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Book 1

Family Inheritance


CHAPTER 1
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THE FLUORESCENT LIGHT above me flickers like a dying moth, its buzz an annoying drone that's become the soundtrack to my days. It’s May, and I’m working on extension filings in my accounting firm in Center City, Philadelphia. I'm drowning in a sea of paperwork, the stacks on my desk threatening to topple over like some man-made mountain range.

My computer screen is a blur of spreadsheets, numbers swimming before my eyes. I've been staring at them for so long that I've started to see them even when I close my eyes. My hands move mechanically, clicking the mouse, tapping the keyboard, signing off on documents. It's a task I've done thousands of times before, a routine that's become as natural as breathing.

When my shoulders become stiff, I lean back in my chair. My eyes drift to the window, where the sun is struggling to shine through the smog and the grime. I imagine Richard, my business partner, out there somewhere, laughing with his daughter, riding roller coasters, eating cotton candy. A pang of something—envy, maybe? —hits me square in the chest.

"Not your life, Greg," I mutter to myself, rubbing a hand over my short, graying hair. I never wanted any of that. Marriage, kids, the whole white-picket-fence deal. I saw what it did to my parents, the way it tore them apart like a piece of rotten cloth. I've dated, sure, but I've always kept it casual, surface-level. No strings, no attachments. No chance of ending up like Mom and Dad.

My mind wanders, drifting away from the sterile confines of my office. I think about the Grand Canyon and the way the pictures make it look like a vast, open wound in the earth. I think about the Northern Lights, the videos I've seen of them dancing across the sky like ethereal flames. I think about the safaris I've read about, the wild animals, the vast savannahs. I think about anything, everything, that's not this office, not this job, not this life.

I sigh, leaning forward again, trying to focus on the task at hand. But it's like trying to catch smoke with my bare hands. My mind is rebellious, refusing to cooperate. It's not that I hate my job. I don't. It's just... predictable. Safe. Boring. I've been doing this for twenty years. Twenty. Years. I've been an accountant for longer than I haven't. Is this really all there is to life? Is this really how I want to spend the rest of mine?

I shake my head, attempting to clear my mind, but my thoughts drift back to Richard, and I feel a twinge of resentment. We share similar backgrounds, having both started our careers at a Big 4 accounting firm right after college.

After earning our CPAs, Richard chose to start his own business, and I joined him. In the beginning, we were both single and fully devoted to the firm, rarely taking days off, let alone vacations.

About a decade ago, Richard got married, and everything shifted. He became more of a family man, often taking time off for his kids and rarely working overtime. He frequently apologizes, saying I'll understand when I have a family of my own, as if that could ever happen. Me, Gregory Taylor, with a family. I try to brush it off with a laugh, but it sounds empty in the deserted office.

I turn back to my computer, the spreadsheets, the endless parade of numbers. But no matter how hard I try, I can't shake the feeling of restlessness, the nagging sense that there's something more out there. Waiting. Calling my name.

I reach for my coffee cup, taking a sip of the lukewarm liquid. It's bitter, stale. I grimace, setting it back down. I look around my office, at the towering stacks of paper, the blinking answering machine, the dull, lifeless walls. And again I wonder, is this really all there is? Is this really my life? And if it is, why does it feel so empty?

The door swings open and Maggie, our receptionist, pops her head in. "Sorry to bother you, Greg, but James Holloway is on line two. Sounds pretty heated."

I stifle a groan. James Holloway, one of our wealthier and more irritating clients. The man owns a string of car dealerships and is always trying to weasel his way into paying less taxes.

"Thanks, Maggie. I'll take it.”

She nods and ducks back out.

I pick up the phone, mentally steeling myself. "Gregory Taylor speaking."

"Greg! What the hell is going on here? I just got the return I must sign and it's way higher than last year!" James's grating voice fills my ear. "I thought you were supposed to be minimizing what I owe!"

I pinch the bridge of my nose, already feeling a headache coming on. "James, your tax liability increased because your income increased significantly from last year. That's generally how it works—make more money, pay more taxes."

"Well that's ridiculous!" he sputters. "Isn't there anything you can do? Some loopholes or deductions we haven't explored?"

"We've already applied every legal deduction and tax planning strategy available for your situation," I say, straining to keep my tone even. "Unless you'd like to reduce your income, I'm afraid this is the reality."

James continues to bluster and complain, but I tune him out, making the occasional "mhm" and "I understand" as my eyes drift back to the window.

Twenty years. Two damn decades I've been at this grind, dealing with entitled jackasses who think accounting is some kind of black magic that can make their taxes disappear. I'm sick of it. Sick of never feeling like I'm making any real difference. What's the point?

"...so you'll look into it, right Greg?" James's expectant question snaps me back to the call.

"Of course, James. I'll...explore some options and get back to you." Options like retiring to a shack in the woods and never dealing with another 1040 again.

We say our terse goodbyes and I drop the phone back into its cradle with more force than necessary. Another thrilling interaction in the glamorous life of Gregory Taylor, CPA.

I sink back into my chair, rubbing my temples. There has to be more to life than this soul-sucking monotony. But what? And how? Am I brave enough to even find out?

My melancholy reverie is interrupted by a knock at the door. Maggie again, holding a stack of mail. "This just came for you, Greg." She puts the envelopes on the desk, giving me a professional smile before heading back out.

I flip through the mail with disinterest. Bill, junk, bill, more junk. Until one catches my eye— a slightly worn envelope with handwritten script and a California return address. Something tugs at the back of my mind. The postmark is from Vine Valley, a town that doesn’t ring any bell, but the state alone is enough to stir some long-buried memories. My fingers shake slightly as I pick it up—what the hell is that? Too much caffeine?

Paula Lovejoy. Who is she? The name sounds vaguely familiar but I can’t put a face to it. Curiosity washes through me as I turn the envelope over in my hands. The paper feels weighty and substantial, as if the words inside carry more than just ink. I trace the script with my thumb, delaying the inevitable. What news does this handwritten missive bring from across the country?

I take a deep breath, the air rushing into my lungs like a gust of wind through a canyon. I slide my finger under the flap, tearing it open. My heart pounds in my chest, a drumbeat of anticipation—or is it dread?

The letter unfolds in my hands, crisp and demanding attention. My eyes scan the words, the ink bleeding into the page like rivers carving paths through a landscape.

“Dear Gregory,

I trust this letter reaches you in good health... You will shortly be contacted by… the inheritance attorney... However, I wanted to provide you with a little advance notice…”

The letter trembles in my hand like a leaf in an autumn breeze. I blink, trying to focus. The words blur in front of me, resisting any attempt to make sense of them. But then, out of nowhere, clarity strikes. A flood of understanding washes over me, like a storm breaking loose.

“...Adrianna has passed away…”

The words hit me like a sudden gust of wind, knocking the breath out of me. I stagger back, the office chair squeaking in protest as I collapse onto it. My mother... gone? The thought is a seed falling into the earth, taking root, spreading tendrils of emotion through me.

“...a rose farm in California…”

An image blooms in my mind, a field of red and pink and white, a riot of color under the golden sun. Mom’s farm. Right. The place she preferred over the gloomy East Coast cities. I can almost smell the sweet scent of roses, almost feel the thorns pricking my fingers.  Paula Lovejoy was the woman she once mentioned to me, who was as close to her as her daughter.

*...we shall share ownership...*

I read on, the words painting a picture I can't quite grasp. “...sell your share... depend on it... handle it through a lawyer…”

I force myself to focus on Paula’s words. Paula describes the farm as a living thing, something that demands care and attention, something that she and her family depend on. I can sell my share if I wish, she says, but the resolve in her tone, even through ink, tells me she will hold onto hers with a tenacity I can't help but respect.

"Please come," she urges. "Adrianna often expressed the wish that you could visit her farm one day."

I drop the letter onto my desk, my heart drumming an erratic rhythm. The walls of my office close in, the air grows stale, thick with dust and unspoken words. My mother's image flits through my mind—a photograph here, a fleeting visit there. Adrianna Taylor, the woman who gave me life but couldn't stay to be part of it.

I close my eyes, and I'm suddenly a child again, listening to my dad talk about my mother.

Dad always painted her as a free spirit, a hippie who danced to the beat of her own drum. Their story began at UC Berkeley, amid protests and dreams of changing the world. A frat party, too many drinks, a night of recklessness—they never stood a chance. Marriage out of obligation, not love. He was East Coast to his core, while she was a child of the sun-kissed Californian farmsteads.

"Your mother could never settle here," he'd say with a sigh, the East Coast winter howling outside, a testament to her discomfort. They split when I was five, their marriage succumbing to the pressures of incompatible lives. Dad, with his law career, won custody. Mom, jobless and untethered, drifted away like a leaf on a stream.

The clock on the wall ticks like a metronome, each swing of its cold, brass pendulum echoing the steady march of time. I sit with the letter from Paula Lovejoy resting on the desk before me, as still as the faded photograph of my mother that I keep tucked away in my wallet. Adrianna. A name that tastes of sunlight and distant memories. The last time I saw her was ten years ago when she came to see me in Philadelphia.

"Why aren't you married yet, Greg?" Her voice, a soft breeze rustling through leaves, whispers in my mind. I can see her, sitting across from me in that little café ten years past, her hands wrapped around a cup of chamomile tea. Her eyes, a mirror of my own, held a world of sadness.

"I have no faith in marriage," I had replied, the bitter taste of my parents' divorce still lingering after all those years. "I don't want a family. I don't want to put anyone through that."

She had looked at me then, her eyes shining with tears. "I'm sorry, Greg. I never wanted this for you." She reached out, her hand resting on mine. "You should come visit me sometime. See the farm."

But I never did. I couldn't. The farm was a thorn in my side, a symbol of her choice to leave me behind. I resented it, resented her for loving it more than she loved me. Or so I thought.

I sigh, running a hand through my short, graying hair. I don't need the farm. I don't need the hassle. I've built a life here, a comfortable, predictable life. I have enough money to last me several lifetimes, to never have to work again. I could just sell my share to Paula and be done with it. I’ll contact a lawyer and have them take care of the whole ordeal.

But...

A restlessness stirs within me, a longing for something more than the endless spreadsheets and the humdrum of my daily routine. I stand, walking to the window, looking out at the bustling city below. The concrete jungle, all steel and glass and noise. It's a far cry from the rolling hills and golden sunshine of California.

"It wouldn't be so bad," I murmur to myself, the words a seed taking root. "A trip. A change of scenery." I don't have to stay on the farm. I could find a hotel nearby, something quiet and comfortable. I won't have to deal with the day-to-day running of the place and won't have to get my hands dirty. Just a quick visit, a chance to see what my mother loved so much, to understand why she chose it over me.

What about work? Can Richard manage everything on his own? I pause for a moment. He's never held down the fort solo before... Well, it's time for him to give it a shot. Tax season is mostly wrapped up, I’ll wait for another week, and he should handle the extension filings without any trouble after that.

I turn back to my desk and to the letter. Suddenly I’m thrilled by the adventure ahead. I’m going to take an unknown path and meet a stranger—who was more or less a distant family. I pick up the letter, feeling the rough paper beneath my fingertips. The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.

And I, Gregory Taylor, am ready to take that step and to embark on that journey. Eagerly, I shut down the spreadsheet and launch the web browser. Even though it's been years since my last trip, I'm still familiar with booking a plane ticket online.


CHAPTER 2
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The drone of the airplane engine is a monotonous hum, like the ceaseless buzz of a cicada on a hot summer day. I stare out the window, watching the clouds stretch out in an endless cotton canvas. Still can't believe I'm doing this. I've barely taken a week off in years, let alone to visit a rose farm in California. I must be out of my mind.

