The filtration system is basic, but it should work for now. If we scale up, we'll need something more sophisticated."

The scent intensifies as more petals go into the pot—a complex perfume that's not just flowery but somehow green and spicy too. I feel it coating the inside of my nose and my lungs. It's overwhelming but not unpleasant.

The girls work together with an efficiency that surprises me. Belle handles the technical aspects, monitoring temperatures and pressures, while Aria feeds in the petals, her movements quick and precise. They communicate in half-sentences and nods, moving around each other like dancers who've rehearsed the same routine a hundred times.

Sweat beads on their foreheads. Aria's t-shirt—a bright pink thing with a band logo—has dark patches under the arms and between her shoulder blades. Belle's blouse clings to the curve of her back. Their faces are flushed with heat and exertion.

"Almost ready," Belle murmurs, checking a gauge. "Aria, that's enough petals for this batch."

Aria drops the final handful in and wipes her hands on her jeans. "Got it."

Belle turns a valve, and a soft hissing fills the workshop as the water begins to heat. "Now we wait. It'll take about forty minutes for the full cycle."

She presses a final button, and the machine settles into a gentle pattern of bubbling and hissing. Steam rises, curling in ghostly tendrils toward the ceiling, where it's captured by an exhaust fan.

"And now, we rest," Aria declares, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand. "I'm melting."

They retreat to the old rattan couch at the back of the workshop, and I follow. It's slightly cooler here, though not by much. The couch creaks as we all sit down, Aria in the middle.

"So how many attempts have you made today?" I ask, settling in beside them.

Belle sighs, loosening a few more strands of hair from her bun. "First try was a disaster. We didn't seal the condensation chamber properly."

"We had rose-scented steam everywhere," Aria laughs. "It was like a spa, but not in a good way."

"Second try was technically successful," Belle continues. "We got liquid, but..."

Aria wrinkles her nose. "It smelled like a swimming pool. Here, take a whiff." She reaches behind the couch and produces a small glass bottle, passing it to me.

I unscrew the cap and immediately catch the unmistakable scent of chlorine with just a hint of rose. "Jesus. What happened?"

"Tap water," Belle explains. "The chlorine in it transferred to the rose water. So now we're using filtered water from the farmhouse. Though we might need to invest in distilled water for the actual production runs."

I hand the bottle back. "What a learning curve."

"But that's what test batches are for," Aria says cheerfully. "We're actually having fun with it."

I lean back against the couch, watching them. Their enthusiasm is contagious. Belle's eyes are bright with concentration, her mind clearly working through technical problems even as she rests. Aria gestures animatedly as she talks, her hands never still. There's something beautiful about seeing them united in purpose like this.

"So," I ask, genuinely curious, "what exactly is rose water going to be used for? Are we selling it as is, or is it an ingredient for something else?"

Aria sits up straight, excited to answer. "It's mainly a cosmetic product. It's amazing for your skin—balances pH, reduces redness, and helps with acne. People use it as a toner or a face mist."

Belle nods. "But it has a wider usage than that. I've been researching it online. It originated in Iran and Persia, where people still drink it daily. It's used in cooking too, especially in Middle Eastern and Indian cuisine."

Her voice takes on the slightly lecturing tone she gets when sharing knowledge. "And the medicinal uses are extensive. It's good for digestion, helps scars heal faster, and works as a sleeping aid because of its calming properties. It contains antioxidants, enhances mood..."

"And," Aria cuts in with a mischievous smile, "don't forget it's an aphrodisiac. I feel horny just from inhaling the scent all afternoon."

I cough, suddenly very aware of how hot both girls look. The steam has worked its way into their clothes, making fabric cling to curves. Aria's nipples press against her thin t-shirt, clearly visible. My eyes linger there for a moment too long.

"Speaking of which," I say, my mouth suddenly dry, "where's your bra?"

Aria grins, not the least bit embarrassed. "Bathroom. Took it off hours ago. Too damn hot in here."

"You're naughty," I chide, but my voice comes out lower than intended.

Before I can recover, Aria slides onto my lap in one fluid motion. "I've missed you," she murmurs, pressing her lips to mine.

The kiss is hot and tastes faintly of roses—she must have been sampling the petals, or the rose-scented steam has soaked through her. Her body radiates heat against mine, adding to the already stifling temperature of the workshop. My hands find her waist instinctively.

"I doubt that," I tease when we break apart. "You've had Kaia to keep you company."

The memory of the hot springs flashes in my mind—Aria and Kaia in the steamy water, their bodies entwined as I watched. The image sends a rush of blood southward.

Aria laughs, a low sound that vibrates through her chest against mine. "That was fun, but it would've been better if you'd joined us." She shifts her hips, grinding against the hardness that's formed in my jeans.

I place my hand on her shoulder to halt her. "You did it on purpose, didn't you? I bet you and Kaia had a good laugh once I left."

Aria gasps, feigning innocence. "Oh, come on," she replies. "Don't tell me you're upset!"

I'm not upset, I've never been. But I pretend to be. "Maybe just a little."

"I'm sorry, Daddy," Aria says with a pout. "Please, don't be angry. I'll make it up to you."

She tries to slide off my lap, but I stop her, pulling her closer and kissing her again.

After we break the kiss, I glance at Belle, who rolls her eyes good-naturedly. "I'll go check on the machine," she says, rising from the couch. "Someone needs to be responsible around here."

As Belle walks away, Aria grinds on my hard-on again. I groan as I cup her breast through her damp shirt. Her nipple pebbles against my palm. "You’re a bad girl," I whisper. "We're in a workshop, for God's sake."

"A steamy workshop," she murmurs with a wicked smile, then gasps as I lift her shirt and take a nipple into my mouth. The salt of her sweat mingles with her natural sweetness on my tongue.

I slide my hands down the smooth, warm curve of her back, slipping under the waistband of her jeans and finding her perfectly curved buttocks. She's firm and yielding beneath my fingers, her skin slick with perspiration. She moves against me more insistently, urgency replacing playfulness, her soft breathing turning to shallow, breathy pants, each exhalation a tiny explosion of sound between us.

The hum and hiss of the distillation unit give us cover, a steady background rhythm that seems to pulse in time with our racing heartbeats. I lose myself in the sensations, Aria's nearness overwhelming my senses. The rich scent of roses and a cloud of steam wrap around us like a cocoon, but it's her warmth that dizzies me, making me feel light-headed with desire. Her hair falls around us in a fiery curtain as she rocks against me, sealing us in our own private world.

"That's it," I encourage, my voice low and hoarse, caught somewhere between command and surrender. "Just like that."

Her movements become more frantic, each roll of her hips more desperate than the last, as though she's chasing something just out of reach. Her thighs tense around mine, clamping down with a strength that surprises me, and I can feel the flush spread from her chest up to her delicate neck, a visible mark of the fire she's feeling inside. Her eyes close, the pale green of them vanishing beneath fluttering eyelids, and then she's shuddering hard against me. A soft, exquisite moan escapes her lips as she reaches the peak of pleasure and tumbles over it, surrendering to the force of it with pure, unrestrained abandon.

As she comes down, her smile is lazy and satisfied. She reaches for my zipper. "Your turn," she whispers.

The front door of the workshop swings open with a creak.

Aria freezes on my lap, and I instinctively turn to look. Through gaps in the machinery, I can make out two figures carrying large sacks—farm employees with the day's rose harvest.

Belle's voice carries across the workshop. "Just put those bags on the sorting tables, thanks."

My heart hammers in my chest. The distillation unit and sorting tables block a direct view of the couch, but one wrong move and we'd be completely exposed. Aria doesn't breathe, doesn't move a muscle until the workers deposit their load and exit with a casual "See you tomorrow, Miss Lovejoy."

As the door clicks shut, Aria collapses against me in a fit of muffled giggles. The tension drains from my body, replaced by a wave of relief so powerful it washes away my arousal entirely.

"That was close," I mutter, helping her off my lap.

She kisses me again, briefly. "I need to change," she says, heading toward the small bathroom attached to the workshop. "These panties are soaked through."

"Aria," I warn, but she just winks.

"Guess I'll have to go commando for the rest of the afternoon."

"Jesus Christ," I curse, shaking my head as she disappears into the bathroom.

I stand up, adjusting my jeans and trying to regain my composure. Belle approaches from the front of the workshop, an amused expression on her face.

"Everything under control back here?" she asks with a raised eyebrow.

"More or less," I reply, feeling heat rise to my face that has nothing to do with the temperature.

Belle tilts her head, studying me for a moment before leaning in for a kiss. Her lips are cooler than Aria's, more measured in their pressure. "The batch is coming along nicely," she says. "Should be done in twenty minutes."

"I should probably get going," I tell her, suddenly needing fresh air. "I want to help Paula with some accounting work. She's in the office?"

Belle nods. "Been there all morning. She'd probably appreciate the company."

Aria emerges from the bathroom, her face freshly washed and hair tied back. The outline of her body is still visible through her damp clothes, but there's something different about her stance now—more relaxed, sated.

"Leaving so soon?" she pouts.

"Work calls," I reply, giving her a quick kiss. "Good luck with the rose water. Let me know how this batch turns out."

As I step outside, the contrast in temperature is shocking—cool spring air flooding my lungs after the hothouse atmosphere of the workshop. I pause for a moment, letting my pulse return to normal, before heading toward the farmhouse office. The scent of roses clings to my clothes, a sweet reminder of what just happened—and what almost happened—in the workshop.


CHAPTER 8
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The scent of roses clings to my clothes, mingling with the faint trace of Aria's perfume and the memory of her sweat against my skin. My lips still tingle from our brief yet steamy moment in the workshop as I make my way across the grounds toward the farm's office.

The afternoon sunlight streams through the trees, creating a pattern of shifting shadows that move over the dirt trail. I'm lost in thought when my phone buzzes in my pocket, and Odette's name flashes across the screen.

I pause, my thumb hovering over the answer button. Damn. Why is she calling? I know why—it's about Paula. Odette clearly lacks patience; it hasn't even been a full day since we met. I think about ignoring the call. What am I supposed to say to her? But avoiding Odette won't fix anything, and I'm not the kind of person to disappear on someone, even if they're complicating my relationship.

"Hello, Odette," I answer, my voice sounding more confident than I feel.

"Gregory, thank you for picking up." Her voice is smooth like aged wine. "I hope I'm not interrupting anything important?"

"No, just walking across the farm. What can I do for you?" I ask, though I already know why she's calling.

Odette doesn't waste time with small talk. "I was wondering if you had a chance to speak with Paula about my proposal." Her directness is refreshing, if a bit jarring.

"I did," I reply, slowing my pace. This isn't a conversation I want to rush through. "It was the first thing I brought up after visiting your vineyard yesterday."

"And?" The hope in her voice is unmistakable.

I exhale slowly, wishing I had better news. "No luck, I'm afraid. Paula's not interested in meeting with you or partnering with you on the resort idea. In fact, she was so upset I brought it up that she's barely spoken to me since."

"Oh." The single syllable carries the weight of years of regret. "I'm sorry, Gregory. I didn't mean to create tension between you two."

"Don't worry about me and Paula. We'll work through it." I kick at a small stone on the path, watching it skitter away into the grass. "But Belle told me something enlightening."

"What's that?"

"She thinks Paula hasn't forgiven you because she cared about you too much. Not because she didn't care enough."

The line goes silent for so long I check my phone to make sure we haven't been disconnected. Finally, Odette speaks, her voice softer. "She's right. It was my fault. I hurt Paula deeply."

Her words take me by surprise. When I visited the vineyard, she blamed Paula for being stubborn and unforgiving, without ever admitting her own fault.

“Then you must understand why it’s hard for her to forgive you.”

“You’re right.” Odette pauses. “That’s why I need your help. Please, Gregory, tell Paula I’m doing this for her. My plan to invest in the resort. Tell her it’s my peace offering.”

I find a bench near the edge of a rose field and sit down, considering her words. There's a sincerity in Odette's voice that's hard to fake. "Maybe you're approaching this the wrong way," I suggest.

"What do you mean?"

"You're trying to use me as a mediator. Maybe you need to reach out to Paula directly."

Odette gives a bitter laugh. "You think I haven't tried? She blocked my number years ago, right after I moved out of Enchanting Roses. I've sent letters she returns unopened. I've tried to visit, but she refuses to see me."

I watch a pair of butterflies dance around a blooming rose bush, chasing each other in endless circles. "So you need to come up with a reason she can't refuse to see you."

"Like what?" Odette sounds genuinely curious.

"That's for you to figure out. You know Paula better than I do."

"Could you help me?" There's a hint of desperation in her voice. "You seem to understand her."

I shake my head, even though she can't see me. "I can't be in the middle of this, Odette. Paula would see it as another betrayal. But you're a smart woman—you run a successful vineyard, you've raised a wonderful daughter. I'm confident you can think of something."

"Yes," she says after a moment. "Yes, I suppose you're right. Thank you, Gregory. You've given me something to think about."

"Good luck," I tell her. "I hope you two can work things out."

"Thank you. So do I."

After we hang up, I slip my phone back into my pocket and continue my walk to the office. The conversation with Odette replays in my mind, and I question the wisdom of my involvement. I barely know her—yet here I am, giving her advice on how to mend fences with Paula.

What if it backfires? What if Odette's intentions aren't as pure as she claims? Paula could see my encouragement as taking sides against her.

Yet something about the situation doesn't sit right with me. Belle, Aria, and Kaia all seem to want the two women to reconcile. And I've always prided myself on being a decent judge of character. The pain in Odette's voice sounded genuine.

Besides, Belle is right. The fact that Paula is so hurt by Odette's actions only proves how much she once cared. I recall when Paula first brought up Odette to me; there was a fleeting look in her eyes, a blend of admiration and hurt, even though she attempted to maintain a neutral expression.

I straighten my shoulders and quicken my pace toward the office. Whatever happens between Paula and Odette, I'll be there to support the woman I've come to care for deeply. And if helping Odette turns out to be a mistake? Well, I'll deal with those consequences when—and if—they come.


CHAPTER 9
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The office door swings open to an empty room. Paula's computer hums on her desk, the screen saver painting abstract patterns across the monitor. Papers are scattered in organized chaos—invoices, shipping orders, and what looks like a half-written email saved as a draft. The space feels recently vacated, warm with the ghost of her presence. Stepping into the room that smells faintly of her vanilla lotion, I run my fingers along the edge of her desk.

"Paula?" I call out, receiving only silence in return.

The leather of her chair is still warm when I touch it. She can't have gone far. I check the small lounge adjacent to the office—the place we made out for the first time. No Paula.

I know her routines by now, her daily patterns as familiar to me as my own. When the farm's demands become too much, she retreats to the hidden garden at the back of the property.

I don't wait to get out of the office and make my way to the garden. I step onto the cobblestone path that weaves through the flower beds. The temperature cools slightly under the canopy of the trees, and the fragrance of roses becomes more intense—deeper and more intricate than anywhere else on the farm.

There she is, just as I expected, seated on the weathered bench by the picnic table next to the sycamore trees. Her blonde hair catches the dappled sunlight filtering through the leaves above, creating a halo effect that makes my breath catch. She's staring into the distance, her profile a perfect silhouette against the backdrop of pink and red blooms.

She notices me before I speak, turning with a small smile that doesn't quite reach her eyes. "Greg."

"Mind if I join you?" I ask, hesitating at the edge of the clearing.

"Of course not." She pats the space beside her, shifting to make room. "There's always a place for you here."

I lower myself onto the bench, leaving a respectful few inches between us. The wood is warm from her body heat. "How's your day been?"

"Busy. Endless farmwork, and then paperwork." She gestures vaguely back toward the office. "The distributor in Sacramento wants to increase their order but decrease their price. The usual game."

"Take it easy." I smile at her, and this time her answering smile seems more genuine.

"What about you? How's the number-crunching going?"

"Not bad. I'm wrapping up the audit at the accounting firm. Should be done by the end of the week." I lean back, stretching my legs out in front of me. "I stopped by the workshop earlier. Belle and Aria are still working on the rose water distillation."

Paula's expression softens at the mention of her daughters. "Are they making progress?"

"Definitely. They've got the unit running smoothly now, after three trials." I chuckle, remembering the workshop that felt like a rose-scented hothouse.

"Good." Paula nods, her fingers absently tracing patterns on the bench between us. "That's... that's good."

We fall silent, listening to the buzz of bees among the roses and the distant sound of a tractor working in the far field. The gap between us feels wider than the physical space—a lingering tension from our last conversation about Odette.

I shift closer and drape my arm around her shoulders. Her body tenses momentarily before relaxing against me. "Are you still mad at me?" I ask softly.

She turns to face me, her blue eyes searching mine. "No," she whispers. "No, I could never stay mad at you, Greg. I'm sorry for acting like..." She waves her hand dismissively. "Like an unreasonable woman."

"You weren't unreasonable," I counter. "It's a sensitive topic. I should have been more thoughtful about bringing it up."

Paula leans her head against my shoulder. "Let's not speak of it anymore. I don't want it to ruin this moment."

"Agreed." I press my lips to her forehead, breathing in the scent of her shampoo mixed with the ever-present rose fragrance that seems to permeate everything on this farm. "I've missed you."

The words come out more gruffly than I intended, revealing more emotion than I'd planned to show. But they're honest—the hours since our disagreement have felt hollow without our usual easy conversations.

"I've missed you too," she murmurs, tilting her face up toward mine.

Our lips meet in a tentative kiss that quickly deepens. Her mouth opens under mine, her hand coming up to cup my jaw. What began as reconciliation transforms into hunger—a need to reconnect physically after the emotional distance of the past day.

I pull her closer, and she shifts until she's pressed against me from shoulder to knee. Her body is warm through the thin cotton of her blouse. My fingers find the first button at her collarbone, pausing there in silent question.

She answers by taking my hand and guiding it to undo the button. "Yes," she breathes against my lips.

One by one, I open her blouse, revealing the creamy expanse of her skin and the delicate lace of her bra beneath. I press my lips to the hollow of her throat, feeling her pulse quicken against my mouth.

"Are you sure? We could have intruders," I murmur, though I know this garden is her private retreat. Few venture here without explicit invitation.

"No one will come," she assures me, fingers threading through my hair as I trail kisses down to the swell of her breasts. "Everyone's busy in the processing shed."

I unhook her bra smoothly, letting it fall away. Her teardrop breasts spill free—full and ripe. They settle perfectly in my palms, her nipples hardening at my touch.

"God, you're gorgeous," I tell her, lowering my head to take one pink tip into my mouth.

Paula gasps, arching into me as I suck and tease, first one breast then the other. Her fingers tighten in my hair, holding me against her. "Oh, Greg," she moans, the sound sending heat straight to my groin.

I alternate between gentle suction and lazy swirls of my tongue, savoring the small sounds of pleasure she makes. Her free hand grips my thigh, inching higher with each passing moment.

"I need you," she whispers urgently. "Please."

I lift my head, meeting her gaze. "Should we go inside? To the lounge?"

She shakes her head, blonde hair tumbling over her shoulders. "No, it's too far. I want you here. Now." Her hand finds the bulge straining against my jeans, squeezing lightly through the denim.

A groan escapes me as she works my zipper down with deliberate slowness. "You've turned me into a horny teenager," I tease, capturing her mouth in another kiss.

Paula laughs against my lips. "That's your fault. You're entirely responsible for my unrestrained behavior."

Her hand slips inside my boxers, wrapping around my length with a firm, knowing grip. The sensation sends sparks up my spine, and I buck involuntarily into her palm.

"Christ, Paula," I hiss as she strokes me from base to tip. "Keep that up and this will be over embarrassingly fast."

She smiles, pleased with her power over me. "We can't have that, can we?"

With remarkable agility, she shifts to straddle my lap. Her skirt—a practical, knee-length affair for farm work—rides up her thighs as she settles against me. The thin cotton of her panties is the only barrier between us now, and I can feel her heat and dampness through the fabric.

I grip her hips, guiding her in a slow rock against me while we kiss deeply, tongues mimicking the movement our bodies will soon follow. Paula reaches between us, pushing her underwear aside and positioning me at her entrance. She's slick and ready, her arousal evident as she teases herself with the tip of my cock.

We both groan as she begins to sink down, taking me inch by inch. Her eyes flutter closed, lips parting in a silent expression of pleasure. I watch her face, mesmerized by the play of emotions—concentration, satisfaction, and mounting desire.

"You feel amazing," I murmur when she's fully seated. "So tight. So perfect."

She opens her eyes, meeting my gaze with an intensity that makes my heart stutter. "So do you," she replies, beginning to move.

We find our pattern quickly—her rocking on my lap while I thrust upward to meet her. Her breasts sway with each movement, hypnotic in their motion. I cup them again, thumbs brushing over her nipples in time with our thrusts.

The garden around us fades away—the roses, the trees, the distant view of Odette's vineyard on the neighboring hill. All I can see is Paula. All I can hear are our mingled breaths and the soft, wet sounds of our joining. All I can feel is her warmth surrounding me, her thighs gripping my hips, and her hands clutching my shoulders.

A fleeting thought crosses my mind: I could stay here forever, in this paradise of roses and sunlight, with this extraordinary woman. The farm, her daughters, this life they've built—it feels like home in a way no place ever has before. They need me, I think. Or do they? Paula ran this place for years before I arrived. Belle and Aria are becoming confident young women with their own strengths. Perhaps I'm the one who needs them.

The thought dissolves as Paula's movements become more urgent. Her inner muscles clench around me, signaling her approaching climax. "Greg," she gasps, "I'm close."

Her words trigger my own release building at the base of my spine. "Me too," I husk, gripping her hips tighter to drive deeper. "Come for me, Paula."

She throws her head back, blonde hair cascading down her back as she grinds against me. I feel the moment her orgasm hits—the rhythmic pulsing around my length, the trembling of her thighs, the broken cry that escapes her lips.

The sight of her pleasure undoes me. I thrust upward one final time, burying myself deep as I come, murmuring her name like a prayer. For endless seconds, we're suspended in shared ecstasy, connected in the most intimate way possible.

As the waves of pleasure gradually subside, Paula collapses against my chest, her heartbeat thundering against mine. I wrap my arms around her, holding her close as our breathing slowly returns to normal. The sun kisses her bare skin through the leaves above, painting her in patterns of light and shadow.

"I've missed that too," she murmurs against my neck, pressing a soft kiss to my pulse point.

I smile, stroking her back. "Remind me to make you mad more often if this is how we make up."

She laughs, the sound vibrating through both our bodies. "Don't you dare."

We stay like that, entwined and connected, as bees continue their lazy dance among the roses and time seems to stand still in our hidden garden.