The seatbelt sign dings off, and the passengers around me start to stir. I remain glued to my seat, gripping the armrests like they're a lifeline. My mind drifts back to Philadelphia, to the stark incredulity on Richard's face when I told him I was taking a vacation.

"A week off? You?" he'd stammered, his eyebrows shooting up to his receding hairline. "Greg, you never take time off. And who’s Paula? And... you had a birth mom? You never talked about any family."

I hadn't. I’d kept that part of my life locked away, even from myself. Until Paula's letter came, shattering the careful silence I'd built around my past.

The plane begins its descent, and my stomach lurches with it. I close my eyes, taking a deep breath. When I open them again, the magnificent landscape of California unfolds beneath me, like a patchwork quilt of greens and golds.

Before long, we're taxiing down the runway, the plane's wheels chirping against the tarmac with a soft, rhythmic sound. I unbuckle my seatbelt and stand, my body aching from the long flight.

I retrieve my carry-on from the overhead compartment—a small suitcase containing a few changes of clothes. I haven't planned to stay long. I can't imagine sleeping in Adrianna’s house, surrounded by her things. A hotel in the city will do just fine.

Am I truly going through with this? A voice in my head questions. It's not too late to turn back; I'm still here at the airport. I could simply catch the next flight back. I have a return ticket, just need to pay a bit extra... My steps are slow, but I keep moving forward.

It is too late to change my mind. I called Paula the day after receiving her letter and agreed to sell her my share of the farm, but I also expressed my desire to visit the place. She's anticipating my arrival. Her lovely voice made me curious to see her in person... What am I thinking? I must be losing it.

When I spot the car rental signs up ahead and veer towards them, my heart pounds in my chest. I'm really doing this. I'm going to see the place where Adrianna lived, and where she died. The place she chose over me.

The automatic doors slide open, revealing the car rental desk. I step forward, my grip tightening on the handle of my suitcase. This is it. No turning back now.

"Good afternoon, sir," the clerk chirps brightly. "Welcome to California. How can I assist you today?"

I clear my throat, forcing myself to speak. "Hi. I have a reservation. Gregory Taylor."

She taps away at her keyboard, her acrylic nails clicking like rain on a tin roof. "Ah, here you are. You're all set, Mr. Taylor. If you'll just initial here and sign there..."

I scrawl my signature on the forms, my mind a million miles away. I can't believe I'm actually going through with this. But I am. And for the first time in a long time, I feel a spark of something other than numb resignation. I feel alive.

Key in hand, I turn and stride towards the parking lot, ready to face whatever comes next.

The automatic doors of the airport slide open, and I'm immediately bathed in a warmth that is utterly foreign to the brisk Philadelphian air I've left behind. The California sun bathes my skin with warmth, its rays kissing my face like an old friend eager to make up for lost time. A gentle ocean breeze playfully rustles my hair, whispering secrets of the sea into my ears. I can almost taste the saltwater on my tongue, a striking contrast to the recycled air of the plane.

I make my way to the rental car, my heart pounding in my chest like a drumbeat, steady and insistent. It's as if my heart knows something I don't, and it's trying to prepare me for what's to come. I toss my suitcase into the trunk and slide into the driver's seat. I take a deep breath, the scent of a new car and pine air freshener filling my nostrils.

The engine purrs to life, and I pull out of the parking lot, merging onto the highway. The cityscape gradually gives way to rolling hills and sprawling vineyards. The scenic countryside is a painting of vibrant greens and golds, a polar opposite to the concrete jungle I've become accustomed to.

As I drive, my thoughts wander like the meandering roads. What will the farm be like? Will it hold any clues to the mother I never knew? Do I really want to know? Is it too late to turn back? I grip the steering wheel tighter, my knuckles turning white. But I keep driving. A sense of anticipation overcomes me and my stomach flutters like the wings of a butterfly.

The turnoff to Vine Valley appears suddenly, and I take the exit, my heart now a jackhammer in my chest. The road winds through the countryside, the hills rising and falling like the breath of some slumbering giant. And then, nestled in the heart of the valley, I see it. Enchanting Roses.

I drive up to the entrance, the tires making a sound on the gravel that resembles bones cracking. I step out of the car, my legs feeling strangely disconnected from my body. The sight before me is... breathtaking. It's as if I've stepped into a fairytale, a vast rose kingdom stretching out before me.

Terraces carpeted with roses in every hue imaginable, from the palest pink to the deepest crimson. Various rose gardens are separated by rows of cypress trees, their dark green foliage a sharp distinction to the riot of color. Roses line the path, their petals soft and inviting, beckoning me forward. 

I take a step, then another, my feet sinking slightly into the soft earth. The scent of roses fills the air, their perfume sweet and intoxicating. It's a smell that's both familiar and foreign, a memory just out of reach. I can't help but feel a sense of awe, of wonder. This place... it's magical.

As I approach the front office, a figure emerges from the doorway, stepping into the sunlight. The woman is tall and graceful, her long, wavy blonde hair cascading over her shoulders, gleaming like a golden waterfall. She's dressed in a crisp white shirt tucked into beige chino pants, which hug her curves gently, accentuating her strong yet feminine form. Her sleeves are rolled up to her elbows, revealing smooth, toned arms. She wears a pair of leather ankle boots, worn smooth from years of daily use. This must be Paula Lovejoy.

She's not the rough-around-the-edges farmer I'd imagined. There's an elegance about her, a quiet strength that commands respect. Her skin is sun-kissed, not weather-beaten, and her hands, though not manicured, are well-kept and strong. She turns to me, and I'm struck by her warm, welcoming smile, a smile that reaches her eyes, crinkling the corners. Her eyes are a soft blue, like the ocean at dawn.

"You must be Gregory," she says. Her voice sounds even better in person—it is as velvety as the petals of the roses surrounding us. I feel an instant attraction, a pull towards her that I hadn't expected.

"Yes, that's me," I reply, extending a hand. Her grip is firm, her hand warm. "And you're Paula?"

"Indeed, I am," she responds, her smile widening. "I'm so glad you could make it, Gregory. Adrianna would have been thrilled to have you here." She sounds sincere, and I feel a pang in my chest at the mention of my mother.

She looks me over, taking in my casual t-shirt and jeans. I suddenly feel underdressed, but she doesn't seem to mind. "Would you like me to take your luggage to the farmhouse?" she offers. "Belle, my daughter, has tidied up your mother's room for you."

The thought of staying in my mother's room, surrounded by her things, her memories, is overwhelming. I'm not ready for that. Not yet. Maybe not ever. "Thank you, but I've booked a hotel in the city," I say. "I'll be returning to San Francisco after our meeting."

The disappointment in Paula's expression is fleeting, replaced by an understanding smile. "Of course. Whatever makes you comfortable, Gregory. We're just happy to have you here." Her words are genuine, her warmth enveloping.

I can't help but feel drawn to her, like a moth to a flame. But I must remember why I'm here. I’m here to sell her my share of the farm. I have no desire to stay here for long. I must not get distracted, no matter how alluring the distraction may be.

"Since you're here, how about I give you a tour?" Paula suggests with a cheerful tone.

It makes sense. I hadn't planned on seeing the farm, but I nod with enthusiasm. "Absolutely."

The sun warms my shoulders while Paula guides me across the rose fields, her golden hair gently swaying with every step she takes. She moves with a grace that's almost hypnotic, her tall form weaving through the rows of bushes like a dancer avoiding obstacles on stage.

"This is where it all started," Paula says as we step into an ocean of color, sweeping her arm out to encompass the vast expanse of roses. "Adrianna inherited this land from her father. Everyone thought she was crazy to start a rose farm, but she had a vision, and she stuck to it. Look at it now. Over a hundred varieties. All done by hand.”

I look out at the sea of blooms, their colors painting the landscape like a Monet canvas. Pink, red, yellow, white—they all blend together in a sweet-scented symphony. A sense of admiration swells within me as I think about my mother, her hands in the dirt, her heart set on a dream. "She did all this by hand?" I ask incredulously, my voice barely above a whisper.

Paula nods, a proud smile playing on her lips. "Every single bush. We don't use machines here, Gregory. Everything is organic, tended with love and care. It's what sets us apart."

As we walk, the scent of the roses envelops me, their fragrance so strong it's almost intoxicating. I can feel it seeping into my pores, stirring something deep within me. It's a sensation I've never experienced before, a connection to the earth, to nature, that's utterly overwhelming.

Paula points out different varieties as we pass—Damask, Alba, Moss, Tea. Each one is unique, and each one has its own story. I listen attentively, her voice like a melody accompanying the rustle of leaves and the hum of bees.

Suddenly, my eye catches a glimpse of a young woman in a white t-shirt over a red skirt, among the workers. She's speaking to a man in business attire, his back turned to us. The young woman stands out in a mix of vibrant hues.  Her red skirt dances in the wind like a flickering fire, while her blonde ponytail rivals the sun's radiant glow.

Paula notices my gaze. "That's Belle," she says, her voice filled with warmth. "My oldest daughter. She works on the farm too."

I watch as Belle laughs at something the man says, her face lighting up and her voice melodic. There's a shyness to her, a reservation, but also a genuineness that's captivating.  

Paula gestures towards Belle and the man she's speaking to. "That's Joshua," she says. "He's the product manager from Fantastic Flowers, our major buyer. They're probably discussing product plans."

I nod, but something about their interaction makes me pause. Joshua isn't looking at the rose bushes, or surveying the fields. His eyes are firmly fixed on Belle, and his gaze is quite intense. Belle, on the other hand, seems to be doing her best to avoid his gaze, her eyes flitting around like a trapped butterfly.

"He seems quite taken with Belle," I comment, watching as Joshua leans in a little too close, Belle subtly stepping back.

Paula sighs, a soft sound that's almost lost in the breeze. "Joshua's been a great help to the farm, but I worry sometimes..." She trails off, her voice filled with a maternal protectiveness that tugs at something deep within me.

I’m waiting for Paula to finish her sentence when Belle spots us. Her face lights up, a smile blooming like a rose at sunrise. As she waves at us, I can see why Joshua can't take his eyes off her. She's a vision, her clear eyes sparkling and her lips velvety like the rose petals surrounding us.

Belle must be in her early twenties, and she bears a strong resemblance to her mother. Not only do their hair look alike, but they even have similar heights and figures as well. 

“You look like twin sisters,” I say to Paula while marveling at the fact. Either Belle looks more mature than her age, or Paula had her daughter when she was still a teen.

Paula laughs heartily. “We get that a lot. It’s because I had her when I was seventeen.”

“That explains it,” I say while gazing at Paula. I wonder for a second who the lucky man who knocked Paula up is, and whether he works on the farm as well. But I keep the question to myself, and my eyes fall on Belle again.

As I observe Belle, I feel a stirring within me, a warmth that spreads through my chest. It's not just her beauty that draws me in, but her essence, her spirit. There's an innocence to her, a purity that's refreshing and alluring.

Belle excuses herself from Joshua and walks towards us in light and graceful steps. When I notice her youthful curves beneath the soft material of her clothes, my blood goes south and I feel a pang of guilt. A chiding voice in my head tells me I shouldn't be looking at her this way, but I can't help it. It seems as if I'm drawn to her, pulled in by a force I can't explain or control.

Belle smiles warmly as Paula introduces us to each other. Her hazel eyes meet mine, and I am struck once again by the uncanny resemblance between her and Paula. It's like seeing the sunrise and the sunset at the same time—one fresh and full of promise, the other mature and bathed in the warm hues of experience. Both are exquisite, and I find myself inexplicably drawn to each for different reasons.

"Pleasure to meet you, Greg," Belle remarks in a mature manner, her eyes gleaming as they scan me from head to toe. I think I detect admiration, or at least I hope so. 

"Pleasure to meet you as well, Belle," I reply. We shake hands, and a thrilling jolt courses through me.

"So, Greg," Belle says, her eyes locked on mine. "What do you think of our little rose kingdom?"

I look around, the vibrant colors of the roses almost overwhelming, their scent filling the air like a sweet perfume. "I love it," I admit, "It's as enchanting as the name suggests."

“Thank you!” Belle laughs and Paula joins her.

Joshua, who has been lingering steps away, finally approaches us. "Well, I should be going," he says, his gaze still fixed on Belle. "Paula, always a pleasure. Belle, I'll see you soon. I'll call you."

Belle nods, a slight blush coloring her cheeks. "Sure, Josh."

As Joshua walks away, Paula turns to Belle, her eyebrows raised in a silent question. "What was that about?" she asks, her voice laced with a protective edge.

Belle waves a hand dismissively, her blush deepening. "It's nothing, Mom. I'll tell you later."

Paula holds her gaze for a moment longer before turning back to me. "Come on, Greg," she says, her voice warm and inviting. "Let me show you the farmhouse."

My heart does a somersault. The farmhouse, of course. I was expecting to see the place Adrianna lived. But now, I’m not sure I’m ready.

We walk up a winding path. The farmhouse sits atop a hill, overlooking the vast expanse of roses. It's two structures combined into one—a main building with a wide porch and four bedrooms, and a smaller, charming cottage tucked to the side. The main building is all warmth and welcome, with its large windows and inviting doors. The cottage, though, has a quieter charm, a storybook quality that makes me want to explore its secrets.

"Adrianna kindly let me and my girls stay in the main house, while she herself lived in the cottage," Paula says softly, pointing at the cottage. "Your mother loved her little sanctuary. She used to say it was her nest, her safe haven."

I swallow hard, my heart pounding like a drumbeat in my ears, louder with each step closer to the cottage. I'm not ready to face the ghosts of my mother's past, not yet. I tear my eyes away from the cottage, seeking refuge in the little forest surrounding it. “Nice forest,” I comment. “And where does the smoke come from?”

“Oh it isn’t smoke,” Paula says with a chuckle. “There’s a hot spring in the forest.”

I lift an eyebrow as I imagine the scenery behind the house. “No kidding!”

"She loved that spa," Paula continues, a warm smile playing on her lips. "It was one of her three indulgences. She'd spend half an hour there every night before bedtime, communing with nature, she'd say."

I latch onto the conversation like a lifeline, eager to delay the inevitable emotional storm that awaits me in that cottage. "What were the other two?" I ask, my voice steadier than I feel.

Paula chuckles, a sound like warm honey. "Roses and wine. Sometimes, she'd sprinkle rose petals in the water, other times, she'd sneak a glass of wine into the hot tub. A no-no, but who was I to stop her?"

I can picture it—my mother, relaxed and content, sipping wine amidst a sea of rose petals. The image is both comforting and unsettling, a reminder of the life she built without me. I'm not ready to face that life, not so up close and personal.

"Would you like to see inside?" Paula's question held a tenderness that nearly broke through my resolve. 

"Perhaps another day," I say, finding shelter in a hastily conjured excuse. The reality was that my heart wasn't ready to confront the tangible echoes of my mother's life—not yet. 

"Of course," Paula replies, her understanding eyes not pressing me further. 

“May I take a look at the forest or the hot spring?” I ask politely. 

Paula nods and gestures for me to follow. We walk up an uphill path that circles around the cottage and enter a dense conifer forest. In the center of a small clearing, there is a natural hot spring surrounded by rocks. Steam rises from the water, creating an ethereal scene among the treetops. 

“This is incredible,” I murmur in awe as I take in the sights around me. It feels like a hidden paradise within this already beautiful place. 

“I'm glad you like it,” Paula says with a proud smile. “There are actually a few more hot springs further up. Your grandfather didn't care for them though; he believed they were harmful to his grape crops. He stopped cultivating grapes on this hill because of consistently failed harvests. That's also why your mother inherited this land, since your uncle had no interest in it.” 

“That's interesting,” I remark. “One man's trash truly is another man's treasure.” 

“Exactly,” Paula agrees with a nod.


CHAPTER 3
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As Paula and I walk back down the hill towards the farmhouse, I turn to her. "So Paula, how long have you worked for my mother?"

She tucks a stray blonde lock behind her ear. "Only about fifteen years. But I've known Adrianna for much longer than that. You see, my family used to work for your grandfather's vineyard, back when I was just a girl."

"Is that right?" I raise my eyebrows, intrigued to learn more about this woman who clearly meant so much to my mother.

Paula nods, a wistful look passing over her face. "Later on, my parents saved up and bought their own small vineyard out in Napa Valley. So we moved there when I was a teenager."

She sighs heavily. "But things didn't go so well. Both my folks developed health problems not long after. And then I had my girls to take care of too—Aria was only three and Belle was five at the time."

"I'm sorry to hear that," I say gently. "It must have been a real challenge, especially with young children."

"It was," Paula agrees. She walks in contemplative silence for a moment.

I hesitate, but then decide to broach the sensitive topic. "And your daughters' father...was he not in the picture to help?"

Paula sighs, a hardened look in her eyes. "He took off pretty early on. Just up and left one day." She shakes her head.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I say, silently cursing the man I don’t even know. “It must’ve been tough on you.”

Paula shrugs. "We got by. It wasn't too difficult. I was fortunate that both girls became self-reliant. Belle, in particular, was a big help. She looked after her sister even when she was just a child herself."

I smile at the comment, recalling the confident way Belle interacted with me earlier despite her youthful appearance. I’m curious about Belle’s sister, but I don’t want to appear too nosy and I let the matter slide for the moment.

After a pause, Paula continues. "Anyway, when things got too tough in Napa, I decided to come back here, see if I could find work at your grandfather's vineyard again."

She kicks a pebble with the toe of her boot. "But when I arrived, I found out your grandfather had passed. The vineyard lands had been split between your mother and your uncle."

"That's right," I nod, vaguely recalling that my mother mentioned this during one of her rare visits.

"Well, your uncle's half of the vineyard didn't have any job openings. But your mother, bless her soul, she hired me at this rose farm she was just starting up."

Paula smiles fondly at the memory. "Not only that, but she let me and the girls live with her, right here in the farmhouse. I'll never forget her kindness and generosity. She saved us, in more ways than one."

I swallow the lump rising in my throat. It's still hard to reconcile the mother I remember with this saint-like figure that Paula describes. A woman I apparently never really knew at all.

The scent of garlic and herbs wafts from the farmhouse as we approach, and my stomach growls, reminding me I haven't eaten since the plane. Paula glances at me, a knowing smile on her face. "You should stay for dinner, Greg. Belle's cooking, and she's amazing in the kitchen."

I hesitate for a moment, but the thought of spending more time with these remarkable women wins out. "Sure, thank you. I'd love to stay."

Inside, the farmhouse is filled with the aroma of spices. Belle is at the stove, her blonde ponytail swaying gently as she stirs something that smells heavenly. She's changed into a lovely floral print cotton dress. The sight of her like this, so natural and at ease, sends a strange flutter through my chest.

I follow Paula into the cozy living room. Thoughtfully arranged furniture, each piece with its own history, sits beneath exposed wooden beams. Sun-faded, hand-stitched quilts drape over a well-loved leather sofa, while family photos line the honey-toned walls. A stone fireplace, with a hearth blackened from winter evenings, anchors the space. Even the air radiates a warmth and character my sleek Philadelphia condo lacks.

Paula excuses herself to change, and when she returns, I'm taken aback. She's wearing a sexy dress that hugs her curves perfectly, with a low neckline that draws my eye. Her blonde hair is down, framing her face softly. She looks incredible, and I have to remind myself to breathe.

Dinner is a spread of Italian food that looks like it belongs in a magazine. Belle has made homemade pasta, a rich tomato sauce, and a Caprese salad with fresh mozzarella and basil from their garden. The table is set with a rustic elegance that feels both welcoming and intimate.

As we sit down to eat, I can't help but feel a sense of belonging. When was the last time I shared a meal with someone? Right, months ago, at our firm’s Christmas party. This isn't just a meal. It's a celebration of family and of the simple joys in life. The food is delicious, each bite bursting with flavor, but it's the company that truly makes the experience.

Paula's laughter is warm and infectious, her eyes sparkling with a life that's hard to resist. Belle's smile is softer, more reserved, but no less captivating.

The two women enthusiastically tell me anecdotes about the farm, often featuring my mother. I listen closely, feeling both fascinated and touched.

I find myself opening up and sharing stories about my life back in the city, the stress of my job, and the loneliness that often comes with it. They listen with such focus that I feel truly comprehended. It's a sensation I haven't felt in ages, and it's incredibly intoxicating. Their eyes flicker with both humor and empathy, causing my heart to quicken.

I raise my glass, looking at Paula. "To you, Paula. Thank you for taking care of my mom in her last days. I can't express how much that means to me."

Paula's eyes soften, and she raises her glass to meet mine. "To Adrianna," she says softly. "She was like a mother to me too. This farm, this family—it's her legacy."

Belle raises her glass as well, her eyes shining with emotion. "To Mom," she whispers.

The clink of our glasses rings out like a promise, and I feel a sense of peace and contentment that I haven't felt in years. As I look at Paula and Belle, their faces lit up with smiles, I realize that this trip is turning out to be so much more than I ever expected.

After dinner, Paula and Belle clear the table, shooing away my offers to help. I retreat to the living room, the warmth of the meal and the company lingering in my chest. I can hear their murmured voices in the kitchen amid the clink of dishes in the sink.

"He asked me out again," Belle says softly, and I strain my ears to listen. "I said yes."

Paula gasps, a sound of surprise and delight. "Belle, that's wonderful! Josh is such a nice young man."

There's a pause, and I can almost see Belle's shy smile and her downcast eyes. "I guess. I don't know if it's... right. But I'll give it a chance."

Paula's voice is gentle and probing. "Are you sure, sweetheart? You don't have to if you don't want to. I know you don't have that... spark with him."

Belle sighs, a sound so soft I strain to hear it. "Maybe love is overrated, Mom. Look at you and Dad. Love didn't hold your family together."

Another pause, longer and heavier this time. Then Paula speaks, her voice firm. "That's true, sweetheart. Well, just give Josh a chance, but don't settle for less than you deserve, okay?"

I lean back in my chair, my heart going out for them both. The warmth of the evening fades, replaced by a chill that seeps into my bones. I want to protect the women even though I barely know them. I want to shield them from the pain of the past and the uncertainty of the future. But I know I can't. I’m not really part of their life, despite the welcome tour and the cozy dinner. I’m just a guest. We’re connected by my mother, who has already passed away. It’s time to end the extraordinary day, however memorable it is.

The thought stays with me as I get up and head to the kitchen. Paula and Belle look up, and I’m touched by the warmth in their smiles, despite their personal concerns.

"Thank you both, for everything," I say sincerely. "This meant more to me than you could possibly know. But it's getting late, and I should head out. I'll come by again tomorrow if that's all right?"

"Of course, Greg." Paula's hand rests on my arm, her touch soothing and maternal. "You're always welcome here. This is your home too, now."

Something tugs in my chest at her words—an ache, a longing, a sense of rightness. I nod, not quite able to speak past the sudden lump in my throat.

Belle walks me to the door, a knowing look in her eyes. "See you tomorrow, Greg. Drive safe."