CHAPTER 10
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Paula's body fits against mine like she was made to be there, her shoulder tucked under my arm as we walk back to the office. The late afternoon sun catches in her blonde hair, turning it into something molten and precious. I feel the weight of her trust in the way she leans into me, something earned through more than just our bodies connecting in the garden moments ago. The peace between us feels fragile and perfect—until I see the woman waiting on the porch, and my stomach drops.

Odette Jones leans against the railing, her purple dress catching the wind just enough to outline her figure. She looks like she stepped out of a magazine photo shoot rather than drove up a dusty farm road.

Paula freezes mid-step. Her body, so soft against mine seconds ago, turns rigid. "What the hell is she doing here?" she whispers, more to herself than to me.

I curse silently. The tranquility that surrounded us after our lovemaking disperses like morning mist under a harsh sun. I should have known better. When I spoke to Odette earlier, suggesting she approach Paula directly rather than use me as some kind of go-between, I didn't expect her to show up within an hour. That woman doesn't waste time once she sets her mind to something.

"Find a reason she can't easily dismiss," I'd told her. "Something business-related."

Now, watching Odette spot us and wave with calculated casualness, I wonder what urgent need drives her. Why this sudden push for reconciliation after years of bad blood? The timing feels off, but before I can puzzle it out further, we're close enough that retreat would be cowardly.

"Hello, Paula. Gregory." Odette’s smile looks genuine enough, but her eyes dart between us, noting Paula's disheveled hair and the intimate way we walk together.

"Odette," I reply immediately, trying to sound neutral rather than caught off-guard. "This is unexpected."

Paula says nothing at first. Her jaw works back and forth before she finally speaks. "What are you doing here?"

No greeting. No pretense of politeness. Paula's tone could freeze wine into sorbet.

"I bring your favorite Chardonnay," Odette says, picking up a paper bag from the floor. “Kaia told me you still like it.”

Paula pauses briefly before taking the gift. "Thank you," she replies. "But what is it that you're really after?"

Odette's smile falters slightly. "I was hoping we could have a conversation, if you have some time."

"There's nothing to talk about between us." Paula's words come out clipped, each one severed from the next.

"It's about business." Odette steps forward, her heels clicking against the wooden porch.

Paula scoffs. "If this is about your resort scheme, my answer is still no. It will always be no."

"It's not that," Odette speaks quickly, her composure slipping for just a moment. "It's something else entirely. May we go inside? Please?"

I feel Paula's shoulder tense under my palm. She steps away from me, breaking our contact as if she needs to stand entirely on her own for this confrontation.

"Not unless you tell me what this 'something else' is first," Paula replies, setting down the gift Odette brought and standing firmly in place.

Odette takes a deep breath. I watch her chest rise and fall as she visibly reins in her frustration. "Fine. I would like Enchanting Roses to be the exclusive floral supplier for my vineyard's wedding venue business."

I raise my eyebrows. The proposal is unexpected. It's actually a good idea – the kind that could benefit both businesses. But Paula's response comes almost before Odette finishes speaking.

"No."

"Why not?" Odette's carefully shaped eyebrows draw together. "Is it really so impossible to consider?"

"I don't want to do business with you." Paula's voice is flat, emotionless.

"Not even if it saves the farm?" Odette gestures around at the property. "Are you really going to let your grudge stand in the way of a partnership that could help both of us?"

"I don't have a grudge," Paula says, though her tone suggests otherwise. "I'm honoring Adrianna's wishes."

I shift uncomfortably, caught between these two formidable women. Adrianna – my birth mother, Louis's sister, the woman whose farm we inherited. Her name changes the atmosphere, charging it with the ghosts of the past.

“What do you mean?” Odette asks.

"Adrianna wouldn't want to do business with a woman who married her brother for money."

Odette's face flushes. "That's not fair and you know it. Adrianna accepted me as her sister-in-law a long time ago." She steps closer to Paula, her voice intense. "The problem was never Adrianna – it was you. She wanted to consider being my supplier but didn't because she worried you would feel betrayed."

Paula's mouth falls open. For a moment, she looks like she's been slapped. "You're lying."

"I'm not." Odette shakes her head fiercely. "You need to learn to forgive, Paula. If not for your own sake, then for the farm and your family. Belle works so hard here." She glances at me. "And now Gregory too. Why can't you let go of the past?"

I notice the tremor in Odette's voice and the way her hands have balled into fists at her sides. This isn't just business for her. There's something personal here, something deep and unresolved.

Paula's eyes flash with anger. "You have no right to bring my daughter into this. Or Gregory."

"I have every right when you're letting old wounds destroy new opportunities," Odette counters.

"I can't do business with someone I don't trust," Paula says, her voice rising. "You might be able to fool others with your lies, but not me."

Tears well in Odette's eyes, and I can't stand it anymore. This has gone far enough.

"Paula," I say gently, touching her elbow. "Maybe we should—"

"Shut up, Greg." Paula whirls on me, her blue eyes wide with an emotion I can't quite place. "You don't know her like I do. She's a master of seduction. She knows exactly what to say to her prey."

The word 'prey' hits me like a sucker punch. Is that how she sees me? As Odette's victim? Mouth open, I exchange a look with Odette, who is as puzzled as I am.

"You're just another one, after Louis," Paula continues, her voice bitter. "After Louis and Kaia's father."

Odette goes completely still. "What did you just say?"

Paula laughs, the sound brittle and hollow. "Isn't it obvious? You seduced Kaia's father – that wealthy wine dealer from the Bay Area – and got yourself pregnant with Kaia."

The accusation hangs in the air like poison. I stare at Paula in shock, unable to reconcile this cruelty with the woman who melted against me in the garden.

Odette's body shakes, not with tears, but with rage. Without another word, she turns and stalks down the porch steps toward her car parked in front of the office. Her heels sink into the gravel with each determined step.

"Paula," I say quietly, "that was uncalled for."

She doesn't respond, just watches Odette retreat with an expression that's already shifting from anger to something more complicated.

"I'll be right back," I tell her, then hurry after Odette.

I catch up to Odette at her car, a high-end black vehicle that seems to absorb the sunlight rather than reflect it.

"Odette, wait."

She turns, her makeup slightly smudged at the corners of her eyes. "Thank you for trying, Gregory, but I've given up. Some wounds never heal, it seems."

"She didn't mean—"

"Yes, she did." Odette opens her car door. "That's the problem. She meant every word.”

“Just be patient. I’ll speak to her again.”

"I've been patient," she says, her voice shaking with emotion. "I've waited all these years. After running into you at the mall and learning about your relationship with Paula from Aria, I thought my chance had finally arrived. Aria mentioned that her mother was in love with you, and I hoped love might have softened Paula, and made her more forgiving than before. But I was mistaken."

I'm at a loss for words. There's a past here that I'm not aware of, a pain that existed long before I came along. I observe as she gets into the driver's seat, her actions meticulous even though she's clearly upset.

"I'll talk to her," I offer.

"Don't bother." Odette gives me a smile that doesn't reach her eyes. "Some battles aren't worth fighting anymore."

With that, she closes the door and starts the engine. I stand in the cloud of dust her tires kick up as she drives away, feeling like I've failed both women somehow.

When I return to the office, I expect to find Paula still fuming, perhaps ready to direct some of that anger at me. Instead, I find her sitting at her desk, shoulders hunched, tears streaming down her face.

The sight stops me in my tracks. "Paula?"

She shakes her head, wiping at her cheeks with the back of her hand. "I shouldn't have said those things."

I cross the room and squat beside her chair, taking her hands in mine. They're cold despite the warm day. "Did you tell me the truth? Were you two really nothing more than friends?"

"Yes, we were just friends," she says, her eyes meeting mine briefly before turning away. "But honestly, I fell in love with her. It was difficult not to, given how incredible she was. She started knowing nothing about roses but quickly mastered everything, from growing them to harvesting. She was incredibly dedicated, rarely taking breaks while working in the fields. We had a lot in common too—both single mothers, no men in our lives, and sharing the same house..."

I nod, having had a feeling this was the case. "So why didn't you two become lovers?"

"I'm not sure," she replies. "I guess I wasn't ready to confront my feelings for her. Odette gave me some hints, and even kissed me once, but I... I got scared. I worried about what your mother might think and if we'd be a bad influence on the girls. So I told her it wouldn't work out. I suppose I was being a coward."

"Don't say that," I assure her. "You just needed time to understand your feelings."

"That's what I believed," she says. "But by the time I felt ready to go for it, she had already accepted Louis's proposal."

Paula's eyes brim with tears.

"I'm so sorry," I say, pulling her into a hug. "It must have been really painful for you when she married Louis."

"It was," Paula says, sniffling as tears roll down her cheeks. "But I couldn't admit it was my fault for missing my chance. Instead, I blamed her. Then I realized she truly loved Louis, and I got jealous. I ended up hating myself..."

I pull her to me, and she comes willingly, burying her face against my shoulder. I hold her while her tears subside, feeling the wetness seep through my shirt.

"I was cruel," she whispers after a while. "What I said about Kaia's father – I had no right."

"You were upset."

"That's no excuse." She pulls back to look at me, her eyes red-rimmed but clear. "Will you apologize to her for me?"

I shake my head. "No."

She blinks in surprise. "No?"

"You ought to handle this on your own." I dig into my pocket, retrieve my phone, and locate Odette's number in my contacts. "Add this to your contact. It's time to begin mending this rift, one way or another."

Paula stares at the phone like it might bite her, then slowly takes it from me.

"I'm not sure if I can do it," she confesses after entering Odette’s number into her phone. 

"You can," I assure her, gently tucking a loose strand of her blonde hair behind her ear. "You're stronger than you realize." 

"What should I say to her?" she asks. 

"Apologize and tell her you love her," I advise as I slip my phone back into my pocket. "It's not too late. I can tell she still has feelings for you." 

"Would that bother you?" 

"Me? Not at all. You're the most open-minded woman I've ever met. You let me love Belle and Aria, along with you. I have no right to be possessive, Paula." 

Paula pauses for a second and grins. “Did you just tell me you love me?”

I catch my slip of the tongue and say, "Yes, Paula. I hadn't intended to tell you this way, but I do love you." 

"Oh, Greg. I love you, too!" 

She leans in to kiss me, and I see the woman from the garden again – vulnerable, real, capable of both passion and regret. The woman I'm falling for, despite the complications, despite the history I'm still learning.

“Don’t be afraid to call her,” I advise her. “She’s eager to make up with you.”

Paula nods. “I’ll call her later. I’m sure she’s too mad to answer my calls at the moment.”

“Okay. But don’t wait too long.”

The sun is setting outside the office window, painting the room in amber light. There's still so much I don't understand about these women and their tangled past, but for now, this small moment of reconciliation with herself feels like enough of a victory.


CHAPTER 11
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It’s Thursday afternoon. The sun slants through the windows of the Enchanting Roses’ front office, catching dust motes that dance between us and our visitors. I shift in my seat, watching Liam's nimble fingers tap across his tablet as he outlines his vision for our website. After careful consideration, we decided to go for Valley Web, a local company that built the website for Exotic Wines, instead of the companies Belle found online. Valley Web charges a reasonable price and provides a lot more services, such as photography. 

Beside me, Paula straightens imperceptibly when Liam mentions Odette's recommendation, her shoulders tensing like rose stems before a frost. It has been two days since Odette’s visit to our farm, and Paula has called her ex-friend and apologized for her rudeness. The two women had a long phone conversation, and decided to get together for dinner at the vineyard tomorrow evening to talk things over. 

Across the room, Belle catches my eye with a subtle nod—we've already discussed what we want, but seeing it materialize feels different.

"So as I mentioned on our call with Belle," Liam says, his gaze lingering on her a beat too long, "we'll create separate wholesale and retail sections. Your commercial buyers can place bulk orders for events and resale, while individual customers can browse signature arrangements."

Liam is younger than I expected—Late twenties maybe, with carefully styled dark hair and tortoiseshell glasses that he keeps adjusting. The kind of guy who probably has strong opinions about coffee beans and vinyl records. His companion, Mike, lounges in his chair with the easy confidence of someone used to being noticed, his camera bag resting against his leg like a sleeping pet.

Paula leans forward, her blonde hair swaying. "And you're sure we need custom photography? We have plenty of pictures of our roses."

"Smartphone photos just don't convey the quality," Mike interjects, speaking for the first time. His voice has a raspy quality, like someone who's spent too many late nights chasing the perfect shot in quiet, moody spots. "Professional lighting makes the difference between looking like a hobby farm and a premier rose supplier." His eyes drift to Aria, who's been fidgeting with her fiery red hair throughout the meeting.

"We want to be taken seriously," I say, drawing his attention back. "The Enchanting Roses brand should reflect the care and expertise that goes into our products."

Belle nods, her straight blonde hair sliding over her shoulder like silk. "Our roses deserve proper presentation. Some varieties have subtle color gradations that don't show up well in amateur photos."

Liam beams at her. "Exactly! And speaking of presentation—" He flips to a new screen on his tablet. "The 'About Us' section is crucial. Customers connect with faces, with stories. They want to know who grows their roses, the hands that tend them."

"That's where I come in," Mike says, patting his camera bag. "I'll capture the essence of your operation. The people, the process, the passion." He glances at Aria, who suddenly seems much more interested in the meeting.

Paula glances at me, a silent communication we've perfected over weeks of partnership. She's skeptical but willing to try. I give her a slight nod.

"Let's start with some group shots in front of the office," Mike suggests, already standing. "The afternoon light is perfect right now."

We file outside. The front office is a renovated cottage with a white clapboard with hunter green trim and climbing roses framing the entrance. It's photogenic in that pastoral way city people love, authentic without being rusty or run-down.

Mike positions us on the wide porch steps, arranging us like pieces on a chessboard. "Perfect," he murmurs, stepping back. "Now, who's who here? I need to tag everyone correctly in the files."

"Paula Lovejoy, owner and head cultivator," Paula says, her voice carrying the weight of years spent working on the farm.

I clear my throat. "Gregory Taylor, co-owner. I’m also an accountant."

"Greg helps with everything else too," Aria adds with a mischievous smile that makes me want to both hug her and silence her. "He’s like a Daddy to me."

"Daddy?" Mike asks, lowering his camera slightly.

"More like an uncle," I clarify quickly. "Paula was like a daughter to my mother, and as for me..." I trail off, not wanting to reveal too much personal information. "Let's just say we’re like family."

"I'm Belle Lovejoy," Belle says into the awkward pause. "I manage wholesale accounts and develop new rose varieties."

"And I'm Aria," the lively girl almost sings. "I study fashion at UC San Francisco, but I pitch in with the farm chores when I'm back home." She flips her hair over her shoulder, with the grace of a model in a shampoo ad.

Mike's interest visibly sharpens. "Fashion, huh? Stand a bit more to the right, please. The light catches your hair beautifully there."

I feel a familiar tightness in my chest as I watch him direct Aria with more attention than necessary. Paula must feel it too; her hand brushes against mine, a fleeting touch that says more than words.

"Perfect," Mike calls out, his camera clicking rapidly. "Now let's get a few with just the owners."

Paula and I step forward while Belle and Aria move aside. Standing beside her for the photos, I'm struck again by how well we fit together.

"Can you stand a bit closer?" Mike calls. "You're business partners, not strangers at a bus stop."

Paula laughs and slides her arm around my waist. I reciprocate, my hand finding the familiar curve of her hip. The camera clicks.

"Great chemistry," Mike comments. "Now let's get some action shots around the property."

For the next hour, we walk the grounds of Enchanting Roses while Mike photographs everything – workers pruning and grafting in the fields, the sorting area where blooms are graded by quality, and the cooling room where fresh-cut stems wait for shipping. Liam takes notes on his tablet, occasionally asking Belle questions about operations, which she answers with precision and quiet confidence.

Throughout it all, I notice Mike gravitating toward Aria, positioning her in key shots and asking her to demonstrate various tasks. Paula notices too, her blue eyes following them with the vigilance of a mother who's seen too much of the world to be naive.

"Now for the stars of the show," Mike announces as we reach the main growing fields. Rows upon rows of roses stretch before us, a testament to years of careful cultivation. "Let's get close-ups of your signature varieties."

Belle takes the lead here, her knowledge evident as she guides Mike through the fields, pointing out prizewinning breeds and explaining the characteristics that make them special. I've always admired her passion when she talks about roses – it transforms her from reserved to radiant.

"This Bourbon rose has notes of fruit and myrrh," she explains, gently tilting a dusky pink bloom toward the camera. "It's one of the most popular for weddings."

While Belle continues her tour with Mike, I notice Aria has slipped away from the group, wandering down a separate row of roses. Mike notices too, excusing himself from Belle to follow Aria.

I strain to hear their conversation from where I stand with Paula and Liam, who's showing us preliminary layout sketches on his tablet.

"So fashion at UCSF," Mike says to Aria, his camera hanging around his neck, temporarily forgotten. "What's your specialty?"

Aria touches a yellow rose without really seeing it, her attention fixed on Mike. "Design. I want to create my own line someday."

"Ever done any modeling?" He asks the question casually, but there's nothing casual about the way he's looking at her.

"Some small stuff for campus shows," she replies with a pretend modesty that doesn't fool me. "Nothing professional."

Mike's smile widens. "You've got the look. The camera loves that hair, those eyes. I do freelance work for some Bay Area agencies besides the commercial product stuff."

Paula tenses beside me, her attention split between Liam's website mockups and her daughter's conversation fifty feet away.

"Relax,” I whisper to her. “She’s just making friends."

Paula gives me a skeptical look that says she knows exactly what kind of "friends" Mike has in mind.

I can't blame Mike given how Aria behaves. My main concern is Aria might get herself in trouble.  Belle’s words echo in my head. Aria enjoyed the attention from the guys but wasn't really interested in them. Aria is messing around again. Damn. I silently curse. The little flirt needs more discipline.

"I'd love to do a photo shoot with you sometime," Mike continues, his voice carrying on the breeze. "Build your portfolio. You could make good connections."

Aria's whole posture changes, straightening like a flower reaching for sunlight. "Really? I'd love that!"

"Here," Mike pulls out his phone. "Let me get your number. We'll set something up."

The exchange of numbers happens with Aria's giggle floating through the air. She leans in too close as she recites her digits and touches his arm as she tells him her schedule is "super flexible."

The knot in my stomach tightens. It's not just the protective instinct I feel toward all the Lovejoy women – it's something more possessive, something I don't have the right to feel but can't seem to shake.

"The contact page will include a form for custom orders," Liam is saying, but I'm barely listening.

"How does that sound, Greg?" Paula nudges me.

"Fine," I say automatically, then realize I have no idea what I've agreed to. "Actually, could you run through that again? I was distracted by..."

I gesture vaguely toward Aria and Mike, who are now taking selfies together among the roses, his arm slung casually around her shoulders.

Paula's mouth tightens. "I hope she doesn’t land herself in a mess again.”

"I'll talk to her," I promise, though I'm not sure what I'll say. What right do I have to police who she flirts with? Yet something about Mike's easy confidence, the way he moved from professional photographer to personal interest, sets off warning bells.

The rest of the photo session continues with Mike capturing close-ups of our premium roses, but the professional veneer has slipped. He keeps finding reasons to include Aria in shots, positioning her hands around rose stems and asking her to point out her favorites. Each time, she performs for him, transforming from the sometimes sullen young woman I know into an animated, flirtatious creature who hangs on his every direction.

I find myself growing increasingly irritated, a slow burn in my chest that flares whenever she laughs too loudly at his mediocre jokes. By the time we finish and head back to the office to wrap up, I've made a silent vow to have a serious conversation with Aria about professionalism and boundaries.

In the office, Liam packs away his tablet while Mike transfers some preview shots to his laptop to show us.

"These are just rough edits," he cautions, "but you can see the direction we're heading."

The images are admittedly impressive – Paula and I framed by the front office, Belle's careful hands demonstrating rose grafting techniques, panoramic views of the fields that make Enchanting Roses look both artisanal and substantial. And too many shots of Aria, looking windswept and carefree among the blooms.

"Beautiful work," Paula acknowledges, professional despite her reservations.

"We'll have a draft of the site for you to review in about two weeks," Liam says, closing his laptop. He hesitates, then turns to Belle. "Actually, I was wondering if you might be free for dinner sometime? To discuss the botanical descriptions in more detail, of course."

I murmur quietly, resisting the urge to step in—I trust Belle's judgment completely. The young woman proves herself once again. She smiles politely, her hazel eyes giving nothing away. "I appreciate the offer, but I'm not available for personal engagements at the moment. I'm happy to review the copy over email, though."

Liam takes the rejection with grace, though disappointment flickers across his face. "Of course. Professional channels it is."

As we walk our visitors to their car, Mike makes one last play. "I'll text you about that shoot, Aria. I have some great concepts that would build an amazing portfolio for you."

"I can't wait," Aria gushes, standing too close to him.

I exchange glances with Paula, who seems torn between maternal concern and the understanding that her daughter is technically an adult. I feel no such conflict. As Mike's car disappears down our long driveway, I'm already formulating exactly how I'll teach our impulsive young Aria a lesson about the dangers of giving strangers too much access, too quickly. The thought brings a warmth that has nothing to do with the afternoon sun and everything to do with my frustration with Aria. That girl really gets on my nerves.


CHAPTER 12
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I walk behind Aria on the gravel path leading back to the farmhouse, watching her hips sway with each step. My irritation with her flirting doesn't stop my eyes from following the movement. The sun brings out fiery highlights in her red hair, turning it into copper wire, and I stuff my hands in my pockets to keep from reaching out. She's talking non-stop about Mike and his camera, and each word digs under my skin like a splinter.

"Did you see how he adjusted the lighting?" Aria twirls around to face me, walking backward now. "He said I have perfect bone structure for portrait photography. God, the photos looked amazing, didn't they?"

I grunt something that might pass for agreement. The photographer—Mike—had spent far too much time adjusting Aria's pose, his hands lingering on her shoulders, her waist. Professional, he'd called it. I'd call it something else.

"Oh, come on, Greg. You saw them. They make me look prettier than I actually am." She spins back around, practically skipping ahead of me.

"You're a beautiful young woman," I say finally, the words dragged out of me. "It has nothing to do with his photography skills."

Aria stops so suddenly I nearly crash into her. She whirls around, her green eyes wide, her lips parted in surprise. "That's so sweet, Daddy."

Before I can react, she hooks her arms around my neck and presses her lips against mine. The kiss is soft but insistent, and despite everything, heat rushes through me. We're standing in the middle of the path, visible from the fields. Anyone could see us.

I grunt and gently push her away, my hands on her shoulders. "Aria."

Her expression changes instantly, hurt flickering across her face. "What's the matter with you?"

"You know exactly what the matter is," I grumble, resuming walking toward the house.

She follows, her footsteps quick to catch up. "No, I don't. Tell me."

I stop and turn to face her. "What about all the flirting with a man you barely know? Batting your eyelashes, touching his arm, laughing at every damn thing he said?"

"That was just for business," Aria says, her tone suddenly practical. "To make Mike work harder on the project. You want a good website for the farm, don't you?"

"That isn't proper," I say, the words sounding old-fashioned even to my ears. "You were leading him on."

"It was harmless flirting." She shrugs, the strap of her dress slipping down her shoulder. She makes no move to fix it. "What's the big deal?"

"It's not what we agreed on." My jaw clenches as I say it.

Aria's eyes narrow. She steps closer to me, her finger poking my chest. "I didn't break any agreement with you at all, Gregory Taylor." Her voice drops to a whisper, though there's no one around to hear. "You made me promise 'no fucking, sucking, or kissing another man.' You didn't say 'no flirting.'"

I curse under my breath because she's right. The loophole is right there, and she waltzed through it with a smile on her face. The air between us crackles with tension as we glare at each other.

"You know exactly what I meant," I say finally.

"Then you should have been more specific." She tosses her hair over her shoulder. "A contract is only as good as its wording."

Damn. Sassy girl. I clench my jaw and keep my cool, determined not to make a scene in public.

We reach the farmhouse in stony silence. Belle is working in the greenhouse. Paula's back at the farm office. The house is quiet except for the distant hum of the air conditioner.

"Want some ice cream?" Aria asks as I head toward the door of my cottage—a small converted outbuilding I use as both home and office space.

"I've got work to do," I say, not looking back at her. "For my firm."

I close the door behind me with more force than necessary, then lean against it, exhaling slowly. My cottage is cool and dim, the blinds drawn against the afternoon sun. My desk sits beneath the window in the living room, laptop closed and waiting.

I sit down, open the computer, and stare at the spreadsheets for my accounting firm. Numbers should be a relief after the swirl of emotions Aria always brings, but today they swim before my eyes, refusing to make sense. I force myself to focus, to work through the quarterly review for a client in Philly.

An hour passes. I make minimal progress. Aria's face keeps appearing in my mind—her hurt expression when I pushed her away, the defiant tilt of her chin when she pointed out the loophole in our agreement. I remind myself that I'm the adult here, that I should know better, that this whole arrangement with Paula and her daughters is complicated enough without adding jealousy to the mix.

A knock at the door interrupts my thoughts.

"Greg?" Aria's voice comes through the wood, softer now. "I'm sorry. Please open the door. I brought you some ice cream."

I sigh, running a hand through my hair. I shouldn't reward her behavior, but I was mean to her earlier. Besides, I'm weak when it comes to Aria despite my wish to subdue her. I stand and open the door.

She stands there with an ice cream cone in hand, a peace offering. Her hair is pulled back now, revealing the smooth curve of her neck. She's changed into a strapless sundress that makes her look both innocent and not.

"Thank you," I say, taking the cone from her. The vanilla is already melting in the heat, dripping over my fingers.

Aria slips past me into the cottage, her bare arm brushing against mine. The contact sends a jolt through me that I try to ignore. She settles onto the couch, tucking her legs beneath her, watching me with those green eyes that never fail to dazzle me.

I sit beside her, keeping a careful distance between us. The ice cream is cold and sweet on my tongue, a welcome distraction. Without thinking, I hold the cone out to her in offering.

She leans forward, maintaining eye contact as she takes a long, slow lick of the ice cream. Her pink tongue curls around the melting treat, catching a drip before it falls. She sits back, licking her lips with deliberate slowness, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

My body responds instantly, a rush of heat that has nothing to do with the summer day. I watch, transfixed, as she leans in for another taste. This time, a small bit of ice cream clings to her upper lip. Her tongue darts out to catch it, the movement both innocent and obscene.

I grunt, shifting uncomfortably on the couch. The cone in my hand is forgotten, melting over my fingers.

"I know you like to watch me do naughty things," Aria says, her voice husky. She slides from the couch to her knees in front of me, her hands on my thighs. "I was only teasing you with Mike. I don't care about him at all." She looks up at me through her lashes. "But I do enjoy seeing the smoke come out of your eyes when you're jealous."

"Goddamn it, Aria." I curse myself silently for falling prey to this young woman's game. "I should spank you for that stunt."

She laughs, a low, seductive sound that makes my cock twitch. "I can't wait." Her hands move to my zipper. "But I need to pleasure you first."

Before I can respond, she has unzipped my pants and freed my already hardening cock. Her delicate fingers wrap around the shaft, stroking it to full attention. The ice cream cone is still in my hand, melting faster now, dripping onto my thigh.

Aria notices. She takes the cone from my hand and deliberately scoops a bit of ice cream with her finger. "Let me show you something," she whispers.

I inhale sharply as she smears the cold ice cream directly onto my hardened cock. The sensation is shocking—cold against hot—and before I can process it, her warm mouth envelops me. The contrast is electric, pulling a groan from deep in my chest.

She looks up at me as she licks the melting ice cream from my shaft, her eyes half-closed in apparent pleasure. "Mmmm," she moans, the vibration traveling through me. "This is the most delicious ice cream I've ever had."

My cock twitches in her mouth at her words. She repeats the process—a dab of ice cream, the warm sweep of her tongue, a moan of satisfaction. Each cycle winds me tighter and brings me closer to the edge. Her hair has fallen forward, brushing against my thighs as she works.

"Get on all fours," I manage to say, my voice rough.

“Yes, sir.” Aria complies immediately, turning away from me and positioning herself on the carpet. She looks back over her shoulder, her expression both submissive and challenging. The sundress rides up, exposing the fact that she's wearing nothing underneath.

When I grunt, she giggles. “See? I came prepared!”

I set what remains of the ice cream cone on the coffee table and move behind her. Her ass is perfectly positioned, waiting. I bring my hand down in a sharp slap, the sound crisp in the quiet room.

"That's for your little game," I say, watching the pink handprint bloom on her pale skin.

"Yes, sir," she breathes, pushing back against me. "I've been very bad. I deserve to be punished."

I spank her again, harder this time. She moans, not in pain but in pleasure, the sound going straight to my groin. I deliver another slap, and another, until her ass is flushed and warm to the touch.

"Please," she begs, wiggling her hips. "Please fuck me, Sir. I need you inside me."

I curse under my breath, spreading her ass cheeks wide. I slide my cock between them, running it along her wet slit. She's soaked, her body betraying just how much she's enjoying this "punishment." I align myself with her entrance, teasing her with just the tip.

As I do, I notice something unusual—her asshole looks different, stretched slightly. I pause. "What's this?"

Aria glances back at me, her face flushed with desire. "It's a toy," she admits. "I'm wearing a butt plug."

The revelation sends another wave of lust through me. "Why?"

"Kaia recommended it," she says, her voice breathy. "She said it enhances sex."

I grunt, both surprised and aroused by the information. "Is that so? And is it true?"

"Yes," Aria moans as I push just the head of my cock inside her. "It's pressing against my g-spot. Makes everything more intense."

The image of the butt plug inside her, pressing against sensitive nerves as I thrust into her, is almost too much. "I didn't know Kaia was so experienced," I say, pushing deeper now, inch by inch.

"She isn't." Aria gasps as I fill her completely. "She's a virgin. But Odette, her mom, loves sex toys. Kaia knows where and what to order."

My mind fills suddenly with images of Kaia and her mother, Odette. I've met Odette several times already—she’s striking with her determined business manner. The thought of her using sex toys, pleasuring herself, is unexpectedly arousing. And Kaia, with her cinnamon hair and innocent eyes, knowing enough about such things to advise Aria...

I start thrusting harder, faster, driven by both the physical sensations and the mental images. Aria's moans grow louder, more desperate. Her inner walls clench around me as I pound into her, the butt plug visible with each thrust.

"Yes, sir, yes," she chants, her fingers clawing at the carpet. "Right there, don't stop!"

I grip her hips tightly, pulling her back to meet each thrust. The slap of skin against skin fills the cottage, along with our combined harsh breathing. I'm close but I hold back, determined to make her come first.

I reach around to find her clit, circling it with my thumb as I continue thrusting. The dual stimulation—my cock inside her, my thumb on her clit, and the butt plug pressing from behind—pushes her over the edge. She comes with a scream, her body convulsing around me.

The tight, pulsing grip of her orgasm triggers my own. I explode inside her with a guttural groan, my vision going white at the edges. For a moment, I see Odette's face, then Kaia's, then Aria's again as waves of pleasure wash over me.

We collapse together onto the carpet, sweaty and spent. Aria's sundress is bunched around her waist, and my pants are still around my knees. The remains of the ice cream cone sit melting on the coffee table, forgotten.

"I'm sorry I made you jealous," Aria murmurs, turning to face me. "But I'm not sorry about the result."

I grunt, unable to form words just yet. I should be angry, should lecture her about manipulation and jealousy and proper behavior. But as she curls against my chest, her hair tickling my chin, I can't summon the energy for anger.

"Next time," I manage to say, "remember our agreement. All of it."

She smiles up at me, her green eyes dancing. "I will. The explicit version and the implied version."

I shake my head, knowing full well she'll find another loophole if it suits her purpose. That's Aria—fiery, impulsive, and too clever by half. And despite my better judgment, despite knowing she’ll be the death of me, I wouldn't have her any other way.


CHAPTER 13
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The wrought iron chair digs into my back as I shift my weight, but I barely notice the discomfort. How could I, when the view demands every ounce of my attention? Not the vineyard stretching toward distant mountains, impressive as it is, but the two women sitting across from me, both dressed to kill and armed with smiles that could stop hearts. Paula and Odette: business partners in the making, former friends with a complicated past, and both so stunning I have to remind myself to breathe normally.

Paula has chosen a navy wrap dress that hugs her curves, the neckline revealing just enough cleavage to be professional yet enticing. Her blonde waves tumble past her shoulders, catching the light with each movement of her head.  I still find it hard to believe she’s in her late thirties—she outshines women half her age, her confidence and grace only adding to her beauty.

Across from her, Odette is a study in contrasts. Her burgundy dress matches the wine in our glasses, the fabric clinging to her form like it was custom-made for her body alone. Her dark hair falls in loose curls around her face, framing those piercing brown eyes that seem to look right through you. Both women have foregone their usual practical hairstyles, letting their hair down in what feels like both a literal and figurative gesture.

The table is set with pristine white cloths, making the red wine in our glasses appear even more vibrant. A selection of cheeses arranged on a wooden board sits between us, untouched so far as we ease into conversation before dinner.

"Belle apologizes for not being able to join us," Paula mentions as she sips her wine. "Her friend from high school, Hazel, is visiting from LA this weekend, and they already had plans."

"Of course," Odette nods, "and Aria?"

"She suddenly had a burst of inspiration for another rose gown design. Sometimes she won’t leave the house—not even her bedroom—for days when creativity strikes,” Paula replies.

While Odette raises her eyebrows, I recall the "gown" Aria had proudly shown me in the processing shed a week ago—essentially an arrangement of rose blooms and nothing else. "Here's hoping this one involves actual fabric," I say, raising my glass in a small toast.

Both women laugh although they have no idea what’s behind the toast, and I take a moment to appreciate how Paula is making an effort. This meeting matters to her—to us—and despite the complicated history with Odette, she's determined to make it work.

"The vineyard looks amazing," Paula says, gesturing toward the rows of vines. "You've made so many changes since I was last here."

"Ten years is a long time," Odette replies, a hint of something unspoken in her voice. Ten years—since before she married Louis. The source of their falling out.

"The tasting room is completely different," Paula continues. "I remember when this was just a small bar with a few stools."

Odette smiles, pride evident in her expression. "It wasn’t even a tasting room. Just a place with free drinks for the employees to relax, eat, and unwind. Louis called it the Château Lounge." A shadow crosses her face when she mentions her late husband—but it disappears quickly.

"Well, you've done wonders," Paula says sincerely. "And thank you for recommending Valley Web to us. Liam and Mike were just at the farm yesterday taking photos."

"I'm glad to help," Odette says, refilling Paula's glass. "Though I should warn you, Mike is a bit of a flirt. He really hit on Kaia when he was here last time."

Paula rolls her eyes. "He did the same with Aria. The man doesn't waste any opportunity."

I curse silently, remembering how Aria had deliberately flirted back with Mike, tossing her fiery hair and laughing too loudly at his jokes. Even after Aria apologized and we engaged in an intense roleplay, I can't shake off a lingering sense of irritation.

"Don't worry about Mike," Odette says with a dismissive wave. "He's a sweet young man. He just can't help but appreciate pretty girls when he sees them."

Her eyes flick toward me, a subtle suggestion in her glance that I don't miss. The corner of her mouth turns up slightly.

"Don't all men?" I reply with a laugh, holding her gaze. "I haven't stopped admiring you ladies since we sat down."

They both laugh like schoolgirls. "You're quite the charmer!" Odette teases. "Now I understand how you won Paula's heart."

"Hey!" Paula interjects. "Don't use me as a cover-up for your feelings. Just admit you're flattered." We continue to laugh, relishing the playful moment. The ladies' cheeks turn a bit rosy, their eyes shining in the evening light.

The scene breaks when Kaia arrives, balancing large trays that appear almost too heavy for her slight build. "Dinner is ready," she declares, interrupting our laughter.

"Everyone, this is my new intern," Odette says playfully, gesturing toward her daughter.

I feign surprise, widening my eyes slightly. "You look familiar," I tell Kaia, trying not to let my gaze linger too long on her familiar features.

Kaia chuckles, her eyes holding mine for a beat longer than necessary. "Hi, Greg. Welcome to Exotic Wines." Her server's uniform is conservative—a crisp white button-down shirt tucked into black pants—but does little to hide the curves I know exist beneath the fabric.

She sets down the trays, revealing an array of French cuisine that makes my mouth water instantly. "We have coq au vin," she explains, pointing to a dish of chicken braised in wine, "ratatouille with fresh vegetables from our garden, duck confit, and a mushroom tart with locally foraged chanterelles."

The aromas rise from the plates, rich and complex. Beside the main dishes, Kaia places smaller plates of crusty bread, a bowl of aioli, and another of herb-infused olive oil.

"This looks incredible," Paula says with genuine appreciation in her voice.

As Odette and Kaia explain each dish, pointing out special ingredients and preparation methods, my attention remains fixed on Kaia. I can’t help recalling the image when I last saw her—naked in the spa, making out with Aria while letting me watch from mere inches away. How could this modest young woman be the same person who joined Aria’s naughty play? My cock stirs at the memory, and I shift in my seat, grateful for the tablecloth and the distraction of the food.

"I should get back to the kitchen," Kaia says, stepping away from the table. "There's crème brûlée for dessert."

"Won't you join us?" Paula asks. "There's plenty."

"No, thank you, Paula. I don't want to stick my nose in the adults' business." Her eyes meet mine briefly, a secret passing between us. "Enjoy your dinner."

As she walks away, I force myself to look at the food instead of her retreating figure. The wine in my glass suddenly seems necessary, and I take a large swallow.

"Kaia is so lovely," Paula says to Odette. "And so grown up now."

Odette smiles with maternal pride. "She's the best thing that ever happened to me."

We begin to eat, and the food provides a welcome distraction from the complex emotions and desires swirling through me. For now, I can focus on the magnificent meal and the business at hand. The rest—the complicated web of relationships, attractions, and histories—can wait.

"This coq au vin is incredible," I say, savoring the tender chicken that practically melts in my mouth. The rich wine sauce has hints of thyme and bay leaf, complex and earthy. Paula nods in agreement, closing her eyes briefly as she takes another bite. "I've missed your cooking, Odette," she admits, a softness in her voice I haven't heard all evening. Something shifts between them with those words—a small crack in the formal veneer they've maintained since our arrival.

Odette's expression warms. "I've missed cooking for you." She refills Paula's wine glass, then mine. "Remember those Sunday dinners at the farmhouse?"

"Of course," Paula says with a nostalgic smile. "You, me, the girls..."

"And Adrianna," Odette adds quietly.

Paula takes a deep breath, as if preparing to dive underwater. "Those were good days."

I focus on my plate, feeling like I'm witnessing something private. The duck confit is a welcome distraction—crispy skin giving way to meat so tender it falls apart under my fork.

As we finish our main course, the conversation gradually shifts. The wine has done its work, loosening tongues and softening edges. Odette dabs her lips with her napkin, then leans forward slightly.

"I meant what I said about wanting Enchanting Roses as our primary supplier," she says, her tone shifting to business without becoming cold. "Your roses are the best."

Paula sits up straighter, the businesswoman in her taking over. "Are you serious about that? Because we'd need to increase production to meet your needs along with our other clients."

"Completely serious," Odette confirms. "But I was wondering if you've considered branching out beyond roses? Peonies, carnations, lavenders, baby's breath?" She gestures with her hands as she speaks, animated by the idea. "We could use them for all sorts of events at the vineyard."

Paula tilts her head, considering. "It's a great idea, actually. We have several acres that could be repurposed." She glances at me. "What do you think, Greg?"

"It would diversify our offerings," I say, turning the idea over in my mind. "But it would mean bringing in new expertise, maybe modifying our irrigation systems.”

"We don't have to decide tonight," Odette says. "Just something to consider."

Paula nods. "I'll definitely look into it."

Kaia appears to clear our plates, replacing them with small, perfect portions of crème brûlée, the caramelized tops shining in the light of the setting sun.

"So," Odette continues once Kaia has gone, tapping her spoon against the sugar crust of her dessert. "About the resort investment. Have you given it any more thought?"

Paula exchanges a glance with me before answering. "We want to accept your proposal," she says, and Odette's face lights up. "But we need to postpone implementation. Between the rose product workshop we're setting up and the new sales we expect from the website, we're already juggling a lot."

"Rose product workshop?" Odette's eyes brighten with new interest. "You didn't mention that before."

"It's still in the planning stages," I explain. "But Belle and Aria have been experimenting with rose water, soaps, tea blends—products we can sell year-round, not just during bloom season."

"That's wonderful!" Odette exclaims, setting down her spoon. "Do you have any idea how perfect those would be for my wedding venue business? Rose water and soap as gifts for wedding guests, rose petals for tea and cooking, table décor, aisle decoration..." She's counting off on her fingers, each idea tumbling after the last.

Paula grins. "We could supply those as soon as the workshop is up and running."

"My brides would love it. Locally sourced, artisanal rose products..." Odette's excitement is contagious. She leans forward, lowering her voice as if sharing a secret. "You know what you should really consider? Your own wedding venue on the rose farm."

Paula and I exchange a smile. "Actually," I say, "we've already been thinking about that."

"Great minds," Odette says with obvious delight. "Once the resort is built, you'd have accommodations for out-of-town guests right there. Perfect synergy."

"It's another thing that needs to wait," Paula admits. "But it's definitely on our roadmap."

Odette nods, understanding. "There's something you could start sooner, though. Farm tours." She gestures toward the vineyard. "We run them three times a day during high season. They're easy money, and they help sell products."

Paula gasps. “That’s a great idea!” she says while glancing at me.

I nod in agreement. "It shouldn’t be difficult to start, but still, we'd need to figure out logistics, routes..."

"All you need is some brochures and maybe a couple of golf carts," Odette counters. "Start small. We could recommend customers to you, and vice versa. Once your website is ready, you could even take online bookings."

Paula taps her fingers against the table, a habit she has when she's thinking. "That... actually makes a lot of sense. We could start with weekend tours during bloom season, see how it goes."

"Exactly," Odette says. "Test the waters."

We finish our dessert as the conversation flows easily between business ideas and lighter topics. The initial stiffness has completely melted away, replaced by a comfortable rapport that feels natural and promising.

After dinner, Odette suggests a walk around the property. "The vineyard is magical at sunset," she says, standing and smoothing her dress.

She's right. As we stroll between the orderly rows of vines, the setting sun paints everything in shades of gold and amber. The mountains in the distance turn purple against the darkening sky. The air smells of earth and fruit and the coming night—a heady mix that seems to slow time itself.

"The vines are doing well this year," Odette explains, running her fingers along a leafy branch. "The drought worried me, but the new smart irrigation system has made all the difference."

“You have it installed already?” Paula asks. “Of course, you’re always a step ahead. We’re going to install it soon.”

“Great. Trust me, it’s worth every penny.”

We walk toward a small lake at the property's edge, where a wooden bench sits facing the water. The setting is almost too perfect, like something from a romance movie. Odette gestures for Paula to sit, and they begin talking about old times—memories from when Odette lived at the farmhouse, and stories about the girls when they were younger.

"I'll give you two a moment," I say, sensing they need private time to truly reconcile. "I want to check out the place by myself."

I wander away, giving them space. The vineyard is peaceful at this hour, the workers gone for the day. I take my time wandering around, resting on benches that must've been installed for tourists. After about fifteen minutes, I make my way back toward the lake.

From afar, I notice two figures sitting on the bench, outlined against the water darkened by twilight. As I get closer, I realize they're embracing. No, more than that. They're kissing, Paula's hand cupping Odette's cheek, Odette's fingers tangled in Paula's blonde waves.

I stop, not wanting to intrude on their moment. A warm feeling spreads through my chest—not jealousy, but something like satisfaction. Paula deserves happiness and connection. And if Odette is part of that, all the better. Their reconciliation could mean good things for both families and both businesses.

I wait until they separate before approaching, clearing my throat to announce my presence. They turn toward me, neither looking embarrassed. Paula's eyes are bright, and her expression is more relaxed than I've seen in days.

"It's getting late," I say gently. "But you know what? Why don't you stay, Paula? You two clearly have a lot to catch up on. I can head back to the farm alone."

Paula hesitates, looking between Odette and me. "Are you sure?"

I nod. "Take the night off. You've earned it."

"I have a guest room," Odette says, then adds with a small smile, "Or not."

Paula blushes but nods. "Okay. If you're sure, Greg."

"Completely sure." I give her a quick kiss on the cheek. "I'll see you tomorrow."

As I head toward the parking lot next to the wine-tasting room, the sound of footsteps behind me makes me turn. Kaia is jogging to catch up, holding a paper bag in hand. Her server's uniform has been replaced by jeans and a simple t-shirt that clings to her curves.

"Greg, wait up," she calls.

I stop by my car. "What's up?"

"Could you give me a ride to the farm?" she asks, slightly breathless. "Aria texted me about some rose gown she's designing. I want to see it. And I want to bring her dinner."

“Sure,” I say. "Your mom okay with that?"

Kaia laughs. "I'm an adult, Greg. And besides, she's going to be... occupied." She raises an eyebrow meaningfully.