The night air is cool on my skin as I climb into my car, the farmhouse lights fading in my rearview mirror. The open road stretches out before me like a black ribbon unfurling through the farmlands under the silver moonlight. The hum of the engine and the whisper of the wind through the open window are my only companions.

I should be heading back to the city, to the comfort of my impersonal hotel room, but with each mile marker that passes, I feel a tugging at my heart, a longing to return to the rose farm. To Paula and Belle. To the warmth of their home and the untold stories of my mother's life.

"This isn’t right, Greg," an inner voice insists. "You can’t leave yet. You want to learn more about your mother. That's your purpose for being here."

Before I even fully realize what I'm doing, I spin the car around, the tires screeching as I push the speed limit. The urge is now intense and irresistible.

I'm going back.

The farmhouse is quiet when I return, a single light glowing softly in the living room window. I ring the bell, shifting nervously on the doorstep.

A moment later, Paula appears at the window, her face lighting up with a smile that sends a wave of warmth crashing through me.

"Gregory," she says, swinging the door open wide. "I thought you'd left."

"I did," I admit, running a hand through my hair. "But I... I couldn't stay away. Could I see my mom’s cottage?"

Her smile softens, and she steps aside to let me in. "Of course, your mother would have wanted you there. I'm glad you came back."

I follow Paula through the main house, my eyes drifting over the family photos that line the walls. Photos of Paula and her daughters, of my mother, of a life that I was never a part of.

"Where is Belle?" I wonder aloud, noticing her absence from the kitchen, though her laughter echoes from another part of the house.

"On the phone with her sister Aria," Paula explains, her voice carrying a note of pride for her daughters. "She's studying at UC San Francisco. The first one in our family to go to college."

I raise an eyebrow. "That's great. What is she majoring in?"

Paula beams. "Fashion design."

This catches me off guard. I’ve expected something more practical, like horticulture or farm management. "Wow, that must be exciting."

Paula rolls her eyes. "She wants to be a fashion model. And don’t ask me where she got that dream from."

I can’t help but chuckle at the thought of another version of Paula, tall and graceful, strutting down the catwalk. It isn’t hard for me to imagine, as Paula has a natural beauty and charm that could captivate any audience. I let his imagination run wild for a moment until the cool night air greets me.

I pause at the door of the cottage, taking a deep breath as Paula reaches for the doorknob. You can do this, Greg, a voice says in my head. This is going to be a mistake, says another voice.

Paula gives me a warm smile, understanding my inner turmoil. “Are you ready?” she asks in a gentle voice, her hand pausing on the doorknob.

Her smile assures me and I push my doubts away. “Yes,” I say with a firm nod.

She pushes the door open, and immediately, a wave of emotion crashes over me. The scent of my mother's perfume still lingers in the air, a delicate floral fragrance that transports me back to childhood. I follow Paula into the cottage, my heart hammering in my ribcage.

Everywhere I look, I see pieces of her life, snapshots of the woman I never fully knew. A well-worn armchair nestled by the window, a stack of gardening books on the coffee table, a vase of fresh-cut roses on the mantelpiece.

And then I see the pictures.

They line the walls, covering every available surface. Pictures of me as a child, grinning gap-toothed at the camera, brandishing a toy truck, blowing out birthday candles. Each one is a treasure, a precious moment captured in time.

"She never forgot you, Greg." Paula's voice is soft and reverent. "Not for a single day."

She leads me to a closet, pulling open the door to reveal a trove of memories. Teddy bears and toy cars, picture books and tiny shoes. All the remnants of a childhood cut short, preserved with loving care.

"Why?" The word rips from my throat, raw and harsh. "Why did she stop visiting me?"

Paula sighs, her eyes reflecting a sadness that mirrors my own. "Your father asked her not to see you anymore," she begins, her voice steady yet gentle. "He thought it was better for you, Gregory. You were having difficulty adjusting to your new family, and he believed that a clean break would be easier on you."

A bitter laugh escapes my lips. "Easier on me, or easier on him?"

Paula's gaze doesn't waver. "He thought he was doing what was best. Adrianna couldn't provide for you the way he could. Financial stability, a secure family, better education—he had all that."

I shake my head, disbelief coursing through me. "And she agreed?"

"Reluctantly, yes. She did it for you, Gregory. She always put you first."

A heavy silence hangs between us, filled only by the distant hoot of an owl. I think of the visits, the tears, the emptiness that followed each goodbye. Why didn’t she tell me any of that? And why didn’t I ever ask? Shit. I was blinded by hatred. I never felt I belonged to my dad’s new family, even though my stepmom was kind to me. Besides, they soon had their own children, and that made it even harder for me to blend in.

"Why didn't she ever remarry?" I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

Paula looks away, her eyes distant. "I'm not sure, but I think it might have been guilt. She felt she had failed you, failed herself. She poured all her love into this farm, into her roses."

The realization knocks the wind out of me. My mother suffered for her choices, just as I have. The resentment I've held onto for so long suddenly feels like a poison, eating away at me. I sink onto the edge of the bed, my head in my hands.

"I missed her so much," I admit, my voice choking with emotion. "But it was easier to hate her than to love her from afar. God. I was so mean to her when I last saw her. I said awful things to her. And I blamed her for my misery. I…"

Paula sits beside me, her hand warm on my back. "It's okay, Gregory," she murmurs. "She would understand."

Tears stream down my face, unchecked. I'm crying for the boy I was, for the mother I lost, for the years of pain and misunderstanding. "I'm sorry," I choke out, turning to Paula. "I'm so sorry."

She pulls me into her arms, holding me tightly. “It’s okay, Greg,” she whispers. “Let it out. Let it all out.” Her warmth envelops me, grounding me. I cling to her as if she’s my anchor in this storm of emotion. As I pull back, I see the tears in her eyes and the compassion etched on her face. And then, driven by a need I can't explain, I lean in and kiss her.

For a heartbeat, Paula stiffens in surprise. But then she's kissing me back, her mouth warm and pliant under mine, her fingers threading through my hair.

It's a kiss born of shared grief and understanding, of the strange, inexplicable connection that has been growing between us since the moment we met. And for a few blissful seconds, I allow myself to get lost in it.

But all too soon, reality comes crashing back in. I pull away, my breath coming fast and unsteady. "Paula, I... I'm sorry. I shouldn't have done that."

She touches her lips, looking as dazed as I feel. "It's okay, Greg. Really. But...it's been a long day. Maybe we should call it a night."

I nod, suddenly exhausted down to my bones. "You're right. I...thank you, Paula. For everything."

She gives me a small, tender smile. "Get some rest. Things will look better in the morning." She starts to turn away, then pauses. "And Greg? If you need to unwind, the hot spring is just up the hill. It might do you some good."

The image of steam rising from a secluded pool, hidden among the cypress trees, fills my mind. "That sounds perfect," I admit, already craving the soothing heat.

Paula smiles softly. "Towels are in the bathroom. Enjoy, Gregory."

With that, she slips out of the cottage, leaving me alone with my thoughts. I sit there for a long moment, trying to process the whirlwind of emotions coursing through me.

Then, with a sigh, I heave myself to my feet. A soak in the hot spring does sound appealing. Maybe it will help clear my head and help me make sense of everything that's happened.

As I unpack my suitcase, I let the events of the day replay in my head. My heart still pounds from the kiss, and my mind still reels from the revelations about my mother’s life. Yes, I can definitely use the hot spring to unwind.

I find a towel and strip down, wrapping it around my waist. The cool night air nips at my skin as I step outside, the moon sprinkling dappled shadows through the cypress trees.

The path to the hot spring is lined with smooth stones, worn from years of use. As I approach, the sound of soft humming catches my ear. A woman’s voice—singing. I stop abruptly, but it's too late.

Through the steam, I see her—Belle, reclining in the hot spring, her arms spread, her eyes closed, headphones over her ears.

Her breasts, full and round, crest above the water, nipples peeking through the surface like tender buds. The steam rises around her, caressing her skin, tracing the curves of her body in a way that makes my fingers itch to follow suit. Her waist nips in, flaring back out to generous hips, and I can just make out the shadowy triangle nestled between her thighs.

A surge of heat courses through me, my blood pounding in my veins. I'm rooted to the spot, unable to tear my gaze away. I’m transfixed as if I've stumbled upon a woodland nymph bathing in a forest pool. Her humming weaves through the air like a spell, holding me captive.

As she shifts slightly, the water sluices over her skin, revealing more of her exquisite form. My body responds with a primal urgency I haven't felt in years. Heat surges through my veins, pooling in my groin, and I feel myself harden, straining against the towel and threatening to push it off me.

While my desire surges within me like a trapped beast eager to escape, Belle is oblivious to my presence. Her eyes remain closed, her lashes dark against her cheeks. She's lost in her own world. I should turn back, leave her to her privacy, but I'm entranced by the sight before me. Her beauty is breathtaking, a vision of purity and temptation combined.

Finally, with a force of will, I take a step back, my heart pounding wildly. I need to retreat, to escape the spell that has been cast over me. As I turn, I know this image of Belle, bathed in moonlight and steam, will be forever etched in my memory. The night air cools my heated skin, but it does nothing to quell the fire burning within me.

Stumbling into the bathroom of the cottage, I toss the towel aside. My erection springs free, thick and heavy. I turn the shower on, the cool spray a sharp contrast to the heat of my skin. I brace one hand against the tiled wall, wrapping the other around my shaft. A hiss escapes my teeth at the contact, my body taut and trembling.  I'm startled by the force of my arousal. I feel enlivened and rejuvenated, as desire pumps through my veins like I'm twenty again instead of forty.

I begin to stroke myself, slow and firm, as I picture Belle’s luscious body. Her wet skin glistening in the soft light, her breasts heaving above water, and the promise of pleasure hidden between her thighs. I imagine caressing her soft skin, cupping her plump breasts, and pressing against her. My breath hitches, my hand moving faster, slick with soap and water. I can almost feel her, taste her, hear her soft moans in my ear.

I feel like a teenager again, stolen away to the bathroom, heart pounding with forbidden lust. The sensation is exhilarating, a rush of heat and need and raw, animalistic desire. Within seconds, I erupt with a muffled groan, my body convulsing, my release spurting hot and thick onto the shower wall.

Bracing both hands against the tiles, I let the water wash over me, my body humming with sated pleasure. A laugh escapes me, a sound of disbelief and delight. I hadn't expected this, but here I am, caught in a web of desire and curiosity, eager to explore this newfound sensation.

I towel off with a smile, eagerly anticipating what tomorrow may bring. I'm keen to learn the ins and outs of the rose farm business...and perhaps become better acquainted with the alluring women who live here as well. Anything seems possible in this enchanting hidden oasis.


CHAPTER 4
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The enticing scent of freshly brewed coffee and fried bacon wakes me from a deep, peaceful sleep. My eyes slowly open, and I take in my surroundings. The sun is just beginning to rise, and the birds are singing their morning songs. I stretch and feel refreshed. Checking my watch, I see it's only 6:10. It's rare for me to be up before seven, a luxury afforded by living so close to my office back in Philly. After swiftly going through my morning routine, I head over to the main house, where the aroma of coffee comes from.

Paula is at the stove, wearing terry cloth capris and a lightweight cotton henley with the sleeves rolled up, her blonde hair pulled back in a messy bun. She turns, greeting me with a warm smile. "Good morning, Gregory. I hope you slept well."

"Better than I have in years," I admit, taking a seat at the kitchen table as I take in the sight of her. How could she look so amazing in such casual attire? Damn. The memory of our brief yet intense kiss crosses my mind, making my heart skip a beat. I clear my throat and set aside my desire. "Do you always get up this early?"