I can't help but chuckle. "Fair enough. Hop in."

As she slides into the passenger seat, her scent fills the car—something floral and young. I start the engine, acutely aware of her presence beside me, of the empty farmhouse that awaits us, and of Aria's enthusiasm when she sees her friend arrive.

The night, I suspect, is just beginning.


CHAPTER 14
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The vineyard's entrance disappears in my rearview mirror, swallowed by the evening shadows stretching across the valley. Kaia sits beside me, her profile illuminated by the dashboard lights, a half-smile playing on her lips. The car feels both too small and too large without Paula's presence—an unfamiliar intimacy settling between me and Odette's daughter as we drive through the gathering darkness toward the rose farm I now call home.

Desire wells up within me as I again remember the provocative display Aria and Kaia presented in the hot spring a few nights back. It's a struggle to ignore the sensual images that flood my thoughts. I reprimand myself and try to focus on something different, my thoughts naturally drifting to Paula and Odette. I'm pleased they patched things up, and the speed of their reconciliation doesn’t surprise me. Their emotions must have been deep, which accounts for the intense passion they displayed when they reunited.

I'm lost in thoughts about Paula and Odette, wondering about their conversation back at the vineyard, when something warm and soft presses against my cheek. It takes me a moment to realize Kaia has leaned across the center console to plant a kiss there. My hand instinctively rises to the spot, as if to confirm what just happened.

"What was that for?" I ask, keeping my eyes fixed on the winding road ahead.

Kaia settles back into her seat, her honey-brown hair draping over her shoulders. "For helping Mom and Paula make up. I don't think they would have done it without you."

"I didn't do that much, really," I say, shrugging. "All I did was give each of them a little push."

"Sometimes a little push makes a big difference." Her voice carries a wisdom beyond her nineteen years. "Mom's been carrying that guilt since she married Louis. And Paula..." She trails off, looking out the window at the vineyards giving way to fields.

The wheels hum against the pavement as we round the final curve toward the farm. "Paula's proud," I finish for her.

"Precisely." Kaia agrees. "And stubborn, like her feet are set in stone."

I chuckle at the thought. "I think that stone is beginning to crumble."

The dashboard clock reads 8:07 PM. The drive from Odette's vineyard to Paula's rose farm is brief—so brief that I barely have time to absorb today's turn of events. One moment we're repairing the friendship between two mothers, and the next I'm spending the evening with their new adult daughters.

Paula's pick-up truck sits solitary in the driveway. The sedan she shares with Belle is absent, which means Belle hasn't returned yet. I wonder whether she’s also going to spend the night away from home. Most of the windows are dark, except for a square of yellow light from what I recognize as Aria's bedroom. I park behind Paula's truck and kill the engine.

As we exit the car, the night air welcomes us with the fragrance of roses. I stretch and take in the rose-scented breeze, so distinct from the earthy, musky aroma of the vineyard. It's remarkable how two farms that were once joined can now seem so different, and I find myself wondering about the possibility of them being reunited again soon. That's when I catch a subtle mechanical whirring sound coming from within the house.

"Is that...?" I begin.

"Aria's sewing machine," Kaia confirms, tilting her head to listen. "She's really going at it."

I recall the Christmas present Aria received from Paula during high school—Aria mentioned how she had pleaded with her mother, insisting she was committed to pursuing fashion design. In the week I've been here, I've seen Kaia using it a few times, mostly for quick repairs or hemming a pair of jeans for Aria.

"Sounds serious," I observe as we make our way to the front door.

"Very." Kaia balances a box of dinner she packed for Aria. "She never skips dinner unless she's working on something big."

The house is quiet aside from the persistent mechanical drone from upstairs. Kaia deposits the dinner box in the kitchen, and I find myself following her toward the stairs rather than heading back to my cottage. Curiosity tugs at me—what has Aria so absorbed that she doesn't even hear us come in?

"Aria?" Kaia calls as we climb the stairs, but her voice drowns beneath the machine's noise.

The wooden steps creak beneath our feet. I trail behind Kaia, feeling slightly intrusive yet undeniably curious. We reach Aria's door, which stands half-open, and both halt in our tracks.

My mouth falls open. Kaia gasps.

Aria's bedroom looks like it's been hit by a fabric tornado. Swatches of material drape across every surface—silky reds and pinks pooling on the bed, scraps littering the floor, bolts leaning against the walls. Pieces of something unfinished hang from the edges of furniture like strange fruit. In the center of this creative chaos sits Aria, hunched over the sewing machine on her desk, completely transformed.

Gone is the playful, impulsive teenager who bursts into rooms like a firecracker. In her place is a focused artisan, her copper hair twisted into a messy bun, a few strands escaping to frame her face. She wears only a tank top and shorts in the warm evening, and her brow furrows with concentration as she guides a piece of crimson fabric under the needle.

What strikes me most is her stillness. Aria, who's usually all motion and noise, moves only her hands now, with precise, economical gestures. The machine hums, and she feeds the fabric through with patience I didn't know she possessed.

I put a hand on Kaia's shoulder when she starts to step forward. Something about interrupting Aria in this moment feels wrong, like shouting in a cathedral. Kaia seems to understand, and we stand together in the doorway, witnessing this unexpected metamorphosis.

The fabrics around the room tell a story I'm trying to piece together. Most are variations of red—crimson, scarlet, ruby, wine—thin and flowing like water. On the corner of the desk sit several fabric roses of different sizes, meticulously crafted from the same materials. They look handmade, not store-bought, and I wonder when Aria learned to make them.

Minutes pass as we watch her work. The machine stops and starts as she adjusts the fabric, her eyes narrowed with focus. She snips threads, turns pieces inside out, and presses seams flat without ever looking up. It's as if she's in another world entirely—one where only she and her creation exist.

Finally, she lifts her foot from the pedal and sighs, rolling her shoulders. I take this opportunity to knock gently on the door frame.

Aria's head snaps up, surprise washing over her face. When her eyes land on Kaia, both girls let out identical, high-pitched squeals that make me wince.

"You're here!" Aria jumps from her chair, nearly knocking it over, and rushes to wrap Kaia in a tight hug. The contrast between the focused artist of moments ago and this exuberant young woman is stark. "When did you get here?"

"Not long," I answer when the girls separate. "We didn't want to interrupt you."

Aria gives me a little wave. "Hi Greg. Sorry about the mess." She gestures vaguely at the fabric explosion around her, though she doesn't look sorry at all—she looks alive, electric with creative energy.

"Can I see what you're making?" Kaia asks, eyeing the sewing machine.

"It's not done yet, but..." Aria hesitates, then grins. "Yeah, you can see it."

She returns to her desk and carefully lifts the garment from the machine. As she holds it up with both hands, I understand why she's been so absorbed.

It's a dress—that much is clear—but unlike any dress I've seen before. The color is bold—rich crimson. The design is deceptively simple: wide shoulder straps that would leave the arms bare, a neckline that dips low enough to be daring without crossing into inappropriate, and a skirt that would likely hit mid-thigh. What makes it remarkable is the way the fabric catches the light, shifting from deep red to almost pink as it moves, creating an illusion of depth.

"Aria," Kaia breathes, "it looks finished to me. It's gorgeous."

Aria shakes her head, copper threads dancing around her face. "There's one important last step." She places the dress carefully on the desk and picks up the largest of the fabric roses—a full bloom about the size of a basketball. With careful hands, she positions it at the center of the bodice, just below where the neckline dips. "I spent most of my time making this. Without this, it's just a normal dress."

The rose transforms the garment instantly. What was merely beautiful becomes striking, unusual, even slightly outrageous. The placement draws the eye and makes a statement. It's the kind of dress that would turn heads not because it reveals too much but because it reveals exactly what the wearer intends.

"This is fabulous," Kaia gasps, reaching out to touch the rose with tentative fingers. "You have to sew it on right now. I need to see the finished product."

“Yes, I should,” Aria says and is about to sit back down at the desk.

I interrupt her. "Are you hungry, Aria? Kaia brought some dinner from Odette's."

Aria pauses, considering, and her stomach answers with an audible growl. She laughs, placing a hand over her middle. "I guess I am. I haven't eaten since lunch."

"Come on," Kaia says, tugging at Aria's arm. "Food first, then you can finish your masterpiece."

The girls hurry past me, their excited chatter fading down the hallway. I linger for a moment in Aria's doorway, looking at the dress laid out on the desk, the fabric rose waiting to find its permanent home. Something about seeing Aria transformed by her creativity has shifted my understanding of her. She's not just the impulsive younger daughter anymore—she contains depths I hadn't glimpsed until now.

I head downstairs, where the girls are already unpacking the food in the kitchen. Instead of joining them, I slip out the back door toward my cottage. The night embraces me as I cross the yard, crickets chirping their evening symphony among the roses. I carry with me the image of Aria bent over her sewing machine, creating something beautiful from scraps and vision.


CHAPTER 15
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The hot water beats against my shoulders, washing away the day's sweat and the lingering scent of roses. My cottage shower may be small, but the pressure is perfect—strong enough to unknot my tired muscles. I turn my face into the spray, letting it run down my cheeks, my chin, my neck. At forty-two, I've learned to appreciate these simple comforts: hot water, clean clothes, and the quiet evening ahead. Or so I hope.

After toweling off, I slip into a worn pair of sweatpants and a faded henley that's survived more washing cycles than I care to count. My laptop sits on the desk by the window, a reminder of my duties at Taylor & Whitman. I should continue with the quarterly review I started a day ago, but as I stand there, hair still damp from the shower, I can't bring myself to open it.

"Tomorrow," I mutter, reaching instead for my Kindle. I've been halfway through a crime novel for weeks now, and tonight seems like the perfect time to make progress. I settle into my armchair, adjusting the reading light.

The first paragraph doesn't even register before I hear it—laughter drifting through my partially open window. The sound floats from the main farmhouse, light and bubbling. I recognize Aria's distinctive giggle, punctuated by what must be Kaia's deeper chuckle. My Kindle suddenly feels cold and uninteresting in my hands.

Before I fully realize what I'm doing, I've set the device down and am slipping on my loafers. The path to the farmhouse is illuminated by solar-powered garden lights. The warm yellow glow guides me toward the kitchen door.

I knock lightly before entering, greeted by the sight of Kaia wiping down the kitchen counter while Aria sits perched on a stool, her copper hair caught in the overhead light, making it look like burnished metal.

"Hey, Greg!" Aria spots me first, her green eyes lighting up. "Perfect timing—Kaia just finished cleaning up from dinner."

Aria hops off her stool. "Well, the party's about to break up. I need to finish sewing that rose gown before the meal makes me sleepy."

Kaia gathers her purse from the kitchen table. "I'll come watch, and maybe help you. Four hands are better than two."

"No," Aria says, shaking her head firmly. "I can’t have any distractions. Besides..." She glances at me with a mischievous smile. "Greg here probably needs some company. What were you planning to do tonight, Greg? Read accounting journals?"

I laugh, caught. "Actually, I was thinking about watching something on TV."

"See?" Aria nudges Kaia. "You can't let him watch alone. That's sad."

Kaia hesitates, then smiles. "Sure, why not? I don't have any plans."

"Perfect!" Aria bounces toward the stairs. "I'll be quick with this gown. Maybe an hour or two, tops."

We watch her disappear up the staircase, her footsteps light and quick. Then it's just Kaia and me in the kitchen, a moment of awkward silence stretching between us.

"So..." I gesture toward the living room. "Television it is?"

Kaia nods, following me to the comfortable leather sofa that dominates the cozy room. I grab the remote and settle into one corner while she takes the opposite end, tucking her legs under her. The TV flickers to life, displaying the streaming home screen with its rows of thumbnails.

"What kind of shows do you like?" I ask, selecting Netflix and scrolling through the options.

Kaia shrugs, her caramel hair falling over one shoulder. "It doesn't matter. Whatever you want to watch is fine."

I glance at her, suspicious of her easy acquiescence. "Are you sure? Because I'll watch something really boring to you."

The challenge in my voice makes her smile. "Try me."

"Alright then." I navigate to a documentary series I've been wanting to check out. "Dirty Money."

I read the description aloud: "Corporate corruption, securities fraud, and creative accounting." Looking at her with exaggerated enthusiasm, I add, "Well, totally my thing. Are you sure you're interested in this?"

"Absolutely," Kaia says with conviction that doesn't quite reach her eyes.

I pick an episode that seems most interesting to me, and press play.

The episode dives into a pharmaceutical company's price-gouging scandal, complete with detailed explanations of financial reports and corporate structure—catnip for an accountant like me, but hardly typical viewing for someone Kaia's age.

Fifteen minutes in, I'm engrossed, making mental notes about red flags in the company's reporting that I should watch for with my own clients. It takes me another ten minutes to notice that Kaia's attention has drifted. She's still facing the TV, but her eyes have gone slightly unfocused, and her fingers toy with a stray thread hanging from the quilt covering the sofa.

By the thirty-minute mark, she's leaned back into the cushions, her head tilting slightly. Five minutes later, her breathing has deepened, and I feel a soft weight against my shoulder. I turn carefully to find her head resting there, her eyes closed, lips slightly parted in sleep.

For a moment, I just look at her. Kaia has Odette's striking features—the defined cheekbones—but there's a softness to her face that her mother lacks. And instead of Odette’s dark hair, Kaia’s is golden brown. I should wake her, but there's something peaceful about this moment, something I'm reluctant to break.

Still, I can't let her sleep through the whole evening. Gently, I touch her shoulder. "Kaia?"

She stirs, eyes fluttering open in confusion before widening in embarrassment. She jerks upright. "Oh God, I'm so sorry."

"No need to apologize," I say, pausing the documentary. "I warned you it might be boring."

"It's not boring," she insists, rubbing her eyes. "It's interesting, it's just..."

"Not your cup of tea?" I offer.

She laughs. "Maybe not. Can we try something else?"

"Of course. Your turn to pick."

Kaia brightens, taking the remote. "Have you ever watched Love Is Blind?"

"Can't say that I have."

"My mom and I watch it sometimes. It's a reality show where people date without seeing each other. They talk through these pods, and they're supposed to fall in love based just on conversation. Then they get engaged without ever seeing the other person, and only after that do they meet face-to-face."

"Intriguing concept," I admit, genuinely curious. "Let's check it out."

She navigates to the show and starts the first episode. We watch as attractive young singles are introduced, each explaining what they're looking for in a partner. The production is slick, the contestants all camera-ready with perfect teeth and carefully styled hair.

After about ten minutes, I can't help myself. "I don't get it. This is supposed to be about falling in love without physical attraction, but every single person on this show is conventionally attractive."

Kaia laughs. "That's exactly what my mom says! She thinks it's ridiculous. We don't watch it as a reality show—more like fiction with really bad actors."

I shake my head. "It kind of undermines the whole point, doesn't it?"

"It does." She turns toward me, tucking her feet under her again. "Do you think it's possible, though? To fall in love with someone without any physical attraction?"

The question makes me pause. At forty-two, I've had enough relationships to have some perspective. "I'm not sure. All I know is that physical attraction is important, but it's not everything. I've been physically attracted to many women over the years, but without an emotional connection, it never lasts."

Kaia nods enthusiastically. "That's exactly what happened with me and this guy I dated in high school. He was so tall and handsome—captain of the basketball team, you know the type. I was crazy about him for months before he asked me out." Her expression shifts, nose wrinkling slightly. "But after just one date, I realized he was a complete jerk. Wouldn't stop talking about himself, treated the server like dirt, made these gross comments about my friends. By the end of the night, I couldn't stand him."

"Personality trumps looks," I agree.

"Ever since then, I've been super careful about dating." Her voice drops slightly. "Plus, my mom always warned me not to repeat her mistakes. What happened with my dad nearly ruined her life—getting pregnant and then finding out he was married." Her fingers fidget with the edge of a throw pillow. "So I haven't really dated much."

Something in my chest tightens at her words—both admiration for her wisdom and sadness that someone so young has become so cautious. "That's probably smart, but don't close yourself off completely. Not all men are like your father."

She looks at me then, her brown eyes serious. "I know. That's what Aria tells me too."

The mention of Aria reminds me of our current predicament—supposedly watching a show that neither of us is paying attention to.

"Let's try something else," I suggest, taking the remote again. "How about a classic? Have you ever watched Friends?"

Her face brightens. "Sometimes with my mom! She has all the seasons on DVD."

"It was my favorite back in the day." I find the show and browse through the episodes. "Any particular one you'd like to see?"

"How about 'The One with the Prom Video'? It's when Ross and Rachel finally get together."

I select the episode, remembering it vaguely. "Good choice."

As the familiar opening theme plays—"I'll Be There For You" by The Rembrandts—Kaia shifts slightly closer on the sofa. We watch as the episode unfolds: Monica receiving a box of her old belongings from her parents, including a video of her and Rachel getting ready for their prom. The group gathers to watch it, revealing that when Rachel's date was late, Ross had prepared to take her to prom instead, only to be heartbroken when her original date showed up at the last moment.

"That's so sweet," Kaia murmurs as on-screen Rachel, moved by seeing what Ross had done, walks across the room and kisses him.

I glance down to respond and find Kaia looking not at the TV but at me, her head resting comfortably against my shoulder again. This time, however, her eyes are wide open, gazing up with an unmistakable warmth that makes my breath catch.

I'm not sure who moves first. Maybe we both do. But suddenly my lips are on hers, soft and tentative. She responds immediately, her hand coming up to rest against my chest. The kiss deepens for a moment before sense returns, and I pull back slightly.

"I hope you don't think I'm a jerk," I say, my voice rougher than I expected.

She shakes her head, her eyes still fixed on mine. "Not at all. Aria told me you're someone we can trust."

The mention of Aria jolts me. "What do you mean?"

Kaia bites her lip. "Remember when we ran into you, Aria, and Belle at the mall last Saturday?"

Of course I do remember—I met Kaia and Odette for the first time. I recall Aria and Kaia with their heads together, giggles and hushed voices. "What were you whispering about?"

She hesitates, then confesses with a small smile. "Okay, I told Aria you were hot."

I can't help the laugh that escapes me. "Well, that's flattering."

"It wasn't love at first sight or anything," she adds quickly. "Actually, I thought you were too old for Aria at first."

"And now?" I ask, unsure if I want to hear the answer.

"Now..." She takes a deep breath. "After Aria told me everything—how you resisted when she tried to seduce you in the processing shed, how you defended her from Sebastian—I understood why she fell for you."

Her voice has dropped, becoming husky. My breathing grows shallow as I understand what she's not saying directly: that she's fallen for me too.

My breathing grows heavy, the air between us charged with possibility. "What if Aria is wrong about me?"

"Aria is never wrong about guys, even if she is impulsive sometimes." Kaia's fingers trace a pattern on my shirt. "We're both careful and selective. That's why she stayed a virgin even when she was dating Sebastian on and off for two years."

I want to kiss her again—God, do I want to—but before I can move, Aria's voice calls down from upstairs.

"The gown is done!" she announces triumphantly. "You guys have to see it!"

Kaia and I pull apart hastily, both of us a little flushed.

"I want to see it!" Kaia calls back, straightening her shirt.

"Me too," I add, running a hand through my hair.

"Close your eyes!" Aria instructs. "Both of you! And don't open them until I say so!"


CHAPTER 16
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I close my eyes with an internal groan, silently praying that this won't be another one of Aria's over-the-top surprises. The last time she pulled this stunt in the processing shed, I opened my eyes to find her wearing what could generously be called a rose bouquet. My body remembers that moment too well—how my throat went dry and my common sense evaporated like morning dew on a hot day. From the couch beside me, I can feel Kaia's warmth, her presence a complication after our unexpected kiss just moments ago.

"Don't peek," Aria calls from upstairs, her voice carrying that musical quality that always seems to wrap around my spine like a vine.

Next to me, Kaia giggles, the sound light and infectious. "Come on, Aria! The suspense is killing me," she calls back, her shoulder brushing against mine as she shifts.

"Patience! I'm in heels and I don't want to break my neck on these stairs," Aria replies. I hear her footsteps now, measured and deliberate, making their slow descent.

My mind races with possibilities. Knowing Aria, this could be anything from a legitimate fashion creation to something designed purely to make my blood pressure spike. The steps grow closer, the soft tap of heels on hardwood accompanied by the whisper of fabric.

"Okay, I'm in position," Aria announces finally, her voice now directly in front of us. "You can open your eyes."

I lift my eyelids and feel my jaw go slack. Standing before us is Aria, but transformed in a way I couldn't have imagined. The dress she's created isn't just clothing—it's art that happens to be worn. The centerpiece is the enormous crimson rose that Aria handmade from the same fabric as the gown. It’s the size of a dinner plate, positioned just below her cleavage. And it's not merely attached to the dress; it forms the entire front of the bodice.

The skirt falls just above her knees, flaring slightly to create a silhouette that emphasizes her long, bare legs. Her arms are completely uncovered, pale, and slender against the rich color of the dress. She stands with her hands resting on her hips, the posture radiating a confidence that borders on pride. The light in the room bounces off her copper hair, perfectly complementing the color of her gown and completing the vision.

"Wow," Kaia breathes beside me. "This is a masterpiece, Aria."

"You think?" Aria asks, but her grin betrays that she already knows the answer. Her green eyes sparkle with satisfaction.

"Absolutely," I say, standing to get a closer look at the craftsmanship. "You made this from scratch?"

"Yes," she responds, her voice thick with pride. Then, before I can react, she steps forward and hooks her arms around my neck. "Thank you, Greg. I couldn't have done it without you."

I feel my eyebrows rise. "Why thank me?"

"You unlocked my creativity," she says, her voice dropping to a husky whisper that sends warmth cascading through my chest.

"What? How?" I chuckle, genuinely confused.

Aria bats her eyelashes, a mischievous smile playing on her lips. "All that sex really gets my creative juices flowing."

It takes a second for her meaning to register, and when it does, I mutter a curse under my breath. "Anytime, baby," I respond, unable to resist pulling her closer for a kiss.

Her lips meet mine with familiar eagerness, soft and demanding at once. My hands find their way to her hips, feeling the thin fabric of the dress beneath my fingertips. As the kiss deepens, I stroke my hands up her back, discovering that it's mostly bare. The realization that she isn't wearing a bra sends a jolt of desire through me.

Despite the substantial rose between us, I can feel the press of her breasts against my chest. My hands continue their exploration, trailing down to cup her buttocks. The fabric here is even thinner, and I realize with a start that she isn't wearing panties either. A groan escapes me as I break the kiss.

"Behave," I whisper against her ear. "We have an audience."

Aria giggles and glances over at Kaia, whose face has flushed a deep pink. "Should we stop?" Aria asks her friend, though the teasing lilt in her voice suggests she already knows the answer.