“Early?” Paula chuckles softly. “According to the farm’s routine, this is actually late. We usually wake up at four, with work starting at five.” 

My jaw falls. “Really?” I know farmers start their day early, but four seems too much. 

“Yup,” Paula replies, placing a plate of fluffy pancakes and crispy bacon in front of me. “Belle's already out working in the fields.” 

Hearing Belle’s name stirs something inside me, and I’m relieved she isn’t here. She doesn’t realize the turmoil she’s caused in me, and I feel too embarrassed to face her. 

“That’s impressive,” I murmur, drizzling syrup over the pancakes. “I hope you didn’t stay back on my account.” 

“I did,” Paula says with a warm smile. “I wanted to make you a homemade breakfast.”

“Thank you.”

As I savor the first bite, Paula sits across from me, cradling a mug of coffee. Her blue eyes meet mine, a hint of apprehension in her gaze.

"Greg, about what we discussed on the phone... Are you still planning to sell me your share of the farm?"

I pause, my fork hovering over the plate. The decision that seemed so clear back in Philadelphia now feels uncertain. Memories of my mother and the unexpected sense of belonging I've found here tug at my heart. But I remind myself that this is the reason I came—to let go of the past and move on.

"Yes, I am," I say, my voice sounding less convincing than I'd hoped.

Paula nods slowly, her fingers tracing the rim of her mug. "I see. Well, Mr. Williams, the lawyer, is expecting us. We can go to his office anytime today. Maybe this afternoon, when the farm work is less busy?"

I shake my head. "The lawyer can wait. I'd like to go over the farm's financial situation with you first, get an idea of the property value. As an accountant, I think it's important we both have a clear understanding before we start the legal process."

A flicker of relief crosses Paula's face. "That's a great idea, Gregory. Having your expertise will be invaluable. We can sit down and go through the books together."

We continue our breakfast while discussing the farm’s potential and challenges until Paula glances at the clock on the wall, her eyes widening. "Oh, it's already six-thirty. I have to run—five to eight is our busiest time." She quickly finishes her food and stands up. "I'm going to change into my work clothes. Be back in a minute."

As she disappears into her bedroom, I lean back in my chair, savoring the last sips of my coffee. Holding the warm mug and inhaling its rich aroma fills me with contentment, and I wish I could enjoy a cozy breakfast like this every day for the rest of my life.

Moments later, Paula emerges, dressed in a fitted plaid shirt, worn jeans, and sturdy work boots. Her long, wavy hair is pulled back into a ponytail, a few stray tendrils framing her face. She looks radiant, her natural beauty shining through her practical attire. I find myself staring, captivated by her presence.

"Well, I hope you have a relaxing morning, Gregory," Paula says, grabbing her wide-brimmed hat from the hook by the door. "Feel free to explore the house or take a walk around the property. I'll be back in a few hours, and we can start going over the financials then."

An impulse seizes me, and I stand up abruptly. "Actually, I'd like to come with you, if that's okay. I want to see the farm in action, maybe even lend a hand."

Paula raises an eyebrow, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. "You want to work in the fields? Are you sure?"

I nod, surprised by my own eagerness. "I'm here, aren't I? Might as well get my hands dirty and learn a thing or two."

"All right then," Paula agrees, tossing me a spare hat. "Let's go."

As we step outside, the crisp morning air fills my lungs, and the rising sun spreads a golden glow across the fields. The scent of roses and damp earth envelops us, and I feel a strange sense of belonging as if I'm exactly where I'm meant to be.

We walk towards the fields, where a group of employees is already hard at work. Paula introduces me to each of them, and they greet me with warm smiles and firm handshakes. I notice the respect and admiration they have for Paula, and I find myself drawn to her even more.

"Here," Paula says, handing me a pair of pruning shears and gloves. "I'll show you how to harvest the roses."

She leads me to a row of lush, vibrant bushes, their blooms in various stages of unfurling. "You want to cut the roses whose outer petals are just starting to open, but not fully bloomed. Make a clean cut at a 45-degree angle, about 12 inches down the stem, just above a set of healthy leaves or a leaf node. This angle helps the plant absorb water better and prevents stem rot."

I watch intently as Paula demonstrates, her movements precise and graceful. She places the harvested rose in a bucket of lukewarm water beside her, then hands me the shears. "Your turn."

With a deep breath, I find a promising bud and carefully position the shears. My first attempt is clumsy, the cut jagged and too close to the leaves. Paula gently guides my hand, her touch sending a jolt of electricity through me. "Like this," she murmurs, helping me make a clean, angled cut.

As I continue harvesting, I find myself falling into a rhythm, the work both meditative and invigorating. The sun warms my back, and the laughter and chatter of the other workers create a comforting backdrop. Beside me, Paula moves with effortless grace, her presence a constant source of inspiration and comfort.

With each rose I cut, I feel a growing connection to the land, to the legacy my mother built, and to the women who have dedicated their lives to preserving it. As the morning unfolds, I realize that my journey to the farm has become about more than just selling my share—it's about discovering a part of myself I never knew existed, and perhaps, finding a new path forward.

The sun climbs higher in the sky as we work, its rays growing more intense with each passing hour. I pause to wipe the sweat from my brow, realizing that my long-sleeved shirt is now clinging to my skin. Paula glances over at me, her eyes filled with concern. "It's getting pretty hot out here. Make sure to stay hydrated, Greg."

I nod, reaching for my water bottle and taking a long swig. As I do, Paula begins to explain the different types of roses we're harvesting. "These are hybrid tea roses," she says, pointing to a row of elegant, long-stemmed flowers. "They're the classic choice for bouquets and arrangements. Over there, we have the heirloom roses—they're more delicate and have a softer, more romantic look."

I listen carefully, marveling at the depth of Paula's knowledge. "How do you keep track of all these different varieties?" I ask, genuinely curious.

Paula smiles, a hint of pride in her eyes. "Your mother taught me everything I know. She had a passion for roses that was just infectious. I've been working with these flowers for so long now, it's like second nature to me."

As we continue harvesting, Paula points out the climbing roses, their vines twisting and twirling up trellises, and the fragrant roses, their perfume filling the air around us. I find myself completely absorbed in the work, my earlier reservations about the farm melting away with each rose I cut.

Owning a farm might not be such a bad idea. I can see myself doing this every day for the rest of my life. I get to work outside in such a breathtaking environment alongside these incredible women.

The physical labor is unexpectedly fulfilling. I can feel my muscles engaging, my body settling into a satisfying ache as I move from one plant to the next. It's perfect—I get to exercise without the cost of a gym membership. It's a win-win.

Snap out of it, Greg. A voice in my head put a halt to my daydream. You're losing it. Doing this for an hour is enjoyable, but every day? It would be exhausting.

Besides, the heat is becoming increasingly oppressive. I set down my shears and strip off my long-sleeved shirt, revealing the sweat-soaked t-shirt beneath.

Paula's eyes widen as she takes in my form, her gaze lingering on my arms. "Wow, Greg, you're really fit. Do you hit the gym a lot?"

I feel a flush of pride at her words, my chest puffing out slightly as I toss the shirt aside. “I’ve got a small setup in my condo. It's nothing fancy, but it gets the job done."

She nods appreciatively, her eyes still roaming over my body.  "Well, it's certainly paying off."

I feel a warmth spread through me at her compliment, and it's not just from the sun. Being around Paula is easy, comfortable even. After the moment we shared last night in the cottage, I feel closer to her, like we've known each other for years rather than days.

We move deeper into the field, the rose bushes growing denser, the variety more diverse. Paula pauses by a bush bearing the most exquisite roses I've ever seen. The petals are a deep bluish purple, unlike any rose I've seen before, with a hint of orange in the center. They're breathtaking.

"This," Paula says, her voice soft with reverence, "is your mother's masterpiece. The Twilight Glow. It took her nearly a decade to get it just right."

I stare at the rose, marveling at its beauty and the dedication it represents. "It’s incredible," I murmur, reaching out to touch the velvety petals. "I had no idea she was so passionate about creating new varieties."

Paula smiles softly. "Adrianna poured her heart and soul into this farm. Every rose here carries a piece of her spirit." She pauses, her eyes taking on a distant look. I glance at her, entranced. She's got a smudge of dirt on her cheek, her hair slightly damp with sweat. It's a good look on her. Natural. Real. It stirs something within me, something raw and protective.

"Have you ever tried creating your own varieties?" I ask, curious about the depth of her passion for these flowers.

Paula pauses, her clippers hovering over a particularly vibrant bloom. "I've dabbled," she admits, "But I don't have the patience for it. Or the talent, if I'm being honest." She laughs, a soft sound that blends with the rustling leaves. "Belle, though... she's got a real gift for it. She spends hours in the greenhouse, cross-pollinating and taking notes. It's like she's got this connection to the roses. Like they speak to her."

The mention of Belle sends a jolt through me. I can see her in my mind's eye, her curves bathed in moonlight. I push the image out of my head and focus on the conversation with Paula. “Sounds like she is talented and dedicated. Where is she now?”

She pauses, glancing towards the far end of the field. "Actually, she's probably in the packing shed right now, getting the roses ready for shipment." 

We work in silence for a moment and my mind wanders back to the conversation I overheard last night between Paula and Belle. I hesitate for a moment, unsure if I should bring it up, but my curiosity gets the better of me. "Paula, I couldn't help but overhear your conversation with Belle last night, about Josh," I confess, my voice low and apologetic.

Paula's shoulders tense, and she pauses in her work, turning to face me with a guarded expression. "Oh? What did you hear?"

I take a deep breath, choosing my words carefully. "I heard Belle talking about feeling pressured to date Josh, even though she doesn't seem to have strong feelings for him. I just... I couldn't help but wonder why she seems so disillusioned about love at such a young age."

Paula sighs, her eyes clouding with worry as she resumes her work. "Honestly, Greg, I'm torn. On one hand, I want Belle to experience the joys and heartaches of dating, to learn and grow from those experiences. But on the other hand, I don't want her to settle for someone she doesn't truly love, just because she feels like she has to."

I nod, understanding Paula's concern. The thought of Belle being unhappy or unfulfilled makes my heart ache in a way I can't quite explain. "It's a tough situation," I acknowledge, my voice soft with empathy. "I can only imagine how difficult it must be for you, as her mother, to watch her struggle with this decision."

Paula offers me a grateful smile. "Thank you, Greg. It means a lot to have someone to talk to about this." She takes a deep breath, composing herself before continuing. "I just hope Belle realizes that she has the power to choose her own path, to follow her heart and not let anyone else dictate her choices."

We work in silence for a few moments, each lost in our own thoughts. As I clip another rose, I marvel at the strength and resilience of the women in my family. My mother, Paula, and now Belle—each of them possessing a quiet determination and an unwavering sense of self.

"You know," I begin, breaking the silence, "I have a feeling Belle will figure it out on her own. She seems like a smart girl, and from what you've told me, she has a pretty good head on her shoulders."

Paula nods, a proud smile tugging at the corners of her lips. "She is. Belle may be quiet and reserved, but she knows what she wants. She's an old soul, that one." She chuckles softly, shaking her head. "You know, she even chose not to go to college because she didn't think it would teach her what she needed to know for the farm. She's always been more interested in hands-on learning, in getting her hands dirty and figuring things out for herself."

I raise an eyebrow, my interest in Belle growing with each new piece of information. "Really? That's impressive. Not many young people would have the courage to make a decision like that, to go against the grain and forge their own path."

Paula hums in agreement, her eyes sparkling with pride. "That's Belle for you. She's always been a bit of a rebel, in her own quiet way."

As we continue our work, I feel a growing sense of admiration for Belle, for her strength and her conviction. "Well," I say, a hint of mischief in my voice, "it sounds like Josh is a lucky guy, to have caught the attention of someone as special as Belle."

Paula laughs, the sound warm and bright in the morning air. "He certainly is, Greg. He certainly is." 

Our topics soon shift to the rose business, and I ask Paula, "So, is Fantastic Flowers a big part of the farm's business?"

Paula nods, wiping the sweat from her brow with the back of her gloved hand. "Yes, they're our largest buyer as a flower wholesaler. Approximately half of our sales originate from them, while the remainder is generated by other wholesalers and retailers."

I frown a bit. A fifty percent dependency is higher than I expected. "That's quite a lot," I remark. Although I'm not involved in the flower farming industry, it's clear to me that this might not be the best business strategy. While having a major buyer brings benefits like consistent large orders, it also makes the farm vulnerable by being overly reliant on that buyer. "Aren't you concerned about being too dependent on them?" I ask.

She pauses for a moment, a thoughtful expression crossing her face. "Of course we are. That’s why we don’t let go of the smaller buyers even though they aren’t as lucrative. Plus, Belle has mentioned the idea of creating a website where people could purchase flowers from us directly."

I tilt my head, intrigued by the idea. "Really? That sounds like a great opportunity to expand the business."

Paula sighs, her shoulders slumping slightly. "It's all talk for now, though. It requires a lot of steps, and we'd have to have our own delivery trucks for timely services, not to mention a team of staff members including a sales manager, web developer, delivery person, and customer service representatives."

"I understand," I reply, acknowledging her worry. It does seem like a challenging endeavor. "Perhaps you could begin on a smaller scale, with just a few orders each day."

She shakes her head, a touch of frustration in her tone. "We considered that option. However, it still requires manpower and resources if we want to do it right. We simply don't have the financial means and the time to do that right now."

I nod in understanding, my mind already whirring with ideas and possibilities. Maybe there's a way I can help, a way to make Belle's vision a reality.

As we finish up with the roses, Paula leads me over to another section of the farm, explaining the various pest control methods they use. "We don't use pesticides here," she says, a note of pride in her voice. "We remove the insects by hand, spray soap water, or prune the affected areas."

She points out the different techniques they employ, from using birds and ladybugs to pheromone traps. I listen intently, fascinated by the intricacies of running an organic farm.

As I join Paula in removing some diseased branches, I marvel at the amount of work that goes into maintaining the farm. It's so labor-intensive and demanding.

"I have to ask," I say, my voice tinged with curiosity, "is the farm actually making money with all this manual labor?"

Paula chuckles with a knowing glint in her eye. "You'll find out soon enough, Greg. Trust me, there's more to this place than meets the eye."

I raise my eyebrows with a playful grin. "Looking forward to it."


CHAPTER 5
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The morning flies by as I work alongside Paula, tending to the rose bushes and savoring the fresh country air. My muscles ache but it's a satisfying soreness, the result of an honest day's work. I'm surprised to find myself reluctant to stop when Paula announces it's lunchtime.

As we walk back to the office, Paula flashes me a playful grin. "Maybe you should become a farmer instead of selling your share, Greg. You're a natural at this."

I chuckle at her kind words, considering how clumsy I was, at least at the beginning. But a part of me considers her suggestion. The simplicity and beauty of life on the farm is undeniably appealing. "I'll think about it," I reply with a smirk.

Paula laughs, likely assuming I'm joking. But there's a kernel of truth to my words. Could I really make a life here, surrounded by the roses and the people who tend them with such dedication? I shake my head, chiding myself for entertaining such unrealistic notions.

My thoughts are interrupted by the sight of Belle emerging from the office, her long blonde hair gleaming in the sunlight as she strides towards a car in the driveway. My pulse quickens and I feel a familiar heat rising within me.

Belle pauses when she notices us, offering a bright smile. "Hi Greg, Mom. How's your morning been?"

I open my mouth but no words come out. The memory of what I did after my accidental voyeurism last night floods my mind, rendering me tongue-tied. I feel my cheeks flush as I drink in the sight of her, radiant even in a simple t-shirt and jeans.

Paula saves me from my awkward silence. "Greg's proving to be quite the farmer," she says with a proud smile. "He's a chip off the old block—Adrianna's son through and through."

Belle's bright hazel eyes linger on my biceps, her gaze both innocent and subtly appreciative. "I'm not surprised. Hard work runs in the family."

Her words and the way she looks at me stir a deep longing and lust within me. I take a shaky breath, trying to regain my composure. "Thanks, Belle. So where are you off to? Joining us for lunch?"

Belle shakes her head, her silky hair dancing around her shoulders. "I have some errands to run in town, so I'll have to miss out. You two enjoy it though!" She gives a little wave before continuing to her car.

As I watch Belle drive away, I'm acutely aware of my racing heart and the sweat beading on my brow—only some of which is due to the morning's exertions. Get a hold of yourself, I scold internally.

Paula leads me through a charming wooden gate into a hidden rose garden behind the front office. The heady fragrance of countless blooms envelops us as we step onto a path winding between lush beds of flowers in every shade imaginable.

In the center of this secret oasis stands a rustic wooden picnic table, its weathered planks adorned with an elegant lace cloth. A wicker basket overflows with fresh-baked bread, creamy cheeses, and succulent fruits. Two crystal wine glasses catch the dappled sunlight filtering through the canopy of climbing roses overhead.

"When you mentioned lunch, I wasn't expecting anything quite so...romantic," I remark, taking in the enchanting scene. It's a far cry from the peanut butter sandwiches and juice boxes of my childhood picnic memories.

Paula smiles, her eyes sparkling with mischief. "We work hard on this farm, but I believe in taking time to enjoy life's simple pleasures too. It's all about balance."

She pours a pale golden liquid into the awaiting glasses, passing one to me. "Life's too short not to stop and smell the roses. Literally, in this case." Her lips quirk playfully.

I raise my glass in a toast. "I'll drink to that." The wine is crisp and cool, a perfect counterpoint to the warmth of the afternoon sun.

As we savor our first sips, curiosity gets the better of me. "So, what's this errand Belle had to run? Sounded important for her to miss out on all this." I hope my attempt at nonchalance masks the true depth of my interest.

"Belle has a hot date tonight," Paula reveals with a conspiratorial wink. "Needs a new dress to impress her beau Josh. Like you said, he's a lucky guy."

My stomach clenches at this confirmation of Belle's romantic entanglement. I take a larger gulp of wine to drown the unreasonable feeling of disappointment welling up inside me. Wasn't I just reminding myself to get a grip?

"He sure is," I agree, hoping my smile doesn't appear as forced as it feels. "I hope he makes her happy. She deserves it."

Eager to change the subject, I grab a chunk of bread and a wedge of cheese. The sharp tang of aged cheddar explodes across my tongue, perfectly complemented by the earthy undertones of the wine.

"Wow, that wine is really something else," I remark, examining the unlabeled bottle. "Where's it from?"

"It's a chardonnay from Exotic Wines," Paula replies, an enigmatic look on her face. "The vineyard is just down the road."

Exotic Wines. The name is unfamiliar, yet Paula’s expression makes me wonder whether there’s something I’ve missed.  

Following Paula’s casual glance, my gaze drifts to the sprawling vineyards in the distance, their neat rows stretching toward the horizon. Realization dawns on me as Paula's words echo in my mind. "Wait, Exotic Wines... Is that my uncle's vineyard?"

Paula nods, her eyes softening with a mixture of nostalgia and sadness. "It used to be called Alex's Vineyard, after your grandfather. When he passed, the estate was split between your mother Adrianna and her brother Louis,” she says, reminding me of the family history she briefly mentioned the day before. “Your mom turned her share into this beautiful rose farm, while Louis carried on the family's winemaking legacy."

I lean back, absorbing this knowledge. An unexpected longing surges through me—a desire to connect with this part of my lineage, to meet the uncle I've heard about but can't recall ever encountering.

"How's Uncle Louis doing?" I ask, my curiosity piqued. "I'd love to visit him."

Paula's expression clouds over, her shoulders sagging under an invisible weight. She takes a deep breath before responding, her voice tinged with regret. "I'm so sorry, Greg. Louis passed away two years ago."

The news saddens me, a sharp reminder of the fleeting nature of life and the opportunities missed. I swallow hard, pushing down the lump in my throat. "I had no idea... What happened to the vineyard?"

"Louis's second wife, Odette, took over," Paula explains, her tone carefully neutral. "She's a savvy businesswoman, that one. Bought out the shares of Louis's children from his previous marriage within a year of his passing. Rebranded the whole place as Exotic Wines and turned it into a tourist destination, complete with a wedding venue and a fancy website."

I can't help but be impressed by Odette's apparent entrepreneurial spirit, even as a niggling sense of unease settles in my stomach. "Sounds like she's really put her stamp on things."

Paula smiles, her expression hard to read. And then she leans in closer, lowering her voice as if sharing a secret. "Your mother never liked her, you know. Thought she was nothing but a gold-digger."

The revelation hangs in the air between us, adding another layer of intrigue to the already complex web of family dynamics. As I sip my wine and gaze out at the vineyard that holds such significance to my family’s past, I can't help but feel the pull it has on me. I should visit it before I leave, even though my uncle is no longer there.

The sun's warm rays caress my skin as they filter through the canopy of sycamore trees, and the wine's delicate notes linger on my tongue, filling me with a sense of contentment and relaxation. I sink deeper into the picnic bench, my eyes drinking in the breathtaking scenery that surrounds us. The lush green vineyards stretch out before me, their neat rows seeming to go on forever, while the vibrant roses in the garden nearby dance in the gentle breeze, their delicate petals a riot of color against the verdant backdrop.

I have to remind myself that I'm here to sell the farm, not to fall in love with it. But as I sit here, enveloped by the beauty and tranquility of this place, I can't help but feel a deep connection to it, as if some invisible thread is tying me to this land. The words tumble out of my mouth before I can stop them, "It's strange, but I feel like I belong here. Like I'm home."

Paula turns to me, her eyes shimmering with emotion, her cheeks flushed a delicate pink from the wine and the warmth of the afternoon. She takes a sip from her glass, her lips curving into a soft smile as she savors the flavor. When she speaks, her voice is barely above a whisper, her breath fragrant with the scent of the chardonnay. "That's because it is your home, Greg. And in a way, I feel like I've known you forever. Your mom, she talked about you all the time. I almost feel like I've been waiting for you to come back.”

Her words wash over me, filling me with a bittersweet mix of emotions. The knowledge that my mother has kept me close to her heart all these years, even in my absence, is both comforting and heartbreaking. Overwhelmed by the moment, I find myself leaning closer to Paula, my hand instinctively reaching out to wrap around her waist, drawing her nearer. Her breath hitches, but she doesn't resist.

Our eyes lock, and the world around us seems to fade away. All I can see is Paula, her beautiful face mere inches from mine, and her lips parted slightly as if in invitation. Without thinking, I close the distance between us, pressing my lips to hers in a gentle yet fervent kiss.

The taste of the wine on her lips is intoxicating, mingling with the unique flavor that comes from Paula herself. Our kiss deepens, and I find myself getting lost in the sensation, my heart pounding in my chest as a wave of desire washes over me. It's a feeling I haven't experienced in years, a hunger that goes beyond mere physical attraction.

My hands tangle in her hair, the golden strands like silk against my fingers. Her breaths come in quick gasps, her heart pounding against my chest. I want to lose myself in her, to claim her as mine.