Kaia shakes her head. "No, but..." she hesitates, her eyes fixed on the dress. "Won't you ruin it? That beautiful dress?"

“She’s right,” I say to Aria. “Take off the dress, sweetheart.”

"Do you want me to help you out of it?" Kaia offers, her voice thick with something beyond simple concern for the garment.

"No," Aria responds immediately, turning back to face me with heat in her eyes. "I want Greg to fuck me in the rose gown. Then it'll be his favorite dress forever."

Before I can even form a response to this declaration, Aria drops to her knees in front of me. My pulse quickens as she reaches for the drawstrings of my sweatpants, her movements deliberately slow, drawing out the moment as she unties the strings and peels my pants off me. I glance over at Kaia, whose wide eyes are fixed on what Aria is doing, her lips slightly parted.

Aria's fingers pause on the waistband of my briefs, and she looks up at me with that naughty smile that always precedes her most outrageous actions. Then she turns to Kaia.

"Ready?" she asks her friend.

Kaia swallows visibly and nods. "Yes," she whispers.

With theatrical flourish, Aria pulls down my briefs, allowing my erection to spring free. The sudden exposure makes me inhale sharply.

Kaia gasps loudly, her eyes widening even further.

"Well?" Aria prompts, clearly enjoying her friend's reaction. "What do you think?"

Kaia swallows again, her gaze unwavering. "It's so big," she murmurs, then adds, "And beautiful."

"I told you," Aria says proudly, as if she's just proven a disputed fact. "But guess what, this isn't even full mast yet."

The casual revelation that Aria has been discussing my anatomy with her friend sends another surge of blood southward, making me even harder.

"See," Aria points out to Kaia, "it's still growing."

I groan, partly from embarrassment but mostly from the mounting desire. "Stop it, naughty girl," I manage to say. "Wrap those lips around me. Otherwise, I'm gonna jizz on your pretty gown."

Aria gasps dramatically. "Gosh, Daddy, I didn't know you could talk dirty. And it really turns me on!"

The comment makes me groan louder as I push my hips forward, bringing the tip of my shaft to her lips. "You talk too much, Aria. And don’t forget our rules."

She laughs, the sound vibrating against me. "I’m sorry, sir,” she says with a pretend obedience. “Please be patient, and allow me to show Kaia how it's done because she's never been with a guy."

That revelation only intensifies my arousal. "Sounds like she's a better girl than you."

"Agree," Aria says cheerfully, turning to Kaia. "Watch and learn, girlfriend!"

I stifle a chuckle at her enthusiasm. "Just a week ago, you were still a virgin yourself," I remind her.

Aria nods, unabashed. "True, but I'm not anymore. I'm experienced now." The confidence in her voice makes it impossible not to smile, even as desire pools in my stomach, hot and insistent.

She looks up at me, eyes twinkling with mischief, and I realize that despite all her bold talk, there's something genuine in her desire to share this moment with her friend—to include Kaia in our unexpected relationship. It's bizarre and unconventional, but then again, nothing about my life since meeting Paula and her daughters has followed any conventional path.

At last, Aria makes good on her promise. Her tongue darts out, warm and wet against my shaft, tracing a deliberate path from base to tip. The sensation sends a shudder through me that I feel in my bones. When she reaches the top, she sucks the bead of precum with a satisfied hum before wrapping her lips around me entirely. My grunts sound foreign to my own ears—deeper, more primal than I thought myself capable of making.

With agonizing patience, she sinks down, taking me inch by inch until I feel the back of her throat. The wet heat engulfs me completely before she drags her lips back up, creating a suction that makes my toes curl against the hardwood floor. My fingers find her hair, coppery strands twisting around my digits like living things seeking connection.

As Aria bobs her head in a steady rhythm, I notice the straps of her rose gown beginning to slide down her shoulders. The movement causes the front of the dress to shift, the magnificent rose now barely covering her cleavage. Each downward motion threatens to dislodge it completely. The sight—the contrast of the deep crimson against her pale skin, the imminent promise of more exposure—intensifies every sensation.

My hips begin to move of their own accord, thrusting deeper, seeking more of that velvet warmth. I hit the back of her throat, and she pulls away suddenly, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

"What's the matter?" I ask, my voice rough with need.

Aria looks up at me, her smile wickedly knowing. "I want you to fuck my titties like the last time."

I wait for her to remove the dress, to preserve the creation she's so proud of, but instead, she pulls the bodice lower, just enough to free her breasts completely. The rose remains centered between them, now resting against her stomach.

"Put your shaft on top of the rose," she instructs, her voice husky with desire.

"Are you sure?" My eyes flick to the delicate fabric. "It'll soil your dress."

"Yes, sir," she responds, her green eyes darkening. "I want you to soil it. I want it to smell like you."

The request is so brazen, so completely Aria, that I can only grunt in acquiescence. I position myself as directed, the silk petals surprisingly cool against my heated skin. The moment my cock makes contact with the rose, both Aria and Kaia moan in unison.

"That's so hot," Kaia breathes from her position on the couch.

"I know, right?" Aria responds, her voice thick with arousal. She turns to her friend, eyes gleaming. "Girlfriend, you're wearing too many clothes."

Kaia giggles, a sound that's becoming increasingly familiar to me. "I've been a bit wrapped up in watching you two."

Without hesitation, she stands and begins removing her clothing. Each piece falls away until she's left in only her underwear—a simple black bra and matching panties. My thrusts between Aria's breasts slow as my attention divides.

Though I caught glimpses of Kaia in the hot tub during that evening when she and Aria made out, the dim lighting and the steam had obscured the details. Now, in the clear light of the living room, I can truly appreciate her. Where Aria is all long limbs and lithe grace, Kaia is softer, more curved. Her bra strains against her fuller breasts, the fabric clearly struggling with its designated task.

I rasp out a breath and gesture for her to come closer. She obeys without hesitation, kneeling beside Aria. With trembling fingers—not from nervousness but from anticipation—I reach behind her to unclasp her bra. The garment falls away, and her breasts bounce free, fuller and heavier than I'd imagined.

If Aria's breasts remind me of fresh peaches—firm and pert—Kaia's are ripe melons, round and generous. I cup one in each hand, marveling at their weight, giving them a gentle squeeze that makes Kaia moan softly. My thumbs find her areolas, appreciating their bumpy texture before circling her nipples, which stand erect and larger than Aria's.

"Do you prefer Kaia's tits to mine?" Aria asks, and there's genuine curiosity in her voice, not jealousy.

"Would you be mad if I said yes?" I counter, watching her reaction carefully.

Aria shakes her head, her copper hair glinting in the light. "Not at all. In fact, it's my wish that you love her as much as you love me."

She moves aside, making room for Kaia to take her place. The gesture is unexpectedly touching—there's a generosity in Aria that surprises me. She can be selfish sometimes, and yet she doesn’t hesitate to share me and the moment with her best friend.
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Kaia settles in front of me, her expression a mixture of nervousness and desire. With gentle encouragement from Aria, she takes me into her mouth. Her technique is different—less practiced but enthusiastic, the slight awkwardness of her movements somehow more arousing for its authenticity.

"How does he taste?" Aria asks, watching intently.

Kaia makes a sound of approval around my shaft, the vibration sending sparks up my spine.

Not content to merely observe, Aria lowers herself to the floor and stretches out beside us. She angles her head to lick at my balls from the side, her tongue warm and insistent.

"Fuck," I mutter, fighting against the tide of pleasure threatening to overtake me. It's too good, the dual sensations are too intense, but I don't want it to end.

For a surreal moment, I wonder if any of this is real. Perhaps I've dozed off at my desk in Philadelphia during tax season, conjuring this elaborate fantasy as an escape. How could Gregory Taylor—the most ordinary of men, a CPA whose life once consisted of spreadsheets and quiet evenings alone—now find himself here, being worshipped by two beautiful young women?

But the pulse of desire inside me is unmistakably real. The wet sounds, the scent of arousal mingling with the subtle fragrance of Aria's rose gown, the pressure building at the base of my spine—none of this could be manufactured by even the most vivid imagination.

As if to confirm my reality check, Aria suddenly sucks harder, a sharp sensation that borders on pain. I mutter a curse, and she pulls back with a grin that doesn't contain a hint of apology.

"Sorry," she says, clearly not meaning it.

"The hell you are," I curse, but there's no anger in it, only a strange sort of fondness.

Meanwhile, Kaia attempts to take me deeper, her determination evident in the furrow of her brow. She pushes too far and gags, her throat constricting around me before she pulls back, eyes watering.

"Take it easy," Aria tells her, stroking her friend's hair. She looks up at me with a smile. "Kaia is always so eager to please."

"I can tell," I say, reaching down to stroke Kaia's head gently. My fingers thread through her silky chestnut hair, so different from Aria's fiery strands. Despite knowing her for such a short time, I feel a connection to Kaia that surprises me—one that her earlier confession of feelings for me has only deepened.

There's something about her earnestness, her quiet determination. Where Aria is all boldness and theatrical flair, Kaia has a steady warmth that draws you in more subtly. The contrast between them is striking, yet they complement each other perfectly—like different varieties of roses in the same garden, each beautiful in its own distinct way.

Kaia looks up at me, her shimmering brown eyes searching mine, and I see something there beyond simple desire. There's trust, affection, and perhaps something deeper that I'm not ready to name. She smiles around me, and the intimacy of that simple gesture—more than any of the explicit acts we're engaged in—sends a wave of tenderness through me that catches me off guard.

My hands cradle her face gently, thumbs stroking her cheekbones as she continues her attention.

I’m lost in the incredible sensation when a movement distracts me. Aria rises from her knees with feline grace and moves to a nearby chair. She settles into it, her eyes never leaving mine as she hikes up her skirt with deliberate slowness. My earlier assessment was correct—there's not a stitch of underwear beneath that magnificent gown. Her rose gown is now merely a pool of fabric around her waist, but nonetheless gorgeous. She spreads her legs, revealing her sex glistening with arousal, before sliding her fingers down to touch herself. The sight hits me like a physical blow, stealing the air from my lungs and sending blood rushing to my already painfully hard cock.

My erection jolts visibly in response, a reaction that makes Aria smile with satisfaction. I'm balanced on a knife-edge of control, determined not to spill in Kaia's mouth despite the dual visual and physical stimulation assaulting my senses. With a groan, I gently withdraw from between Kaia's lips, my hand cupping her cheek briefly in silent thanks.

"Come here," I tell Aria, my voice barely recognizable to my own ears.

She doesn't need to be asked twice. Rising from the chair, she moves toward me with that predatory walk that makes my mouth go dry. When she reaches me, I pull her against my body, one hand tangling in her copper hair as I claim her mouth. The kiss is almost violent in its intensity, all teeth and tongue and desperate need.

Without breaking the kiss, I position myself at her entrance. She's so wet that I slide in with one smooth thrust that makes her gasp into my mouth. I hold still for a moment, savoring the tight, slick heat of her, before beginning to move.

Every thrust drives a small sound from her throat—little mewls of pleasure that grow increasingly desperate as I pick up the pace. Her arms wrap around my neck, her fingers digging into my shoulders hard enough to leave marks. I don't care. The slight pain only adds to the riot of sensations.

Aria is so fucking beautiful like this—her head thrown back, exposing the pale column of her throat, her lips parted and swollen from our kisses. With her dress half-off, the rose now askew on her stomach, and her breasts bouncing with each thrust, she looks like some pagan goddess of desire—wild and uninhibited.

From the corner of my eye, I notice Kaia watching us intently. She's settled back on the floor, one hand inside her panties, the other cupping her breast. The sight of her pleasuring herself while watching us adds fuel to the already raging fire in my veins.

I feel Aria's inner walls beginning to tighten around me, her movements becoming erratic as she approaches her peak. Gripping her hips tighter, I drive into her with renewed purpose, aiming for the spot that I've learned makes her come undone. When I find it, her reaction is immediate and visceral—her back arches, her nails rake down my back, and she cries out my name as she shudders through her climax.

As her tremors subside, I carefully withdraw, still hard and aching. My gaze shifts to Kaia, who watches us with heavy-lidded eyes, her breath coming in quick pants as her fingers move beneath the fabric of her panties.

I go to her, kneeling between her legs and gently removing her hand. "Let me," I murmur, hooking my fingers under the waistband of her panties and drawing them down her legs.

She lifts her hips to help me, silently acknowledging her desire. Once the barrier is removed, I lower my head and taste her, my tongue exploring her folds with deliberate patience. Kaia's flavor is different from Aria's—slightly sweeter, with a unique undertone.

"Oh my God," she gasps, her fingers threading through my hair. "Greg, please... I want you to... I need you to..."

"What do you need, sweetheart?" I ask, looking up at her flushed face.

"I want you to fuck me," she says, the crude word sounding almost innocent on her lips. "Please."

I pause, searching her face. "Are you sure?"

"Yes," she says without hesitation, her eyes clear and certain. "I've never been more sure of anything."

I position myself between her legs, lining my cock up with her entrance. "It might hurt a bit," I warn her, moving forward slowly.

"No problem," Kaia says, her smile reassuring. "I've probably already broken my hymen with sex toys, if not with tampons."

"We'll find out soon," I tell her, continuing my careful advance.

Then I feel it—a resistance that can only be one thing. I pause, looking into her eyes. "No, sweetheart. Your cherry is still intact," I inform her gently.

Before she can respond, I push through the barrier with a single, smooth motion. Kaia gasps, her body tensing momentarily, but then her expression shifts from discomfort to wonder.

"Oh God, Greg," she breathes, a smile spreading across her face. "It feels wonderful. More, please."

From somewhere to my right, I hear Aria's voice. "Call him Daddy," she suggests. "It really turns him on."

I curse silently, embarrassed by how accurate her assessment is, but I don't object. The nickname shouldn't affect me the way it does, but there's something about it—something taboo and thrilling—that I can't deny.

"Okay," Kaia agrees, her eyes locking with mine. "More, Daddy. Please."

The word sends a jolt of renewed desire through me. I begin to move inside her, keeping my thrusts shallow and gentle at first. Kaia's walls are impossibly tight around me, silky and warm in a way that threatens to undo my control entirely. The knowledge that I'm the first to experience her this way, to be welcomed into her body, feels like both an honor and a responsibility.

I can feel myself approaching the edge too quickly. Determined to make this good for her, I shift position, sitting up and drawing her with me. She wraps her legs around my waist, changing the angle of penetration in a way that makes her cry out in pleasure.

In this new position, I can kiss her while I thrust, our mouths meeting in a deep, languid kiss that contrasts with the increasing urgency of our lower bodies. Her breasts press against my chest, her heartbeat a wild rhythm I can feel against my own.

Suddenly, I feel hands between Kaia and me—Aria has moved behind her, reaching around to cup Kaia's breasts. She rests her chin on Kaia's shoulder, her mouth close to her friend's ear.

"How does it feel to have Daddy's big fat cock inside you, girlfriend?" Aria whispers, loud enough for me to hear every word.

Kaia's answer comes between gasps. "It feels like nothing words can describe. Like a dream. I can never go back to sex toys after this."

Her words stoke my ego and my arousal in equal measure. I thrust faster, deeper, feeling a sense of pride at being able to give her this pleasure. The sight of the two women together—Aria's pale hands on Kaia's olive skin, their contrasting hair intermingling—is almost too much.

I can feel Kaia's walls beginning to clamp down on me, her body approaching climax. "Let go," I encourage her. "Come with me, sweetheart."

As if my words were the permission she needed, Kaia's body jolts, a cry tearing from her throat as she reaches her peak. The pulsing of her inner muscles around me triggers my own release, and I come hard, pouring into her with an intensity that leaves me light-headed.

For several moments, we remain locked together, our foreheads pressed against each other as we struggle to catch our breath. Gradually, awareness returns—the warmth of the room, the distant ticking of a clock, the scent of sex and roses mingling in the air.

When we finally separate, Aria laughs, a sound of pure delight. "Damn, I've never seen Kaia come so hard," she says, brushing a strand of hair from her friend's flushed face.

Kaia laughs too, turning to give me a soft, lingering kiss. There's something in that kiss—a tenderness, a gratitude—that touches me in places far deeper than physical pleasure can reach.

"Congrats on losing your V-card," Aria says, wrapping an arm around Kaia's shoulders. Then she turns to me, her expression surprisingly sincere. "And thank you, Greg, for letting us share you."

"Anytime," I respond, and I mean it more than I would have thought possible a month ago—or even a week ago.

I gather both women into my arms, feeling their heartbeats against my chest and their breath against my skin. As we rest together, I again wonder how I got so lucky. But as Kaia's head nestles against my shoulder and Aria's fingers trace patterns on my chest, I realize I should stop questioning my good fortune. For now, at least, I should be content and simply enjoy it—to hold them close and savor the warmth they bring to my once-predictable life.


CHAPTER 18

[image: ]

The roses glow in the morning sun like tiny paper lanterns, their petals unfurling wider with each passing hour. I snip another stem, careful to avoid the thorns that have already left a constellation of tiny scratches across my forearms. The basket at my feet fills steadily with blooms—crimson, coral, blush pink—a harvest that never fails to amaze me.  A month ago, I couldn't tell a tea rose from a tulip. Now, here I am, co-owner of Enchanting Roses, working alongside Paula, Belle, and Aria as if I've always belonged here.

"That's a good one, Greg," Paula says, nodding at the perfect pink bloom I've just cut. “Nice, clean cut—right where it should be.”

I smile, feeling that now-familiar warmth spread through my chest whenever Paula approves of something I've done. It's ridiculous how much I crave her validation, like a schoolboy with his first crush. Except this isn't a crush—it's deeper, more substantial. I place the rose in my basket and reach for another stem.

"I can't wait for the festival," Aria says, her copper-red hair catching fire in the sunlight. She's moving faster than the rest of us, her clippers snapping with energetic precision. "Three more rows and we're done, right?"

She’s talking about the once-a-year Vine Valley Food and Wine Festival that’s taking place downtown. We’re planning to go there as soon as work is done.

Belle, methodical and careful as always, glances up from her work. "Three more rows if we all keep working, not if you keep daydreaming about food trucks and wine samples."

"I wasn't daydreaming," Aria protests, but her smile gives her away. "I was thinking about how I'm going to organize my samples. Sweet wines first, then dry reds—"

"You're not old enough to sample the wines," Paula reminds her, though there's amusement in her voice.

"I'm nineteen, Mom. In Europe, I could drink legally."

"Well, we're not in Europe," Paula replies. "And Odette will have my head if I let you get tipsy at her booth."

“I don’t think so,” Aria counters. “She lets Kaia sample the wines all the time.”

I watch this familiar back-and-forth with quiet contentment. These Saturday harvests have become my favorite part of the week—all of us together in the fields, working toward a common goal, the easy banter flowing between mother and daughters. It’s been only weeks, but it feels like the only life I’ve ever known. My life in Philadelphia seems to belong to someone else—except it doesn’t. My impending departure looms close. In two days, I’ll be leaving for Philadelphia. I push the thought away, not wanting sadness to ruin the moment.

"Speaking of Odette," Aria says, straightening up to stretch her back, "Kaia says her mom is going to showcase her new rosé. She’s been saving for—"

A musical chime interrupts her, and we all glance toward Aria, who's already pulling her phone from her pocket. Her expression shifts from curiosity to surprise as she reads the message.

"Oh my God," she gasps, her green eyes widening. "Daddy's coming!"

“What?” I respond automatically, having gotten used to the nickname—until I realize she isn't referring to me this time. She means her birth father. Paula's ex-boyfriend.

Paula's clippers stop mid-snip. "Brandon? Here? Now?"

Aria nods excitedly, her earlier focus on the festival apparently forgotten. "He says he's almost here. He wants to meet me at the front office."

Paula's face tightens imperceptibly. "Did he say why he's coming? We haven't heard from him in years."

"Not really. Maybe he's here for the festival?" Aria says, but she doesn't sound convinced. She sets down her basket and brushes soil from her jeans. "I'm going to wait for him at the office."

"Aria," Paula says, her voice firming, "we need you to take these roses to the processing shed first."

"That can wait, can't it?" Aria is already backing away, eyes on her phone again. "Belle, do you want to come meet Dad?"

Belle hesitates, her eyes flicking briefly to Paula. "No, I'll stay and finish up here."

"Suit yourself," Aria shrugs, then turns and hurries down the row toward the main buildings, her red hair bouncing as she goes.

Once Aria is out of earshot, Paula returns to cutting roses, but her movements are sharper now and less fluid. The comfortable atmosphere from earlier times has evaporated and is replaced by tension that seems to thicken the air. I watch Paula's profile, noting the tight line of her jaw and the slight furrow between her brows.

"Try not to worry too much," I offer after a minute of silence. "Maybe he really is just here for the festival."

Paula shakes her head, not looking up. "I don't think so. Brandon never cared for farm festivals or anything agricultural. He thought farm work was beneath him, and that was the reason he left the valley." She cuts another stem with unnecessary force. "There's always an angle with him."

Belle moves closer to her mother. "Aria's been texting him a lot lately, showing him the pictures Mike took. It's possible he just misses her. They've always been close."

Paula makes a sound that's half laugh, half scoff. "Brandon doesn't miss people. He doesn't care about family—not his kids, not even his own parents." She straightens up, pushing hair from her face with the back of her hand. "When he first left the valley for the city, he would go without calling his mom for months. And she would call me to complain…"

Paula pauses to revisit the past, her face filled with disgust.

“Well, maybe he’s different now,” I say, putting a hand on her shoulder, trying to offer her comfort.

"I doubt it," Paula continues, "People’s personalities don’t change. Brandon is selfish and he only shows up when he needs something. The last time he graced us with his presence was when Belle was still in high school. He was between jobs—again—and needed a place to stay."

"Mom," Belle interjects gently.

"It's true," Paula says. "Adrianna let him work as a farmhand, remember? He hated every minute of it, but he stayed for two months until his agent in LA found him another modeling gig."

"Modeling?" I ask, unable to hide my curiosity.

Paula's mouth quirks into a reluctant smile. "Underwear modeling, specifically."

"Underwear models, huh?" I raise my eyebrows, trying to picture Aria's father posing in briefs for catalogs.

"Yes," Paula says, finally laughing despite herself. "Very high-end underwear, according to him."

Belle rolls her eyes dramatically. "Thank God he doesn't live with us."

We gather our baskets and head toward the processing shed, the weight of the morning's harvest making my arms ache pleasantly. Inside the shed, the air is cooler, scented with roses and the clean smell of the stainless steel tables where we sort the blooms by variety, color, and stage of opening.

As we work, the familiar rhythm of the task eases some of the tension from Paula's shoulders. The three of us move around each other with efficiency, sorting and packing the roses for cold storage. Belle's phone rings, breaking our companionable silence.

"Hey, Hazel," she answers, tucking the phone between her ear and shoulder as she continues working. "Are you at the festival already?" She listens for a moment. "No, we're still here working, but we'll be there soon." Another pause. "Oh, that's too bad. Good luck with the interview, though. See you when you get back."

She hangs up and slips the phone back into her pocket.

"Everything okay?" I ask. Belle told us her best friend would meet us at the festival, and I was looking forward to meeting her.

Belle nods. "Yes, but I can’t introduce you to Hazel now. She has to go back to LA for a job interview."

“That’s too bad,” I say. “Maybe the next time she's home.”

“Definitely,” Belle says. “She’ll be back tomorrow. I invited her to the party at Odette’s house.”

Right, the party. Even though I told the ladies I would be back soon, they insisted on throwing me a “farewell” party.

"Why did she quit her job at the department store?" Paula asks.

"She didn’t quit. The store closed down," Belle says, then hesitates before adding, "Actually, I was wondering if we could maybe offer her a job here? On the farm? She's really interested in working at the rose product workshop. She worked in a cosmetic factory before."

Paula and I exchange glances. We haven't discussed hiring anyone new, though the question of additional help has been lingering as the business grows.

"I'm not sure we're ready to add a regular staff member," Paula says carefully. "What do you think, Greg?"

I consider it, weighing the practicalities. "We'll need to hire someone sooner or later," I say. "Belle can't handle the greenhouse and the workshop alone once Aria goes back to college in the fall." I look at Belle, whose expression is hopeful. "If Hazel doesn't get the job in LA, we could give her a try. See if it's a good fit."

Belle's face lights up. "Thanks, Greg. That would be great. Hazel's a hard worker, and she's really creative."

"Happy to help," I reply with a laugh. "I look forward to having her on board."


CHAPTER 19
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The three of us leave the processing shed, walking together toward the farm office where Aria said she'd meet her father. The midday sun beats down on us, warming the back of my neck as we round the corner of the field closest to the road.  And then I spot them—Aria talking animatedly to a tall man standing beside a gleaming sports car that looks as out of place on our dusty farm road as a peacock in a chicken coop. The car is red, low to the ground, with the distinctive prancing horse emblem on its hood. Even from this distance, I can tell it costs more than what most people around here make in years.

"Is that Brandon?" I ask, though I already know the answer.

"Yes," Paula says, her voice neutral but her posture stiffening slightly. "That's him."

"Well," I say, watching as Aria laughs at something her father has said, "he's certainly not jobless this time."

Paula shrugs. "I'm not sure he actually owns that car."

As we approach, Brandon spots us and raises his hand in a wave. "Paula! Belle!" he calls, his voice carrying across the yard with practiced projection. I immediately sense a performer's quality to him, as if he's aware of being watched.

Aria turns, her face alight with excitement. "Mom! Belle! Look who's here!"

We close the remaining distance, and Brandon steps forward to embrace Belle. He's taller than I expected, probably six-foot-two, with the kind of good looks that the media highlights—defined jawline, flawless complexion, and a self-assured presence. Aria's fiery red hair clearly came from him, though his is cut short and styled with product. He's wearing a short-sleeve button-down shirt that shows off impressively defined biceps and chest muscles.

"Belle, honey, look at you," Brandon says, holding her at arm's length. "More beautiful every time I see you."

Belle accepts the hug but doesn't return the compliment. Her smile is polite, nothing more.

Paula clears her throat. "Brandon, this is Gregory, Adrianna’s son. Greg, this is Brandon, the girls' father."

I extend my hand, which Brandon takes with a firm grip and exaggerated enthusiasm. "Great to meet you, Greg! Aria's told me all about you." His smile reveals perfect teeth. "I know your mom. Adrianna was a wonderful lady. I really miss her."

There's something rehearsed about his words that makes me instantly wary. "Thank you," I reply, not sure what else to say. I feel awkward even though Paula hasn’t seen Brandon for years. Although Brandon hasn’t fulfilled his duties, he is still Belle and Aria’s dad. I hope Aria hasn’t mentioned my relationship with her and Belle to Brandon. However, if he's here to question my actions, I'm prepared to stand my ground.

Paula doesn't waste time with pleasantries. "What are you doing here, Brandon? What do you want?"

Brandon puts his hand over his heart in mock offense. "Paula, I'm hurt. Can't a father miss his family?" His smile never wavers. "I just wanted to see the girls, see how you're all doing."

"That's nice," Paula replies, her voice skeptical. "But we actually have plans. We're heading to the Vine Valley Food and Wine Festival downtown."

"Perfect!" Brandon exclaims, clapping his hands together once. "I'm going downtown too. I've booked a room at the new Hilton in town. Vanessa—my girlfriend—is actually shopping at the Town Center right now."

Paula raises an eyebrow but says nothing. Aria, however, perks up even more. "You have a girlfriend?" she asks. "And you're staying in town? For how long?"

"Just for the weekend," Brandon says. "I wanted to surprise you."

Aria bounces on her toes slightly. "Can I ride with you in your car? Please?"

Brandon’s laugh is hollow, never touching his eyes. "Of course, sweetheart. Though it's not a new car, I've had it for over two years now."

Aria doesn't wait for another invitation. She moves toward the passenger door of the sports car, but Brandon lingers, turning back to Paula.

"Actually, I was hoping you and the girls might be able to have dinner with me tonight," he says, his tone casual but his eyes watchful.

"What for?" Paula asks directly.

Brandon spreads his hands. "Just a family get-together. Nothing more."

Paula's frown is subtle. "What about your girlfriend?"

"She can join us if you don't mind," he says smoothly. "She's looking forward to meeting the girls."

"Mom, please say yes," Aria calls from the car, where she's already buckled herself in.

Paula hesitates, and I can almost see her weighing the options. Finally, she says, "In that case, Greg should join us too."

I groan inwardly. It’s going to be awkward. But I don’t show my frustration. I know Paula doesn’t want to have dinner with her ex, but agrees for the sake of her daughters, and she definitely needs my support.

"Sure, no problem," Brandon agrees without missing a beat, though I catch a flicker of something—annoyance, maybe—in his eyes. He flashes another perfect smile before heading to the driver's side of his car. "I'll meet you at the festival. Looking forward to it!"

The engine roars to life, and Brandon pulls away with a little more speed than necessary, sending up a cloud of dust from our unpaved drive. Aria waves enthusiastically from the passenger window as they disappear down the long driveway.

The three of us stand there for a moment, watching the dust settle. Paula's face has that carefully controlled expression I've come to recognize when she's trying not to show her true feelings.

"Something's not right," she says finally, narrowing her eyes at the empty driveway.

"What do you mean?" I ask, turning to her.

She crosses her arms. "Brandon's being too nice. He hasn't done anything for his family in years. He wouldn't come all the way from LA just to have dinner with us." Her voice drops slightly. "Hell, Brandon doesn't even have the concept of family."

I consider this. Having never met the man before, I can only go on my first impression—which, admittedly, wasn't entirely positive despite his friendly demeanor.

"Maybe he's changed," I suggest. "People can realize the importance of family later in life." I think of my own journey. "I didn't care about having a family until I got to know you and the girls."

Paula's expression softens slightly when she looks at me, but the wariness doesn't leave her eyes.

"Maybe he's made some money and wants to show off," she says. "That would explain the car."

Belle, who has been quiet, finally speaks up. "Or maybe he's just being nice, Mom. Why do you always assume the worst about him?"

Paula sighs. "Because I've known him for over twenty years, and he's given me plenty of reasons." She shakes her head. "Whatever his reason is, we should bring our wallets. Just in case."

"Mom," Belle says, her tone chiding. "That's not fair."

"You're right. I'm sorry." Paula's shoulders slump slightly. "I hope you and Greg are right. I hope Brandon has become a better man."

As we walk back to the farmhouse to get ready for the festival, I find myself in the strange position of wanting to believe in Brandon's good intentions for the sake of Aria and Belle, while simultaneously sharing Paula's instinctive distrust. There's something about the man—the too-bright smile, the carefully casual mentions of his apparent success—that doesn't ring true.


CHAPTER 20
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We make a quick stop at the farmhouse before heading into town. Paula changes from her work shirt to a flowing blue dress that brings out her eyes, while Belle swaps her dirt-smudged jeans for a clean pair. I opt for a fresh button-down, wondering if I should dress more formally for this unexpected family dinner later. It's strange how Brandon's sudden appearance has shifted the day, adding an undercurrent of tension to what was supposed to be a carefree afternoon. Twenty minutes later, we're in my rental car heading down the winding road toward downtown Vine Valley, the late afternoon sun gilding the vineyards that stretch across the rolling hills.

This is only my third visit downtown since moving here. The first was to meet with the lawyer about Adrianna's will, the second to shop with the girls at the town center. Today, Main Street has transformed into a vibrant celebration of local produce and craftsmanship. White canopies line both sides of the street, shading tables laden with everything from artisanal cheeses to hand-blown glass. The air is thick with mingled scents—grilled meats, fresh bread, the fruity notes of wine being poured into small plastic cups.

"Looks like the whole valley turned out," I comment as we search for parking.

"It's one of the biggest events of the year," Paula says, her earlier tension seemingly forgotten as she surveys the crowded street. "Wait until you try Miller's strawberry preserves. They'll change your life."

Belle laughs from the back seat. "Mom says that about everything here."

"Because it's all amazing," Paula insists, smiling now.

We find a spot two blocks away, and walk back toward the festival entrance, where a hand-painted banner welcomes visitors to the 42nd Annual Vine Valley Food and Wine Festival. The buildings along Main Street—a mix of stone, weathered wood, and brick facades dating back to the early 1900s—form a charming backdrop to the festivities.

Once inside, Paula and Belle compete to show me their favorite vendors, pulling me from one table to the next with the enthusiasm of tour guides showing a foreigner their hometown.

"You have to try this," Belle says, steering me toward a table displaying jars of golden honey. The beekeeper, a woman with silver-streaked hair and sun-weathered skin, offers tiny wooden sticks dipped in different varieties—clover, wildflower, lavender. Each tastes more complex than any honey I've ever bought from a grocery store.

Paula tugs me toward another booth where an elderly couple hands out samples of aged cheese, the sharp tang making my mouth water. "They've been making cheese for forty years," she tells me with reverence.

We drift from stall to stall, sampling everything from crisp apples to craft beer. Paula insists I try a locally made hot sauce that nearly burns my tongue off, while Belle introduces me to a baker whose sourdough bread has the perfect balance of chew and crunch. Soon, I'm carrying several shopping bags filled with purchases I couldn't resist.

"There's Odette's table," Paula says eventually, pointing toward a burgundy canopy near the center of the festival. "Let's see how she's doing."

Exotic Wines' display stands out from the neighboring booths. While most vendors have simple tablecloths and basic signage, Odette has created a mini-experience. Her table is draped in rich fabric the color of a cabernet sauvignon, adorned with grape clusters and vine cuttings arranged like floral displays. Professional photographs showcase her vineyard—rows of vines climbing gentle slopes, the elegant tasting room, couples toasting at sunset. A large banner announces "Exotic Wines: Estate Vineyard & Wedding Venue."

Odette herself is a commanding presence, dressed in a sleek black dress that suggests business rather than farming. Her dark, wavy hair falls past her shoulders, and her brown eyes miss nothing as she chats with customers. Beside her, Kaia wears a white apron over a light purple dress, pouring samples with grace.

"Paula! Belle! Gregory!" Odette calls when she spots us, her slight French accent more pronounced in her enthusiasm. "Come, come! You must try my new vintage."

We approach as she finishes with another customer, a middle-aged couple who walk away clutching a bottle and a brochure about wedding packages.

"How many cases have you sold, Odie?" Paula asks.

"Not too many, only around thirty so far," Odette says.

Paula gasps. "Thirty?" she says. "That’s really good!"

I do a quick mental calculation—three hundred sixty bottles. About five thousand dollars.

Odette shrugs. "This is nothing. I’ve done way better than this at the Napa Wine Festival."

Paula teases, "Well, excuse me while I bow before the queen of wine sales!"

"Oh, stop it!" Odette laughs.

I join in the laughter, amazed at how quickly Paula and Odette have mended their relationship. It’s only been a week since they made up, and they behave as though they never spent years apart.

Odette turns to a man who has approached the table. "Our Merlot took silver at the San Francisco Wine Competition last year," she tells him, smoothly transitioning into sales mode. "And our vineyard tours include a gourmet lunch prepared by our in-house chef."

I’m impressed as Odette turns what begins as casual interest into a purchase of three bottles and a reservation for a tour. Her business acumen is obvious—nothing like the rough farming pragmatism Paula seems accustomed to. When she returns to us, Paula and I accept the samples of rosé she offers.

The color of the rosé is a delicate shade of pink, almost translucent in the afternoon sunlight. The first sip reveals a delicious blend of flavors — crisp and refreshing, with a hint of sweetness that lingers on the tongue. The strawberry notes are prominent, but not overpowering.

Odette's eyes sparkle with excitement as she watches us taste the wine, eager for our opinions.

"What do you think?" she asks as I taste it.

"It's excellent," I say truthfully.

Paula nods in agreement while giving a thumbs up. “The best rosé I’ve ever had.”

"It should be," Kaia chimes in with a grin. "Mom makes me test every lot until it's perfect."

"I do not," Odette protests, but her eyes twinkle. "Only the good lots."

During a lull in customers, we chat with Odette and Kaia, moving closer to their table whenever they're not busy.

"Are there festivals like this for flowers?" I ask Paula. "It seems like Enchanting Roses could have a booth somewhere."

Paula shakes her head. "Unfortunately, no. Not around here, anyway. There's a garden show in Sacramento each spring, but it's more for nurseries than cut flowers."

Belle perks up. "We could brew rose petal wine or make rose petal cakes," she suggests. "Then we could join this festival next year."

"That's actually a good idea," Paula says, considering. "Rose petal jam might work too."

As we talk, Belle's phone buzzes. She checks it and looks up. "It's Aria. She wants to know where we are."

She texts back quickly, and a few minutes later, Aria appears, weaving through the crowd with an excited expression. Her cheeks are flushed, whether from the heat or enthusiasm I can't tell.

"Where's Dad?" Belle asks once Aria reaches us.

Aria points across the street to a large sycamore tree, where Brandon stands in conversation with someone we can't see clearly from this angle. As we watch, a blonde woman with shopping bags draped over her arms approaches him. They embrace and share a brief kiss before turning in our direction.

I study Brandon's girlfriend as they walk toward us. She's younger than him, probably mid-twenties, barely older than Belle. She's not particularly tall, but what she lacks in height she makes up for in other attributes—specifically, an impressive bust that threatens to spill from her low-cut top with each step. Her skirt is short, her heels impractically high for a walking festival, and her platinum blonde hair falls in artificial waves around a heavily made-up face.

"Jesus," Kaia mutters beside me, her voice low enough that only I can hear. "She looks like a porn star."

"Kaia!" Aria hisses, evidently having overheard. "Don't say that about my dad's girlfriend."

Kaia sticks out her tongue. "Sorry. I didn't mean—"

"It's fine," Aria cuts her off, but her expression is tight.

Brandon and his girlfriend reach our little group, and he makes a show of introductions.

"Everyone, this is Vanessa," he announces, his arm around her waist. "Vanessa, this is my family—Paula, Belle, and Aria. And this is Greg, Paula's..." He trails off, clearly unsure how to define my relationship.

"Partner," I supply, extending my hand to Vanessa.

"Nice to meet you all," Vanessa says, her voice higher and breathier than I expected. "I’m not just Brandon’s girlfriend. I’m also his business partner. We're in the film business together."

This piques Aria's interest immediately. "Film business? What kind of films?"

Vanessa opens her mouth to answer, but Brandon cuts her off. "Everything from commercials to art films," he says vaguely, then changes the subject quickly. "Hey, Paula, I was thinking we could have dinner at that steak place here on Main. Mason's Grill, I think it's called? I heard it's good."

Paula hesitates. "I'm not really hungry after all the samples we've tried."

I am hungry, actually, but I stay silent, following Paula's lead. There's clearly something about Brandon and Vanessa that's making her uncomfortable.

"Please, Mom?" Aria pleads. "I'm starving."

I can see the calculation in Paula's eyes—weighing her suspicions against Aria's obvious desire to spend more time with her father. Finally, she sighs. "Fine. Greg, you'll join us?"

"Of course," I say, realizing that she wants me there as much for support as for company.

"Great!" Brandon claps his hands together. "Vanessa and I need to drop these bags off at the car first. We'll meet you there in fifteen minutes?"

We agree, and after saying goodbye to Odette and Kaia, we watch as Brandon and Vanessa walk away, her heels clicking on the pavement, his hand resting possessively on her lower back.

"Well," Belle says after they're out of earshot. "This should be interesting."

Paula makes a non-committal sound, but her expression tells me everything I need to know about how she expects this dinner to go. For my part, I can't shake the feeling that we're walking into something more complicated than a simple family reunion.

In addition to Brandon's newfound enthusiasm for spending time with family, his unclear explanation of the "film business" he and Vanessa are involved in is also odd.

“We should also put our bags in the car,” I suggest. The ladies nod in agreement. We say goodbye to Odette and Kaia and make our way toward our car.
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Mason's Grill occupies a restored brick building at the quieter end of Main Street. Inside, the decor aims for upscale rural charm—exposed beams, Edison bulbs hanging from iron fixtures, black and white photos of local landscapes on the walls. A hostess with a tight smile leads us to a round table in the corner. I slide into the seat beside Paula, noting how she positions herself with Belle on her other side, creating a physical buffer between herself and Brandon. Aria, predictably, takes the chair next to her father, leaving Vanessa to complete the circle between Aria and me. The arrangement feels symbolic somehow, like pieces arranged on a game board.

Our server, a young man with carefully styled hair and a polished smile, distributes leather-bound menus and recites the evening's specials with mechanical enthusiasm. I scan the offerings—mostly standard steakhouse fare with inflated prices and pretentious descriptions. When he returns for our drink orders, Brandon immediately asks for their most expensive bottle of red wine.

"We're celebrating family," he announces, as if this explains everything.

Paula catches my eye briefly. I can read the skepticism in her glance.

Once the server leaves, an awkward silence descends. Paula studies her menu with unusual intensity. Belle fidgets with her napkin. I search for a neutral topic to break the tension.

"So," I begin, "have you been to Vine Valley before, Vanessa?"

She looks up, seeming surprised to be addressed directly. "No, never. It's so..." she waves a manicured hand vaguely, "rural."

The way she says "rural" makes it sound like a communicable disease.

"I’m from LA. I'm more of a city girl," she continues, adjusting the neckline of her top in a way that draws attention rather than provides modesty. "But Brandon said I just had to meet his daughters."

Aria leans forward eagerly. "How did you and Dad meet? What's it like working together?"

Brandon takes a sip of water, but Vanessa jumps in before he can answer.

"We met at a film convention near LA," she says, twirling a lock of platinum blonde hair. "We were both there networking. Our eyes met across the room, and it was like, destiny, you know?"

Brandon smiles indulgently. "It wasn't quite that dramatic, but close enough."

"And then," Vanessa continues, oblivious to his correction, "when he found out I was trying to break into the business, he offered to help me get started." She places her hand on Brandon's arm, her crimson nails stark against his tanned skin. "He's been, like, my mentor."

The server returns with wine and takes our dinner orders. Brandon insists on ordering the most expensive steak for himself and Vanessa, while the rest of us opt for more reasonable choices.

Once the server leaves again, Aria returns to her questioning. "What's your business like, Dad? Do you have a studio?"

"We have a small setup," Brandon says vaguely. "Very boutique."

"Brandon's the cameraman, and I'm his manager," Vanessa adds, then giggles. "And his star, sometimes."

“Does it have a name?” Aria asks.

“Yeah,” Brandon pauses. “The name is…BrandonMillerModel.com.”

"What kind of films do you make?" Aria presses, her eyes bright with interest.

Brandon shifts in his seat. "Like I said, a little bit of everything. Commercials, promotional videos, artistic pieces." He reaches for the wine bottle and refills his glass, though it's barely half empty. "But enough about work. Tell me how the farm is doing. It looked good when I drove in."

Paula's posture remains rigid. "The farm is fine."

"More than fine," Belle chimes in as if to smooth her mother’s edges. "The new rose varieties we planted in the north field are doing exceptionally well."

Brandon nods as if he knows what I'm talking about, though I doubt he could tell a rose from a dandelion. "That's great. And Aria, I saw those photos you texted me. The ones that photographer took? You look amazing. Like a professional model."

Aria beams. "Thanks, Dad. Mike did a really great job."

"You know," Brandon leans in conspiratorially, "I still have connections in the modeling world. I could set up some meetings for you."

Paula sets down her wine glass with a sharp click. "Aria has college to focus on."

"College is important," Brandon agrees smoothly, "but so is taking opportunities when they arise. She has the look, Paula. She could do very well."

"Doing what?" Paula asks pointedly. "The kind of modeling you did?"

Brandon laughs. "Well, I was an underwear model, but there are plenty of other types. Fashion, commercial—"

"Lingerie," Vanessa interjects. "Victoria's Secret models make bank."

I feel Paula tense beside me. "There is absolutely no way I'm letting Aria become an underwear model," she says, her voice low but firm.

Vanessa's heavily outlined eyes widen. "What's wrong with underwear modeling? It's totally mainstream."

"No offense," Paula says, though her tone suggests she doesn't particularly care if offense is taken, "but I don't think it's appropriate for my daughter."

"I'm an adult, Mom," Aria protests. "You don't get to decide what's 'appropriate' for me anymore."

A flash of hurt crosses Paula's face, so quick I almost miss it. "You're right. You're an adult. But as your mother, I still get to have opinions about your choices."

"Do you even want to be an underwear model?" I ask Aria gently, trying to defuse the tension.

Aria hesitates. "I don't know. I mean, I love fashion, but..."

"See?" Paula says. "She doesn't even know what she wants."

The server arrives with our appetizers, momentarily halting the conversation. As we begin to eat, Paula fixes Brandon with a direct stare.

"Why are you really here, Brandon? It can't be just to have dinner."

Brandon opens his mouth, but Vanessa speaks first. "We want to make a short film!"

Brandon shoots her a look that could curdle milk, but quickly masks it with another of his well-rehearsed smiles. "What Vanessa means is—"

"A short film?" Paula repeats, her suspicion evident. "What kind of short film?"

Brandon wipes his mouth with his napkin, buying time. "I want to shoot a short video for the farm," he says finally. "A promotional piece you could use on Facebook, Instagram, that sort of thing. Help drive more business your way."