The picnic bench creaks beneath us as I pull Paula closer, the warmth of her body pressing against mine. The scent of roses envelops us, sweet and heady, as if nature itself is encouraging this moment.

Paula moans into my mouth as her hands roam over my chest and my arm, fingertips tracing the lines of my muscles. I can feel her heartbeat, steady and strong, against my own.

My hands explore her body, mirroring her movements. Her blouse is soft, the fabric rustling beneath my touch. I can feel the heat of her skin underneath, the curve of her waist, and the flare of her hips. Her breath hitches as my fingers brush the side of her breast.

Gasping, Paula's fingers tangle in my hair, her nails grazing my scalp and sending shivers down my spine. We explore each other with a passion that borders on desperation, as if we're both trying to make up for lost time and missed opportunities.

Paula breaks away first, her cheeks flushed and her eyes sparkling with unspoken emotion.

"We should probably stop," she says softly, but there is no conviction in her voice.

I lean in to nuzzle her neck, inhaling deeply and committing every detail to memory. "Why?" I murmur against her skin.

"Because we’ve got work to do," Paula replies with a shaky laugh. “You want to go through the books together, remember?”

She is right. I pull back slightly to look into her eyes, searching for any sign of doubt or hesitation. But all I see is desire and genuine affection. I let my hand cup her cheek, my thumb brushing over her full lips as I fight my impulse to capture them once more.

Yet, even as desire threatens to consume me, I find the strength to pull away. I gaze at Paula, my breath coming in ragged pulls, and speak in a hushed tone, “We should get started.”


CHAPTER 6
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Paula's office is warm and inviting, filled with traces of my mother. Pictures of the two of them smiling, an antique vase bursting with fresh-cut roses, and a quilt mom must have made drape over the back of the chair where I sit. Paula returns with two steaming mugs of coffee and sets them on the mahogany desk between us before reaching for a stack of papers and flipping open her laptop.

"Are you ready to go through everything?" Her smile is genuine but I detect a hint of tension around her eyes.

I nod, bracing myself. "Let's see what we've got."

As we pore over bank statements, invoices, and tax documents, a knot forms in the pit of my stomach. The numbers aren't adding up. Costs are high, debts are piling up, and revenue can't keep pace. My mother may have been an amazing rosarian, but a head for business she did not have.

"Organic fertilizers, all-natural pest control...this stuff is expensive," I mutter, running a hand through my hair. "I don't know how she managed for so long."

Paula sighs. "It hasn't been easy. We've taken on debt to keep things afloat. Adrianna couldn't bear to change her growing practices."

I look up and meet her gaze. "What about my share? Can you afford to buy me out?"

She bites her lip. "Not all at once. But I can make monthly payments, and we can have a lawyer draft up a contract. There's no rush, right?"

"I'm not worried about that right now. I want to know how you're going to keep this place running. There must be over twenty workers out in those fields!"

Paula's posture stiffens. "I'm managing, Greg. We'll get through this rough patch. The farm means everything to me."

Her blue eyes shine with fierce determination and I'm struck by how deeply she cares—not just about the business but the land itself, the heritage mom built. She's barely holding it together but still fighting with everything she has.

I reach across the desk and squeeze her hand. "I know. And I'm here to help however I can. We'll figure this out together, Paula."

Paula pauses, her hand still clasped in mine. She takes a deep breath before speaking. "We don't always hire this many farmhands. During peak seasons, like now, we need more help. But I have plans, Greg. I want to plant more varieties with longer shelf lives, ones that are in higher demand."

She stands up and walks to the window, gazing out at the rose fields. "Your mother, she loved the old garden roses, like David Austin's English Roses. They're absolutely stunning with their fragrant, lush blooms. So romantic. But their delicate petals bruise easily and wilt quickly compared to other roses."

I join her at the window, admiring the vibrant colors stretching across the landscape. "What about Twilight Glow? I imagine that one's not too popular," I guess out loud, thinking back to the unusual blue-purple hue of the rose I'd seen earlier.

Paula nods, a sad smile playing on her lips. "You're right. As beautiful as it is, blue and purple roses aren't as sought after as the classic colors people are used to."

A heavy feeling settles in my chest. I wish I could do more to help, to ease the burden on Paula's shoulders. The solution seems so simple—I could just keep my share of the farm. Then she wouldn't have to worry about buying me out.

The words hover on the tip of my tongue, ready to spill out, but I hesitate. It hasn't even been a full day since I arrived. Am I really ready to make such a big commitment? I barely know Paula, despite the undeniable connection between us.

I remind myself not to act on impulse. I need time to think this through, to be sure I'm making the right decision—not just for myself, but for Paula and the future of the farm. 

I recall Belle's idea of creating a website and selling online, and I can’t help but mention it. “I think we should seriously look into it,” I say. “It’s hard to do business without one nowadays. It might be a way to attract buyers for rare breeds such as Twilight Glow.”

“I know,” she says, nodding. “But like I said, we can’t really afford—”

A sharp knock at the door interrupts our conversation. Paula frowns, clearly not expecting any visitors. She moves to answer it, and I follow close behind, curious to see who it could be.

Standing on the doorstep is a man in a crisp suit, his slicked-back hair and polished shoes screaming "business." He flashes a smile that doesn't quite reach his eyes. "Ms. Lovejoy, I presume?"

Paula nods, her posture stiffening. "Yes, that's me. And you are...?"

"Smith," he hands me a business card with his name embossed in gold. "Parker Smith from Harper & Winston Luxury Resorts. I believe we've spoken on the phone before."

Paula's jaw clenches. "Yes, we have. And as I told you then, I'm not interested in selling the farm."

Smith's smile doesn't falter. "I understand your initial hesitation, but hear me out. Our company is prepared to make you a very generous offer. We want to transform this land into a high-end vacation resort, and we're willing to pay top dollar for it."

My stomach twists at the thought of this beautiful farm being turned into some soulless resort. I glance at Paula, seeing the same distaste reflected in her eyes.

"I appreciate your offer, Mr. Smith, but my answer remains the same. This farm is not for sale," she says firmly.

He doesn't give up. "Ms. Lovejoy, think of the potential. We could even keep a portion of the land as a rose garden, a nod to the farm's history. And of course, we'd be happy to hire you on as a gardener. Your expertise would be invaluable."

I can see the insult simmering beneath Paula's composed exterior. They want to reduce her from the owner of this land to a mere employee, tending the very roses she's poured her heart into for years.

Smith presses on, undeterred by Paula's stony silence. "Picture it—the Rose Garden Resort. It has a nice ring to it, don't you think? And with the profits you'd make, you could earn ten times what the farm brings in now."

Paula's voice is cold as ice. "Money isn't everything, Mr. Smith."

He scoffs, and something inside me snaps. I can't hold back any longer. "I think you should leave," I say, stepping forward to stand beside Paula. "She's made her position clear."

Smith's eyes narrow, but he maintains his polite facade. He hands Paula another business card. "If you change your mind, give me a call. But don't wait too long—we have other options. The only reason we prefer this location is its proximity to the vineyard."

With that thinly veiled threat hanging in the air, he turns and walks away. I watch him go, my blood boiling. How dare he waltz in here and try to pressure Paula into giving up her home, her livelihood, her legacy?

I turn to Paula, ready to vent my frustration, but the words die on my lips when I see the look on her face. Beneath the anger, there's a weariness, a vulnerability that tugs at my heart.

At that moment, I realize I can't just sit back and watch her fight this battle alone. I need to do something, anything, to help protect this farm—and the incredible woman who runs it. 

After the man leaves, Paula tears the business card in half and tosses it into the trash bin with a look of disgust. She takes a deep breath, then turns to me with a forced smile. "How about a refill on that coffee?"

I nod, and she grabs the pot, pouring the rich, dark liquid into my mug. As she sets it back down, her hand trembles slightly.

"You okay?" I ask softly, reaching out to cover her hand with mine.

She sighs, sinking into her chair. "I’m fine. They’ve been trying for years—various real estate developers. Adrianna had no patience with them. They gave up for a while, and then, as soon as she passed, they returned.”

“Vultures,” I mutter under my breath. “How did the news travel so fast?”

Paula pauses as if considering whether she should reveal the secret to me. “I’m not sure her guess was right, but your mother thought Odette was behind this.”

My eyes narrow. Odette, the name I first heard just a few hours ago. My late uncle’s second wife and the new owner of his vineyard. “What does she want?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Paula says. “A resort here would bring customers to her vineyard and her wedding venue business.”

“Unbelievable,” I say indignantly. “What a selfish, money-hungry person. No wonder my mother disliked her.”

Paula sighs. “Odette is a shrewd businesswoman, and she is used to getting what she wants,” she says, looking determined. “But not this time. I’m going to make sure she doesn’t.”

I squeeze Paula’s hand, feeling the calluses from years of hard work in the rose fields. "I'm so sorry, Paula. You shouldn't have to deal with this on top of everything else."

She shrugs, but I can see the toll it's taking on her. The weariness in her eyes, the tension in her shoulders. And right then, I make a decision.

"I want to help," I say firmly. "Not just by keeping my shares, but by investing in the farm as well."

Paula's eyes widen, a glimmer of hope sparking within them as she takes in my words. "Greg, are you serious? That's so generous… I don't know what to say. But you can't make a decision like that on a whim. It's too much."

"It's not a whim," I insist, holding her gaze. "This place, it's a part of me. A part of my family. And you... you're incredible, Paula. The way you've kept this farm going, the love you put into every rose. I want to be a part of that."

Tears well in her eyes, and she blinks them back. "But the farm, it's not profitable. I'm keeping it because it's my home, my heart. I can't ask you to take that risk."

I lean in closer, our faces inches apart. "You're not asking. I'm offering. This is my home too, Paula. I feel it, deep in my bones."

A tear slips down her cheek, and I reach up to brush it away. She leans into my touch, her skin soft beneath my fingertips.

"Thank you," she whispers, her voice thick with emotion. "I don't know what I did to deserve you."

"You deserve the world," I murmur, and then I'm kissing her, pouring every ounce of my admiration and longing into the press of my lips against hers.

She responds instantly, her mouth moving with mine in a blend of passion and tenderness. I tangle my fingers in her long, golden hair, marveling at its silky texture.

As the kiss deepens, I let my hand drift lower, slipping beneath the hem of her shirt to caress the smooth skin of her back. She arches into me, a soft whimper escaping her throat.


CHAPTER 7
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Paula's breath hitches as my hands explore her body, her skin soft and warm beneath my touch. Her shirt is a thin barrier, one that I eagerly unbutton, revealing more of her to me. I trail kisses down her neck, her collarbone, her skin salty and sweet against my lips. I can feel her pulse quicken, her heartbeat a rhythm that matches my own.

"Greg," she whispers, her voice a mix of desire and disbelief. I can see the struggle in her eyes, the longing she's kept suppressed for so long. I want to unlock that, to set her free.

I peel off her bra, revealing her breasts, full and ripe, her nipples rosy and taut. I lift her onto the desk, scattering papers, sending a pen clattering to the floor. I don't care. All I care about is Paula, her body, her heart, her soul. I suck her breasts, her nipples hardening in my mouth, her skin delicate and sweet.

Paula grips my back, her fingers digging into my muscles. She cradles my head, her breath coming in ragged gasps. Her moans fill the room, a chorus of pleasure that sends blood rushing to my groin. I'm hard, painfully so, but I don't want to rush this. I want to savor every moment, every touch, every taste.

Suddenly, Paula pushes me away, her chest heaving, her eyes wild. "Not here," she pants, standing up and taking my hand. She leads me into another room, a small sitting area with a couch. She closes the blinds, the room dimming to a soft glow.