Vanessa nods enthusiastically, though her expression suggests Brandon may not have shared this particular plan with her before now.

Paula's eyes narrow. "Why would you want to help promote the farm? What's in it for you?"

"Nothing," Brandon insists, spreading his hands in a gesture of innocence. "I just want to help out my family. Is that so hard to believe?"

Paula exchanges a glance with Belle, who shrugs slightly, her expression mirroring her mother's disbelief.

"Actually, yes," Paula says bluntly. "It is hard to believe."

Brandon puts on a wounded expression. "Paula, that hurts. People change. I've changed."

"Have you?" The skepticism in Paula's voice could cut glass.

"Look," Brandon says, leaning forward, his tone suddenly earnest. "I know I haven't always been there for the girls. For any of you. But I want to do better now. This is something I can actually do to help—something I'm good at."

Paula sits back, studying him. "I appreciate the offer, but we don't need your help. We're working with a web designer and a photographer who are building us a professional site."

"More exposure can't hurt," Aria interjects, looking pleadingly at her mother. "Dad's right—we could use the video on social media."

Brandon nods. "It won't take long—a couple of hours at most. I'll keep it simple, just a tour of the farm with Aria as the guide. Something that shows off the beauty of the place, the roses, the people who make it special."

His words are smooth and rehearsed, the pitch of a salesman who knows exactly what buttons to push. I watch Paula's face, seeing her resistance waver slightly in the face of Aria's enthusiasm.

"What do you think, Greg?" she asks, turning to me.

I feel the weight of the question. Paula values my opinion, and I don't want to let her down. But I also don't want to be the one to crush Aria's obvious excitement at the prospect of working with her father.

"I don't see the harm in a short promotional video," I say carefully. "As long as we agree on the content and approve the final cut before it goes anywhere."

Brandon nods quickly. "Of course, absolutely. You'll have final approval."

Paula still looks unconvinced, but I can see her resolve weakening. "When would you want to do this?"

"Whenever works for you," Brandon says. "I'm flexible. I could start tomorrow if it’s fine with you."

Paula considers or a moment and then nods. "Tomorrow is Sunday. The farm isn't as busy then." She fixes Brandon with a stern look. "But I mean it—a couple of hours, max. And we approve everything."

"Absolutely," Brandon repeats, lifting his wine glass as if to make a toast. "To working together as a family."

Aria raises her water glass enthusiastically. Belle and Paula join with noticeable reluctance. I lift my glass as well, but as I do, I catch a look passing between Brandon and Vanessa—something smug and secretive that makes my stomach tighten with unease.

The rest of the dinner passes in a blur of forced conversation and awkward silences. Brandon orders dessert for the table despite no one asking for it, then insists on paying the bill with a flourish of a black credit card. As we stand to leave, I place my hand on the small of Paula's back, a gesture of solidarity.

"Tomorrow at ten?" Brandon confirms as we exit the restaurant into the cool evening air.

"Fine," Paula says. "We'll see you then."

As Brandon and Vanessa walk toward their car, with Aria still chatting excitedly beside them, Paula leans close to me.

"I still don't trust him," she whispers. "He's up to something."

I wish I could tell her she's wrong, that she's just being paranoid about her ex-boyfriend. But the truth is, I don't trust Brandon either. There's something artificial about his sudden interest in the farm, something calculated in his enthusiasm. I just can't figure out what his angle might be.

"We'll keep an eye on him tomorrow," I promise, giving her shoulder a gentle squeeze. "Both of us."

She nods, but her eyes remain fixed on Brandon's retreating figure, her expression troubled. I follow her gaze, watching as he opens the passenger door for Vanessa with exaggerated gallantry, and I find myself wondering what tomorrow will bring—and whether we'll regret letting Brandon back into their lives, even for a day.
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Sunday morning arrives with gentle sunshine and birdsong—nature's joke given the tension humming through the farm’s office. Brandon arrives exactly at ten o'clock, carrying his camera gear with him. Vanessa trailing behind him in an outfit more suitable for a nightclub than a farm visit. Her tiny shorts and crop top seem designed to maximize skin exposure while minimizing practical coverage. As we go out to meet them, I catch Paula's tight-lipped glance and know she's mentally counting down the hours until this charade is over.

Aria, by contrast, is bubbling with excitement. She's dressed in a flowing sundress with a rose pattern—appropriate for her role as farm tour guide—and has spent the morning practicing what she'll say about Enchanting Roses' history and cultivation methods.

"Ready when you are, Dad!" she calls, practically bouncing on her toes.

Brandon unpacks his equipment with professional efficiency. The camera he pulls out looks expensive—far more sophisticated than the simple setup Mike used for the website photos. He attaches various lenses and filters, adjusts settings, and tests angles while Vanessa lounges on a nearby bench, looking bored as she scrolls through her phone.

"This is going to be great," Brandon assures us. "Very natural, very authentic. Just like we talked about."

Paula stands with arms crossed, her face carefully neutral. "Remember, two hours. That's what we agreed to."

"Absolutely," Brandon says, making a show of checking his watch. "We'll be wrapped by noon, no problem."

The filming starts smoothly enough. Brandon directs Aria through the fields, capturing her as she explains the different rose varieties and their care. He has her demonstrate deadheading techniques, cutting blooms for arrangements, and discussing the farm's organic practices. I have to admit, he's skilled with the camera—capturing angles that showcase both Aria and the roses beautifully.

Belle works in the processing shed, having made it clear at breakfast that she wanted minimal involvement in Brandon's project. Paula splits her time between watching the filming and helping Belle. And I hover nearby, watching every move, feeling an odd responsibility to keep tabs on our visitors.

After about an hour, Brandon calls for a break. "That was fantastic, sweetheart," he tells Aria. "You're a natural on camera."

Aria beams under her father's praise. "Really? It felt awkward at first, but then I kind of got into it."

"Trust me, you've got the gift," Brandon assures her, and then turns to me. "Would you mind if Vanessa and I take a little walk around the property, Greg? I'd like to get some B-roll footage—you know, atmospheric shots, some close-ups of the roses without people in frame. It'll really round out the piece."

I hesitate, “Are you sure? I mean, do you know your way around here?”

"Of course I do. I lived here before—only a few months, but longer than you have,” Brandon says. “Don’t worry. We won't touch anything. Scout's honor."

"Were you ever a Boy Scout?" Aria asks her dad.

Brandon laughs. "No, sweetheart, but the sentiment stands."

Aria nods. "Fine. But don’t take too long. We haven’t covered half of the farm yet. Mom won’t let you stay longer than two hours."

“Okay, we’ll be back soon,” Brandon promises.

I notice Vanessa perk up as they prepare to explore on their own, her earlier boredom suddenly gone. She whispers something in Brandon's ear that makes him grin.

As they walk away, equipment in hand, I can't shake a growing sense of unease. Something in Vanessa's sudden enthusiasm and Brandon's eagerness to get away from supervision triggers my instinctive distrust.

Aria and I head toward the process shed. We haven't gone near it when we see Paula stride out of the building.

"Where’s Brandon?" she asks, her voice tight.

"He and Vanessa are doing some secondary footage. What's wrong?" Aria asks.

"Nothing," Paula says unconvincingly. "You go on to help your sister out. Greg and I need to check something."

Aria looks confused but shrugs and continues toward the process shed. Once she's out of earshot, I turn to Paula. "What's going on?"

Paula's face is pale with anger. "Belle and I just found something online. I was suspicious when Brandon wouldn’t give us that much information about his company. I googled BrandonMillerModel.com and found nothing but a page filled with his old underwear modeling pictures that hadn’t been updated for years. But I tried it again earlier, with Belle’s help. We found him on Facebook, and from there, found a link to another website," She pulls out her phone and brings up a website. "Look."

The site is called "Hot Chicks Studio." The layout is slick and professional, with a logo featuring a stylized silhouette of a woman. Even at a glance, it's obviously a porn site.

"That's Brandon's company," Paula says, her voice shaking slightly with rage. "And guess who the star performer is?"

She taps on a promotional banner, and a photo of Vanessa appears—nude except for strategically placed props, her stage name "Candy Sweet" emblazoned beneath her image.

"Jesus," I mutter, the pieces clicking into place. "They're not making a promotional video for the farm."

"No," Paula says grimly. "They're making porn. On our property. Using our farm as a stage."

My stomach twists with disgust, not at the idea of pornography itself, but at the deception, the manipulation of Aria's trust, the violation of our home.

"We need to find them," I say, already turning toward the paths that lead deeper into the property.

Paula nods, her jaw set in a hard line. "I think I know where they might have gone. There's a secluded area on the south side. It's one of our most beautiful spots."

We move quickly, Paula leading the way through the rows of roses, past the processing shed, toward the southern edge of the property. As we approach a row of mature cypress trees, Paula slows, gesturing for quiet. We move more cautiously now, keeping low between the rose bushes.

The sound of Brandon's voice guides us. "That's it, baby. Now move the rose down a little. Slower. Yeah, like that. Perfect."

We peek through a gap in the foliage and see them. Vanessa is completely naked, sitting on a blanket spread on the ground. She's holding a deep red rose against her breast, trailing it downward across her bare stomach. Brandon stands several feet away, camera trained on her, giving directions.

"Now move the rose across your belly to your pussy, spread your legs, baby, right, nice..."

Paula doesn't hesitate. She bursts from our hiding place, moving with a fury I've never seen before. Brandon barely has time to register her presence before she's on him, snatching the expensive camera from his hands.

"What the hell do you think you're doing?" she shouts, her voice raw with rage.

Brandon's face shifts from shock to defensive anger. "Paula, wait—"

But Paula isn't waiting. With a strength born of pure indignation, she slams the camera against the trunk of the nearby cypress. The screen shatters, plastic components cracking and splintering as they hit the hard surface.

"You motherfucker," she spits, her voice trembling with fury. "I knew you had other motives. I knew you couldn't possibly just want to help your family."

Brandon stares at his broken camera, his face contorted with shock and anger. "Are you insane? Do you know how much that cost?"

Vanessa scrambles for her clothes, squealing in outrage. "Oh my God! That's a five-thousand-dollar camera! You can't just destroy other people's property!"

Paula turns on her, eyes blazing. "And you can't shoot pornography on private property without permission. What I just did is nothing compared to what I could do legally."

Vanessa pales slightly, clutching her tiny top against her chest.

"You said you were making a promotional video for the farm," Paula continues, turning back to Brandon. "You lied to me, you lied to your daughters, you used our home for your sleazy business. How could you do this?"

Brandon's initial shock is transforming into calculation. I can almost see him running through potential excuses, trying to find a way to salvage the situation.

"I wasn't lying," he says finally. "This would have promoted the farm. The video would have featured your roses, your property. We could have included the farm name, a link to your website. It would have been seen by thousands of people."

"Porn viewers," Paula clarifies flatly. "You were going to advertise my family farm to people watching your girlfriend masturbate with my roses."

When she puts it like that, Brandon's justification sounds even more absurd.

"It's not like that," he protests weakly. "It's artistic. Erotic, yes, but artistic. And there's a market for it."

I step forward, unable to stay silent any longer. "Get your clothes on," I tell Vanessa, who is still half-naked and seemingly uncertain whether to continue dressing or continue complaining about the camera. "And get off our property."

"Your property?" Brandon sneers, turning his attention to me. "Since when is this your property? You're just the guy sleeping with my ex-girlfriend."

"I'm Adrianna's son," I say quietly, the words still strange on my tongue despite their truth. "And I'm Paula's business partner and life partner, which makes this very much my property. And you're trespassing."

I move toward the broken camera, picking it up from where Paula dropped it after smashing it. The outer casing is cracked, the screen shattered, but the memory card slot is intact. I pop it open and remove the SD card, pocketing it before handing the damaged camera back to Brandon.

"What are you doing? That's my footage!" Brandon protests.

"Not anymore," I say. "Consider it compensation for trespassing and attempting to shoot pornography without the property owner's consent."

Vanessa, now fully clothed, is nearly in tears. "That camera cost us a fortune!" she repeats, as if we might not have heard the first time.

"Consider yourself lucky that camera is all you're losing," Paula says coldly. "I could call the sheriff right now and press charges."

"For what?" Brandon challenges, though there's a flicker of uncertainty in his eyes.

"Trespassing, for starters," Paula replies. "Lewd conduct. Fraud, since you misrepresented your intentions to gain access to private property. Should I continue?"

Brandon's bluster deflates slightly. "You're bluffing."

"Try me," Paula says, pulling out her phone. "I'm sure the local papers would love the story too. 'Washed-up Underwear Model Caught Filming Porn on Family Farm.' Great publicity for your 'studio.'"

The threat of public exposure seems to hit home in a way that the broken camera didn't. Brandon's face tightens, and he roughly gathers the rest of his equipment.

"This isn't over," he mutters.

"It absolutely is," I say firmly. "If you come back to this property, if you contact Aria about any more 'modeling opportunities,' if you so much as mention Enchanting Roses in any of your productions, we will take legal action."

Brandon glares at me with hatred in his eyes, but says nothing more as he and Vanessa finish packing up their gear.

Paula stands tall beside me, her anger still palpable but controlled now, a righteous force rather than a wild eruption.

We watch them trudge back toward the main driveway, Vanessa complaining loudly about the uneven ground ruining her shoes, Brandon silent and seething. Neither of us speaks until they're out of sight.

When they're gone, Paula turns to me, her shoulders slumping as the adrenaline ebbs. "I'm sorry," she says quietly. "I should have trusted my instincts from the start. I knew he was up to something."

I slip my arm around her waist, pulling her close. "You have nothing to apologize for. If anything, I should have backed you up more. I was trying to give him the benefit of the doubt for Aria's sake."

Paula leans into me, her body warm against mine. "How am I going to tell her? She's going to be devastated."

I press a kiss to her temple. "We'll figure it out together. The truth is better than letting her believe in a father who doesn't exist."

As we make our way back to the farmhouse, the SD card in my pocket feels like a burden—proof of a betrayal that will deeply wound Aria once she finds out. While I practice different ways to break the news to her, my resolve to settle on the farm permanently grows stronger. I need to be with Paula and the girls. I need to keep them safe. Regardless of what Richard might say, I won't let him sway my decision to leave my position as his partner at the accounting firm.
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The late afternoon sun casts long golden fingers across Odette's sprawling backyard as I step onto the flagstone patio, sangria in hand. Behind me rises the Mediterranean villa she built after marrying my uncle Louis – all sunbaked terracotta and wrought iron. From there, I can see almost the entire vineyard stretching out in neat rows down to where it meets the rose farm – my rose farm now, mine and Paula's.

My imminent departure to Philadelphia sits like a stone in my stomach, but watching Aria and Kaia splash in the azure pool with their peals of laughter lightens the weight. One month. Just one month to tie up my old life before this new one can truly begin.

Paula appears at my side, her blonde hair bathing in the sunset. "Penny for your thoughts?" she asks, clinking her glass against mine.

"Just taking it all in," I say, inhaling the intoxicating scent of grilling meat that drifts from the outdoor kitchen. "Hard to believe I'm really leaving tomorrow, even if it's just temporary."

She slides her free hand into mine. Our fingers intertwine with the easy familiarity we've developed these past weeks. "Richard will understand why you're leaving the firm. You've been partners for what, fifteen years?"

"Eighteen," I correct her. "He's got a family of his own and I hope he'll understand wanting to put down roots somewhere new."

Paula's blue eyes reflect the swimming pool's shimmer. "Just don't get too comfortable back in the city. One month, that's what you promised."

"Thirty days to transition clients, settle equity with Richard, lease my condo, and pack whatever I'm keeping." I tick the items off on my fingers. "I can handle remote work for any lingering details."

The swimming pool dominates the center of the backyard, its underwater lights beginning to glow as dusk approaches. Around it, Odette has created a paradise of potted citrus trees, climbing bougainvillea, and carefully arranged seating areas. A pergola draped with fairy lights shelters the long dining table where we'll soon feast.

In the outdoor kitchen area, Belle works alongside Odette, their heads bent together over the grill. Belle's straight blonde hair is swept up in a messy bun, exposing the graceful line of her neck as she listens intently to Odette's instructions. Despite their twenty-year age gap, they move in harmony, passing utensils and ingredients without needing to speak.

"Odette's taken Belle under her wing," Paula observes, a complex emotion crossing her face. Her relationship with Odette has always been strained, but she can't deny the older woman's influence on her daughter.

"Belle's a quick study," I say, watching as she expertly flips skewers laden with lamb sausage, chicken, and colorful vegetables. "What's that sauce they're using?"

"Harissa," Paula says. "North African chili paste. Odette insists it's the secret to proper French BBQ."

I take another sip of sangria, the wine cool and fruity on my tongue. "I'm not about to argue with results that smell that good."

At the far edge of the pool, Aria splashes water at Kaia, her copper-red hair darkened to burgundy where it's wet. Kaia's caramel hair fans out on the water's surface as she floats on her back, ignoring Aria's attempts to disturb her serenity.

"They're like fire and water, those two," Paula murmurs, following my gaze. "Always have been."

The low rumble of wheels rolling over cobblestone draws our attention to the driveway. A compact blue car pulls up, and the door opens to reveal a young woman I recognize from photos as Belle's best friend, Hazel.

My breath catches unexpectedly. The photos didn't do her justice. She's slightly taller than Belle, with curves that her simple sundress accentuates rather than hides. But it's her eyes that stop me – hazel, yes, true to her name, but with a dreamy quality that seems to look through rather than at whatever she's focused on. Her dark hair is cut in a short, playful style that frames her face and emphasizes her full lips.

"Gregory?" Paula's voice pulls me back to the present. "I said, would you mind greeting Hazel for me? Odette wants me in the kitchen."

"Of course," I manage, setting down my glass on a nearby table. "I'll make her feel welcome."

“You’d better. She’s Belle’s best friend.” Paula gives me a knowing look before heading toward Belle and Odette. I make my way down the steps to where Hazel stands, taking in the property with an appreciative gaze.

"Welcome to the farewell festa," I say, extending my hand. "I'm Gregory. You must be Hazel."

She turns those remarkable eyes on me, and I feel a peculiar lightness in my chest. Her hand slides into mine – cool and soft, with calluses that suggest she's no stranger to work despite her youth.

"The famous Gregory," she says with a smile that transforms her face. "Belle hasn't stopped talking about the man who's going to save the rose farm."

Her hand lingers in mine a beat longer than necessary. When our fingers part, I feel a phantom pressure where her touch had been.

"I think Paula and her daughters are doing most of the saving," I reply. "I'm just a guy with a business background and an inheritance from my uncle."

Hazel tilts her head, studying me. "Modest. Belle mentioned that too." For a brief moment, her eyes that shimmer with golden specks nearly mesmerize me.

“Well, it looks like you know a lot about me already,” I say, chuckling.

“Yup,” she says, laughing a bit. “I’m glad to have finally met you.”

“So am I,” I reply. My voice comes out gruffer than intended, and Hazel’s eyes meet mine again as if searching for deeper meaning.

I look away quickly and sip my drink, while she glances toward the pool where Aria is now attempting to dunk Kaia. "Looks like the fun's already started."

I follow her gaze. "Would you like a drink first? Odette's sangria is deadly but delicious."

"Lead the way, Mr. Silver Fox," she says, and there's a teasing note in her voice that makes me feel simultaneously ancient and oddly invigorated.

I pour her a glass of sangria from the pitcher on the outdoor bar, watching as she takes her first sip. Her eyes close briefly in appreciation.

"Worth coming back to the valley for drinks like this," she says. “And thanks for offering me a job on the farm.”

"Anytime,” I say. “But why not stay in LA? What brought you back?"

Hazel leans against the post of the pergola, her posture relaxed, but there’s something guarded in her expression. "Three years of the rat race was enough to make me realize what matters.”

“Rat race?” I chuckle, having a hard time believing her mature manner in a twenty-one-year-old body. No wonder she and Belle are best friends.

“Yup. I’ve done mostly menial jobs—factory work, retail stores, beauty salons, massage parlors—you name it. But I’ve seen enough.”

“Wait a minute,” I say. “You were there for three years, and you’ve had… how many jobs?”

She rolls her eyes. “I know. At least five. Some of them, like the beauty salon and retail stores, I only stayed in for a few days. But I lasted longer in other places.”

“I see,” I say with a nod, trying to imagine what it’s like to change jobs like shirts. I’ve only done one job before the farm: accountant. “Sounds quite exciting.”

Hazel laughs. “I wouldn’t use the word ‘exciting,’” she says. “It’s tiring. I would rather have something permanent.”

“That’s why you’re back?”

“Yup. And also, I guess I’m a small-town girl after all. This valley gets in your blood."

Before I can ask more, I hear Aria’s voice from the pool. "Gregory?" she calls. "You promised you'd play chicken fight with us!"

I hesitate, glancing at Hazel. "Sure," I find myself saying. "Let me just change."

"I'm game for the pool," Hazel says, putting down her drink. She reaches for the hem of her sundress, and I politely avert my eyes – but not before catching a glimpse of the white bikini she's wearing underneath.

"Chicken fight rules," Aria announces the moment we get in the pool, already climbing onto Kaia's shoulders. "Last team standing wins. Hazel, you're with Gregory."

Hazel wades toward me, water lapping at her collarbone. The white bikini reveals curves that her sundress had only hinted at. I swallow hard and remind myself that she's Belle's age – half mine, practically. Still, when she places her hands on my shoulders to steady herself, I feel that same inexplicable spark.

"Ready to dominate?" she asks, and there's that playful challenge in her voice again.

"I don't know if my shoulders are up to it," I admit. "I spend most days hunched over spreadsheets."

"Too late to back out now," she says, and before I can protest further, she's hoisting herself up, her thighs gripping either side of my neck.

I instinctively hold onto her legs to keep her steady, feeling the smoothness of her skin and the firmness of her muscles. Despite trying to concentrate, a jolt of energy runs through me. As Hazel sits on my shoulders, her weight feels unexpectedly balanced. It hits me that this game is far too intimate for two people who are practically strangers. However, Hazel appears unfazed.

"Forward, noble steed!" she commands, pointing toward Aria and Kaia.

The ensuing battle is equal parts hilarious and chaotic. Aria and Hazel lock hands, pushing and pulling while Kaia and I struggle to maintain balance in the chest-deep water. Hazel's laughter rings out above me as she nearly topples but recovers at the last moment.

"You're going down, Lovejoy!" Hazel calls out to Aria.

"In your dreams, Greene!" Aria shoots back, renewing her efforts.

With a sudden twist and push, Hazel manages to break Aria's grip and send her tumbling backward into the water with a spectacular splash. Kaia surfaces a moment later, sputtering and laughing.

"Victory!" Hazel cries, raising her arms triumphantly. The movement shifts her weight unexpectedly, and I lose my footing on the slick pool bottom.

We go under together, a jumble of limbs and bubbles. Underwater, time seems suspended. Hazel's body slides against mine as we sink, then push off the bottom toward the surface. We break through together, gasping and laughing.

Her face is inches from mine, water droplets clinging to her eyelashes. For a suspended moment, we're simply looking at each other, something unspoken passing between us.

"Round two?" Aria calls, already climbing back onto Kaia's shoulders.

The spell broken, Hazel swims a few feet away. "I could use a break," she says. "Perks of being the champion."

I follow her to the pool's edge, where we sit on the steps, water lapping at our waists. Aria and Kaia resume their own water games, their attention turning to each other rather than us.

"So," Hazel says, pushing her wet hair back from her forehead, "Belle tells me you're an accountant turned farmer. Quite the career change."

"It wasn't the plan," I admit. "When my mother left me a share of the property, I thought I'd just sell it. Then I met Paula and her daughters, and saw the passion they have for this place..."

"And now you're all in," she finishes for me.

"Something like that.”

Across the pool, Aria has backed Kaia against the wall. Their kiss is illuminated by the underwater lights, tender yet urgent. My lust rages as I recall our steamy threesomes not long ago. I look away, stopping myself from moving close to them. They clearly don’t need me at the moment. Besides, there’s Hazel…my eyes land on Hazel's profile.

Water trails down her neck, following the curve to her collarbone and lower. Her bikini top has fallen slightly because of the water or the game, exposing the generous swell of her breasts. I force my gaze back to her face, but find her watching me with an amused expression.

"Sorry," I mutter. "I shouldn't—"

"It's okay," she says simply. "I was doing the same to you."

Heat that has nothing to do with the evening temperature spreads through me. "You were?"

She nods, unabashed. "I get it now."

"Get what?"

"Why Belle is so into you," she says huskily. "I thought she had gone crazy when she told me about you. But now I get it. You're... different from most men I've met."

I'm not sure how to respond to that. "Different good or different weird?"

Her laugh is soft in the night air. "Different good. Plus, you're a certified silver fox, so there's that."

I choke on nothing. "I know. I'm old enough to be your and Belle’s—"

"Don't say 'father,'" she interrupts. "That's such a cliché. You're experienced and distinguished. It's attractive."

Before I can formulate a response that doesn't sound either lecherous or falsely modest, Paula calls from the patio. "Girls! Come help me carry these platters!"

“Sounds like dinner is ready,” I say. “Let’s go.”

I climb out of the water and then help her do the same. While she enters the pool house to shower and change, I simply dry off with a towel on the deck and hurry toward the kitchen.

For the next few minutes, I shuttle between the kitchen and the long table under the pergola, carrying platters of finger foods, bowls of fragrant Basmati rice, and the skewers that Belle and Odette have prepared. The combined aromas create an intoxicating blend – charred meat, spices, grilled vegetables, and the sweet undertone of Paula's rose-infused desserts.

When everything is finally arranged, Aria and Kaia emerge from the pool, wrapping themselves in oversized towels. Belle wipes her hands on her apron, looking satisfied with the spread before us. Odette, the perfect hostess, raises her wine glass.

"To Gregory," she says, her French accent more pronounced when she's emotional. "May your time in Philadelphia be brief and your return to us swift."

We all raise our glasses and cheer.

"I won't be gone long enough for you to miss me," I promise, looking at each of the women in turn. My gaze lingers on Hazel, who watches me with those dreamy eyes.

Later, while we’re having dessert, the conversation turns to the future of Enchanting Roses. The ice cream is delicate and floral without being cloying, a perfect end to the meal.

"The website should be ready next week," Belle says, tablet in hand as she makes notes. "I've been working with Liam on the virtual tour section."

"We still need to hire someone with actual flower farming experience," Paula adds. "I know roses, but if we're going to branch out into other wedding-friendly blooms..."

"I'll post ads online," Belle offers. "And share on my social media. Someone must be looking for work in the agricultural sector."

"I can help with starting the tours," Kaia offers. "I’m not taking any classes in the summer, and I can split my time between the vineyard and the rose farm. Right, Mom?"

“Of course, sweetheart,” Odette says. “You’re good at tour guiding. But you might need to learn more about roses first.”

“That’s not a problem,” Paula says, squeezing Kaia’s arm. “We’ll teach her. This is great, Kaia. Thank you!”

"And I'm ready to wear all the hats you need," Hazel adds. "Social media, tour guide, event planning assistant, whatever."

I look around at these women, all invested in making the farm succeed. My chest tightens with an emotion I can't quite name – gratitude, perhaps, or belonging. "You all make it very hard to leave, even temporarily."

"Then don't stay away too long," Aria says, reaching across to squeeze my hand. "A month is already forever."

"I promise," I say, meaning it deeply. "Just enough time to properly close that chapter. Richard deserves a proper transition, and I need to tie up the loose ends."

"To new beginnings," Odette says, raising her glass one final time.

"To new beginnings," I repeat softly.


CHAPTER 24
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The night air carries the scent of chlorine and expensive wine as Paula, Odette, and I find ourselves alone on the patio. Light from underwater LEDs ripples across the surface of the pool, painting blue-green shadows on the stone deck. My muscles feel sore from the earlier game, and I sink deeper into the cushioned chaise, content to let the women's soft conversation wash over me.

With Belle and Hazel gone back to see the rose product workshop on the farm, and Aria and Kaia retreating to Kaia's room, the evening has suddenly grown quieter. More intimate. Odette twirls the remaining wine in her glass, her dark, wavy hair reflecting the golden glow of the patio lights.

"It's still early," she says, nodding toward the illuminated pool. "The water should still be warm from the sun. We could go for a night swim."

Paula laughs, the sound light and musical. "I didn't bring a swimsuit. I've already borrowed your sandals—I can't keep raiding your wardrobe."

"Don't be silly." Odette waves away her concern. "My closet is your closet. I have plenty of swimsuits you can borrow."

Paula glances down at her body, then at Odette's. The difference is obvious—Paula is all curves where Odette is lean angles. "We're hardly the same size, Odette."

"Try them on. You'd be surprised how stretchy some of these designer suits are." Odette stands, setting her empty glass on the table. "Come on, it'll be fun."

Both women look at me, as if remembering I'm still here.

"What about you, Greg?" Paula asks. "Coming back in for more?"

I shake my head. "I've had enough pool time for one day. You ladies go ahead—I'll just relax here." I hold up my phone. "Catch up on some reading."

Odette raises a perfectly shaped eyebrow. "Are you sure? You don't want to join two beautiful women for a midnight swim?"

"It's barely eight," I point out with a smile. "And yes, I'm sure. Go have fun."

Paula leans down to kiss my cheek, her lips warm against my skin. "Your loss," she whispers, her breath smelling of wine and something darker.

They disappear into the house, and I stretch out on the chaise, opening the e-book I'd been meaning to finish for weeks. The novel is decent enough, but my mind keeps wandering to Paula and Odette. I'm halfway through a paragraph I've read three times when I hear the sliding door open again.

I glance up from my phone, and my mouth goes dry.

Paula emerges first, and I barely recognize my partner of the past several weeks. She's wearing a blue bikini that's several sizes too small for her abundant curves. The triangles of fabric covering her breasts strain to contain them, creating a deep valley of cleavage that draws my eye like a magnet. The bottom isn't much better—or maybe it's much better, depending on your perspective. The thin material hugs her hips, dipping low in front while revealing most of her creamy ass cheeks in the back.

Behind her comes Odette in a yellow bikini dotted with white polka dots, equally minimal but fitting her leaner frame more as intended. Her golden skin glows in the patio lights, her dark nipples visible through the thin fabric of her top. Where Paula's curves are soft and generous, Odette's are taut and athletic, but no less appealing.

I've seen Paula naked countless times already, but somehow the scant coverage of the tiny bikini makes her even more enticing than full nudity. It frames her body, highlighting exactly what makes her so stunning. My eyes trace the gentle swell of her breasts, the subtle curve of her waist, and the generous flare of her hips. My mouth has gone completely dry.

Paula giggles—actually giggles—as she approaches the pool. "I can't believe I'm doing this. It's been ages since I wore a swimsuit."

"That's a crime," Odette says, appraising Paula with open appreciation. "We should go to the beaches together sometime. You've got such an asset to show off."

I'm not sure how I feel about Odette's suggestion. The idea of other men looking at Paula the way I'm looking at her now—with raw hunger—sends conflicting signals of pride and possessiveness through me.

Paula catches me staring and flashes a knowing smile. "Greg, you're gawking like you've never seen women in swimsuits before."

"Well, it is the first time I've seen you in a bathing suit," I say, my voice rougher than I intend. "And you look fantastic."

Paula runs her hands self-consciously over her exposed skin. "Really? You don't think it's a bit small?"

"It's perfect," I reply, though "small" is an understatement. The suit isn't just small—it's practically painted on, hugging every curve and dip of her body in a way that makes my fingers itch to trace the same paths.

Odette smirks, watching our exchange with undisguised amusement. "Greg is definitely an ass man, Paula. Just look at the way he stares at your behind!"

Heat rushes to my face. "That's not—" I start, then stop, because denying it would be pointless given where my gaze has been fixed. "It's not fair to label me based on appreciating one woman's ass."

Odette's face falls in mock offense. "Oh? So you don't appreciate mine?"

"No! I mean—yes," I stutter, caught in her verbal trap. "I like your ass as well."

She laughs, the sound throaty and knowing as she turns and saunters closer to me. Her hips roll with each step, the polka-dotted fabric stretched tight across her heart-shaped backside. She stops just inches from where I sit.

"Good to know," she purrs.

My palm itches with the urge to reach out and smack that perfect ass, just to watch it jiggle. I curl my fingers into a fist instead, swallowing a curse. These women are playing with me, and they know exactly what they're doing.

Both women giggle together like conspirators before turning toward the pool. They step down the roman-style stairs, squealing at the temperature despite Odette's earlier assurances about its warmth. The water ripples around their thighs, then their waists as they wade deeper.

I force my attention back to my Kindle, determined to get through at least one chapter. The words swim before my eyes, my brain struggling to process the narrative when all it wants to do is replay the image of Paula and Odette in those tiny scraps of fabric. Eventually, I manage to focus, getting absorbed in the story's latest plot twist.

I'm not sure how much time passes before I realize the pool has gone quiet. Too quiet. The splashing and playful conversation have stopped. I look up from my screen, and the sight before me steals the breath from my lungs.

In the center of the pool, illuminated by the blue underwater lights, Paula and Odette are locked in an embrace. They're kissing—not the playful pecks of friends, but the deep, hungry kisses of lovers. Paula's hands are tangled in Odette's dark hair, while Odette's fingers trace lazy circles on Paula's exposed back.

I should look away. Give them privacy. But my eyes are glued to them. Droplets of water glisten on their skin, sparkling like miniature gems. Paula makes a soft sound against Odette's mouth, and my body responds instantly.

Their kiss deepens. Odette's hands move from Paula's back to the strings of her bikini top, tugging until the fabric comes loose. The blue triangles float away, revealing Paula's magnificent breasts. Odette cups them gently, thumbs circling the rosy nipples until they harden into peaks.

"So perfect," I hear Odette murmur, before she dips her head to take one of those peaks between her lips.

Paula's head falls back, her blonde hair trailing in the water as she offers herself up to Odette's mouth. Her eyes flutter open, catching mine across the distance between the pool and the patio. She doesn't look surprised to find me watching. Instead, her lips curve into a smile.

"Enjoying the show?" she calls, her voice husky.

I nod, not trusting myself to speak.

"Join us," she says, as Odette moves to her other breast, leaving a glistening trail of kisses across her skin.

"I'm fine right here," I manage. "Don't stop on my account."

Odette looks up from Paula's chest, her lips wet and swollen. She whispers something into Paula's ear that I can't hear. Paula's eyes widen slightly, then she nods. They separate, moving toward the pool steps.

Water cascades down their bodies as they emerge, bikini tops discarded, bottoms clinging to their hips. They approach me like sirens from the sea, all wet skin and wicked intent. They settle on either side of me, dampening the cushions of the deck chairs.

"See something you like?" Odette asks, leaning back on her elbows. Her breasts are smaller than Paula's but perfectly formed, crowned with dark nipples tightened from the water and arousal.

My throat feels tight. "Everything," I say honestly.

Paula runs a hand along my arm, leaving a trail of water droplets. "This is supposed to be your farewell party, Greg," she says. "What would you like us to do?"

"Whatever you want," I say. "I'm just enjoying being here with you both."

Odette exchanges a glance with Paula over my head. "That's very polite of you, but since it's your party, you get to place an order." Her fingers walk up my thigh. "What would you like to see?"

My eyes travel between them—Paula with her heavy, teardrop-shaped breasts and soft curves; Odette with her golden skin and athletic build. Two beautiful women, displayed for me like a fantasy come to life.

I swallow hard. "I'd like to see you make love to Paula."

Odette's breath catches, her lips curving into a smile that's both surprised and pleased. "You got it, Greg."

She stands, offering her hand to Paula. Paula takes it, allowing herself to be guided to the widest lounge chair. She reclines against the cushions, her blonde hair spreading around her head like a halo, her body a study in soft curves and invitation.

Odette kneels beside the chair, leaning down to capture Paula's mouth in another kiss.  As their lips meet, there is a soft sigh that escapes from both women. The only other sound is the distant chirping of insects and the soft rustle of leaves in the gentle breeze.

Odette breaks the kiss to trail her lips down Paula's neck, across her collarbone, to the swell of her breasts. She takes her time, savoring each inch of skin with lips and tongue and occasionally teeth, drawing soft moans from Paula's throat.

When she reaches Paula's nipples, she lavishes attention on each one, sucking and licking until Paula is writhing on the chair. Her hands roam lower, fingertips dancing across Paula's stomach, tracing the band of her bikini bottoms.

"May I?" she asks, hooking her fingers into the waistband.

Paula nods, lifting her hips to allow Odette to slide the blue fabric down her legs. Now completely naked, Paula spreads her thighs, revealing the glistening pink flesh between them.

Odette kneels between Paula's legs, pressing kisses to her inner thighs. She works her way higher with agonizing slowness until Paula is practically squirming with need. Finally, Odette's tongue makes contact with Paula's center, and the sound Paula makes—half gasp, half moan—causes my own arousal to strain painfully against my shorts.

I watch, mesmerized, as Odette worships Paula with her mouth. Her tongue traces lazy circles around Paula's clit before dipping lower to explore her folds. Paula's hands find her own breasts, squeezing and massaging them as Odette continues her intimate ministrations.

"Oh God," Paula gasps, her back arching off the chair. "Right there, don't stop."

Odette hums her acknowledgment, the vibration of her voice clearly adding to Paula's pleasure. Her pace increases, her tongue becoming more insistent as Paula approaches her peak. Paula's breathing grows more ragged, her moans louder and less controlled.

When she comes, it's with a sharp cry that seems to echo across the water. Her thighs tremble on either side of Odette's head, her hands clutching at her breasts as waves of pleasure wash over her.

As her orgasm subsides, Paula reaches for me, eyes heavy-lidded with satisfaction but still hungry.

"Greg," she pants. "I need you inside me. Now."

I don't need to be asked twice. I strip off my shorts, freeing my erection, and move between her legs as Odette shifts to make room for me. Paula's skin is hot against mine as I position myself at her entrance, still slick from Odette's attention.

I push into her in one smooth thrust, groaning at the perfect heat of her body. She wraps her legs around my waist, urging me deeper. Over Paula's shoulder, I see Odette watching us, her eyes dark with desire. She removes her own bikini bottoms before straddling Paula's chest, facing me.

Her breasts are at perfect mouth-height, and I lean forward to capture one dusky nipple between my lips. Odette gasps, her hands coming up to cradle my head against her chest. I suck and lick at her breast while continuing to thrust into Paula, creating a rhythm that has all three of us moaning.

"Yes," Paula whispers beneath us. "Yes, just like that."

I move to Odette's other breast, giving it the same attention. Her skin tastes of chlorine and salt, an intoxicating combination. I feel Paula's inner muscles beginning to tighten around me, her breathing becoming erratic again. Odette seems to sense it too, because she shifts her weight, giving me better access to Paula.

Paula's second orgasm is even more intense than her first. Her entire body tenses, back arching off the chair, a strangled cry escaping her lips as she convulses around me. I slow my pace, letting her ride out the waves of pleasure before I carefully withdraw.

"Turn over," I tell Odette, my voice rough with need. "On your knees."

She complies eagerly, positioning herself with her ass in the air, looking back at me over her shoulder. "I knew you were an ass man after all," she teases.

I kneel behind her, taking a moment to appreciate the view. Her ass is indeed perfect—heart-shaped and firm, with a slight jiggle that sends blood rushing to my groin. I bring my hand down in a light spank, watching with satisfaction as the flesh bounces beneath my palm.

"Too much?" I ask.

"Not enough," she challenges.

I spank her again, harder this time, leaving a pink handprint on her golden skin. She moans, pushing back against me. I position myself at her entrance, finding her already wet and ready. I push inside slowly, savoring the tight heat of her body as she stretches to accommodate me.

"Oh fuck," she breathes. "You feel so good."

I establish a steady pace, my hands gripping her hips for leverage. With each thrust, her ass jiggles enticingly, spurring me on. I trace a finger along her spine, then down the cleft of her buttocks, exploring the sensitive skin there.

I suddenly recall what Aria told me about Odette and her sex toys. "Are you wearing a plug?" I ask, circling her puckered entrance with my fingertip.

"No," she gasps, her inner muscles clenching around me at the touch. "Would you like to take me there?"

The suggestion nearly makes me lose control. "Next time," I promise, continuing to tease the sensitive flesh. "Definitely next time."

Beside us, Paula has recovered enough to watch our encounter. Her hands roam her own body, one between her legs, the other toying with a nipple as she observes us. The sight of her pleasuring herself while watching me fuck Odette pushes me closer to the edge.

"I'm getting close," I warn Odette, my movement becoming more erratic.

"Me too," she pants. "Don't stop."

I reach around to find her clit, circling it with my thumb in time with my thrusts. Her moans grow louder, her body tensing beneath me. Paula's breathing has quickened again as well, her fingers moving faster between her legs.

"Now," Odette cries. "I'm coming—"

Her body clenches around me like a vise, her orgasm triggering my own. I thrust deep one final time, emptying myself inside her as waves of pleasure crash over me. Beside us, Paula comes with a soft gasp, her eyes locked on our joined bodies.

For a moment, we stay frozen in tableau—three bodies linked by pleasure and release. Then I carefully withdraw from Odette, and we collapse onto the cushions in a tangle of limbs and satisfied sighs.

Paula's hand finds mine, our fingers intertwining as we catch our breath. On my other side, Odette presses a lazy kiss to my shoulder. The night air cools our overheated skin, the sounds of the pool filter and distant crickets creating a peaceful backdrop to our shared intimacy.

"Quite the send-off," I murmur, and both women laugh softly beside me. 

"Something to remember us by," Odette teases. 

"I'm really gonna miss you," I chuckle. 

"We'll miss you too, Greg," Paula says, looking up at me. 

"I doubt it," I reply. "Now that you two have each other. Plus, Odette's collection of sex toys." 

Odette laughs. "Why do you keep bringing up my collection? And who told you about it?" 

"Aria," I answer. "Kaia told her." 

Odette curses. "Of course. She must've been snooping through my drawers." 

"You have a whole drawer of them?" Paula laughs. "Can I take a look?" 

"Of course, darling," Odette says. "I'll share them with you. They might not match up to Greg, but they'll do the trick when he's gone." 

"Ladies, stop acting like I'm out of your lives already. It's just temporary. I'll be back soon!" I remind them. 

They exchange glances before Paula says, "Who knows if you'll change your mind once we're out of sight? And how do we know you don't have another harem in Philadelphia?" 

My jaw drops. "You're joking, right? After all this time, you still don't..." 

Paula giggles. "Yes, I'm joking, Greg. Look at you, all serious." 

I grunt. I’ve never seen this playful side of Paula before. It must be Odette's influence. Maybe being with Odette brings out Paula's playful nature. I give her a light smack. "You're a naughty one, Paula." 

"Sorry, Greg," Paula says, still laughing. "But I'll really miss you." 

Her voice quivers slightly, revealing the laughter is just a front. I pull her closer, cuddle her, and kiss her head. "I promise, Paula. I'll be back soon." 

Odette hugs me from behind. "You better mean it. Or we will come to Philly to fetch you." 

I laugh, imagining them taking over my condo. "Anytime," I say. "And don't forget to bring some California sunshine with you."

The stars wheel overhead, and somewhere in the distance, an owl calls. I haven't left yet, but already I can't wait to return. Philadelphia is where I've lived for decades, but somehow, in just a few weeks, this place has become home. These people have become... well, not quite family. Something more complicated, more interesting. A future I never imagined but now can't picture living without.
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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.

OEBPS/image_rsrc22F.jpg
Vlneyard

HEIRESS

KOHEN KI§ G





OEBPS/image_rsrc22G.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc22H.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Table of contents

		CHAPTER 1

		CHAPTER 2

		CHAPTER 3

		CHAPTER 4

		CHAPTER 5

		CHAPTER 6

		CHAPTER 7

		CHAPTER 8

		CHAPTER 9

		CHAPTER 10

		CHAPTER 11

		CHAPTER 12

		CHAPTER 13

		CHAPTER 14

		CHAPTER 15

		CHAPTER 16

		CHAPTER 17

		CHAPTER 18

		CHAPTER 19

		CHAPTER 20

		CHAPTER 21

		CHAPTER 22

		CHAPTER 23

		CHAPTER 24

		Afterword

		Harem Adventure Series by Kohen King




Guide

		Cover

		Beginning

		Table of Contents




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159

		160

		161

		162

		163

		164

		165

		166

		167

		168

		169

		170

		171

		172

		173

		174

		175

		176

		177

		178

		179

		180

		181

		182

		183

		184

		185

		186

		187

		188

		189

		190

		191

		192

		193

		194

		195

		196

		197

		198

		199

		200

		201

		202

		203

		204

		205

		206

		207

		208

		209

		210

		211

		212

		213

		214

		215

		216

		217

		218

		219

		220

		221

		222

		223

		224

		225

		226

		227

		228

		229

		230

		231

		232

		233

		234

		235

		236

		237

		238

		239

		240

		241

		242

		243

		244

		245

		246

		247

		248

		249

		250

		251

		252

		253

		254

		255

		256

		257

		258

		259

		260

		261