"Sit," she commands, her voice husky. I do as I'm told, my heart pounding in my chest. She steps back, her eyes locked onto mine. Slowly, she removes her shirt, her pants, her underwear, until she's standing naked before me.

Jesus, she's breathtaking. Her body is a landscape of hills and valleys, her hips wide, her waist narrow. Her pubic hair is a neat triangle, a shade darker than the blonde on her head. Her thighs are muscular, her calves shapely, her feet small and delicate. Her skin is golden, freckles scattered across her nose and shoulders, a result of her days spent under the sun.

She turns around, giving me a view of her back. Her shoulder blades are defined, her spine a graceful curve leading down to her ass. And what an ass it is, round and firm, a perfect peach split by a tantalizing crevice. I want to grab it, bite it, bury my face in it.

When she turns back to face me, her eyes are filled with a mix of lust and vulnerability. She's a goddess, a fairy, a woman who has given her life to this land. And she's chosen to share herself with me. I'm humbled, I'm honored, and I'm so turned on I can barely breathe.

Seeing her effect on me, Paula sashays to the couch slowly, teasing me. The sunlight filters through the half-drawn blinds, painting stripes of gold and shadow across her body. She's a vision, a nymph in the glow of the afternoon, and I can't wait to reach for her as soon as she approaches. Her skin is warm and smooth under my hands, her buttocks firm and round, fitting perfectly into my palms.

"Oh, Greg," she murmurs, her voice a soft breeze rustling through leaves, as I pull her onto my lap. Her thighs straddle mine, her sex brushing against my cock, and I groan at the contact. She's wet, her desire seeping through the fabric of my pants, and I can feel the heat of her, the promise of paradise.

My hands explore her body, tracing the curve of her spine, and the dip of her waist before returning to her ass. I slide a finger down the crack, and she shivers, her breath hitching. She rocks against me, her movements mimicking the act we both crave, and my cock jolts in response.

"Paula," I groan. "You're going to make me come if you keep doing that."

Her chuckle is a low, sultry sound that vibrates through her body and into mine. "And that would be a bad thing?" she asks, her eyes sparkling with mischief.

I reach for my fly, desperate to free myself from the constraining fabric, but she stops me, her hand covering mine. "Let me," she says, her voice a whisper of wind through the trees.

She slides off my lap, her body brushing against mine as she descends to her knees. Her hands are sure and steady as she unzips my fly, her fingers wrapping around my length as she pulls me free. Her eyes widen, her lips parting on a gasp, and I swear I grow even harder under her gaze.

"Greg," she says, her voice barely a whisper. "You're... magnificent."

I want to tell her that it's her, that she's the one who makes me this way, but the words catch in my throat as she leans forward, her tongue darting out to lick the tip of my cock. My hips jerk, my body chasing the sensation, but she pulls back, her eyes locked onto mine.

"I want to thank you, Greg," she says, her voice serious, her eyes filled with emotion. "For believing in me and the farm. For being here."

I shake my head, my heart pounding in my chest. "Paula, you don't have to do this," I say, even as my body screams for her to continue.

She smiles, a soft, sexy curve of her lips. "I know," she says. "I want to."

And with that, she takes me into her mouth, her lips stretching to accommodate my size. I groan, my head falling back against the couch, my hands reaching for her breasts. They're soft and firm, her nipples hardening under my touch, and I can't help but squeeze, my fingers mimicking the rhythm of her mouth on my cock.

She moans around me, the vibration sending shocks of pleasure through my body. Her eyes are locked onto mine, filled with lust and love and something else, something deeper, something that makes my heart race and my soul sing. I want to look away, to close my eyes and lose myself in the sensation, but I can't. I'm trapped in her gaze, a willing prisoner to the passion I see there.

I try to push deeper into her mouth, my hips lifting off the couch, but she holds me steady, her hands on my thighs, her mouth controlling the pace, the depth. She's in charge, and I'm at her mercy, a willing supplicant to her desires.

I inhale sharply, my body trembling with need. "I can't wait much longer."

She hums around me, the sound one of acknowledgement, of acceptance, but she doesn't change her pace, doesn't rush to bring me to the peak. She's savoring this, savoring me, and I'm helpless to do anything but surrender to her will. 

The scent of roses still clings to her hair as Paula's head bobs up and down, her mouth enveloping me in a warmth that's driving me insane. I let my head fall back against the couch, my eyes drifting shut as I try to absorb every sensation, every sound, and every scent. The room is filled with the noise of our passion—her moist mouth working me, my ragged breaths, the distant hum of the farm outside.

What is this spell she's cast on me? I've known this woman for barely a day, and yet here I am, entangled with her in the most intimate way. The last time I felt anything remotely like this... hell, I can't even remember. But this—this is different. This isn't just physical; it's a connection that's rooted deeper, something intangible yet as real as the earth beneath the farm.

A soft moan escapes her lips, and the vibration sends a jolt of pleasure through me. My hands find their way to her hair, fingers tangling in those long, wavy blonde locks. I can feel her passion, her gratitude, in every movement, every touch. It's overwhelming, almost too much to bear.

What is this connection between us? Why do I feel as if we belong with each other? That’s insane. But at the same time, it feels right, as if I’ve been waiting for it to happen, as if it’s the reason I’ve come across states. And I feel as if I’ve known her for years, not just a little more than a day. I’ve never had this feeling for anyone. Jesus, this is not … love, is it?

The thought strikes me like a physical blow. Gregory Taylor doesn't fall in love. He crunches numbers, files taxes, and lives in a predictable, ordered world. But this—Paula—she's chaos and beauty and warmth all rolled into one. She's everything I never knew I needed.

My reverie is shattered by a sudden, intense sensation. My eyes fly open, and I look down to see Paula taking me deeper than ever before. Her lips are grazing against my balls, and her throat is swollen with my cock. The sight is too much, too intense, too fucking beautiful.

"Paula—" Her name is a strangled gasp on my lips as every muscle in my body tenses. The world goes white-hot, and then I'm coming, hard and fast, my cock pulsing in her throat. She takes it all, every last drop, her eyes never leaving mine.

It's too much. Too intense. Too... perfect.

As the waves of pleasure slowly ebb away, I'm left panting, my body trembling with the aftershocks. Paula pulls back gently, her lips releasing me with a soft pop. She smiles at me, her eyes shining with unshed tears. Tears of joy, or of something more profound than I can comprehend.

I reach out, cupping her face in my hands, my thumbs brushing away the dampness from her cheeks. This woman—this goddess—has turned my world upside down in the span of a single day. And as I look into her eyes, I know—I'm hooked on her. And I don’t plan to leave her anytime soon.

The room is a blur of color and sensation as I pull Paula up from the floor, my hands eagerly seeking the softness of her skin. Her lips find mine, hungry and insistent, and I can taste the faint saltiness of my own release on her tongue. It's a heady mix, a cocktail of passion and desire that goes straight to my head. I'm still hard, still aching for her, and I know I won't be satisfied until I've felt her come undone around me.

As she hooks her arms round my neck, I slip a hand between her thighs. She’s so wet for me. The knowledge rekindles my desire, making my cock jolt. I pull away to look at her, my eyes roam over her skin that glows in the dim light of the room, the curve of her hip, and the promise of her eager womanhood. My eyes are fixed on the intricate folds in the junction of her legs, like deep crimson rose petals coated with the essence of her desire so abundant that it’s flowing onto her inner thighs.

My heart is pounding in my chest, a primordial drumbeat that echoes the throb of my cock. I scoop a drop up with my fingers and lick it. The gesture makes her coo. “How does it taste?” she asks, her voice thick with lust.

“Sweet,” I say. “And hot.”

I stroke her soft folds, the exquisite, slippery feel sending shocks to my core. Paula moans, opening herself even wider for me, begging for more. My touches are light and teasing—I enjoy seeing her restless, hearing her beg.

“Please, Greg,” she croaks. “Make me come. I haven’t felt this hungry for years.”

“I’ll give it to you,” I say with a light chuckle, but I move my hand away and stroke her breasts instead.

She protests between moans. “Stop teasing me, Greg.”

“Be patient, sweetheart,” I whisper. “I’m gonna make you come hard, I promise.”

She squeals lightly, but frees a hand from my neck and starts stroking herself.

I’m mesmerized as I watch her deft fingers working in her core. “You’re good at this,” I say with a groan.

“Thank you,” she says, her eyelids heavy with lust. “I’ve practiced.”

I curse softly, imagining her lying in bed pleasuring herself. “Looks like I’m not the only one who enjoys it solo.”

“Mmm,” she purrs. “It’s good to know we’ve got something in common. But don’t get me wrong. I do it only because I don’t have a choice. Attractive men don’t show up at the farm every day.”

Her eyes turn dreamy and it looks like she’s close. I groan and push her hand away. “Let me finish it for you,” I say as I make circles on her clit.

“Oh yes,” she says with a satisfied sigh. “It’s so much better when someone else does it for you. Don’t stop, please.”

“I don’t plan—” I haven’t finished my sentence when a sound cuts through the haze of my lust.

A knock at the door, hesitant but insistent. My hand freezes and Paula stiffens in my arms, her breath hitching in her throat.

"Mom?" The voice is soft and tentative, but it's enough to douse us in cold reality. Belle.

Paula takes a deep breath, her body pulling away from me. "I'll be right there, sweetie," she calls out, her voice steadier than I feel. She looks at me, her eyes wide with a mix of alarm and amusement.

I help her get off my lap and stand on her feet.

"We should... get dressed," she whispers.

I nod in agreement.

We scramble for our clothes, our movements hurried and slightly clumsy. I steal glances at Paula as she dresses, her body still flushed from our passion. She catches me looking and gives me a small smile, her cheeks reddening slightly.

A moment later, we're stepping out of the room, trying our best to look composed. Belle is standing in the hallway, her bright eyes darting between the two of us. I can see the wheels turning in her head, the pieces clicking into place. But Paula doesn't lie or try to hide what's obvious.

"I'm sorry, sweetie," Paula says, her voice gentle. "Greg and I were just...getting to know each other."

Belle's smile is knowing, and she is a little embarrassed, but she doesn't pry. "I'm sorry to interrupt," she says, her voice soft. "I just wanted to tell you I'm heading home to get ready for dinner with Josh."

Paula nods, her smile warm and understanding. "Okay, enjoy your evening, sweetie."

Belle's eyes linger on me for a moment before she turns away, and I feel a flicker of something in her gaze. Interest? Curiosity? Whatever it is, it makes my heart race, my imagination spinning wildly for a second. But then Paula turns to me, her eyes soft and inviting, and my focus is pulled back to her.

"Looks like it's just the two of us for dinner," she says, her voice low and intimate.

I pull her to me, my hands resting on her hips, my lips finding hers in a soft, promising kiss. "I can't wait," I murmur against her mouth, my body already pining for her again.


CHAPTER 8
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Although I'm thrilled at the prospect of our dinner for two, I temper my excitement. It's mid-afternoon, and we have a few hours to discuss the farm's future. I aim to devise strategies to improve the farm's financial health beyond just injecting more funds. I decide to begin by re-examining the financial statements. I ask Paula for permission to access the documents again, and she readily agrees.

"Of course, I appreciate you putting your accounting skills to work for us." Paula flashes me an appreciative smile as she opens a drawer.

The soft light of the afternoon sun streams through the office window, illuminating Paula's golden hair with a warm glow. My heart beats faster as I sneak peeks at her, recalling our passionate encounter from moments earlier.

The urge to sweep Paula into my arms nearly overwhelms me, but I remember myself. Plenty of time for that later. I hold my urge, forcing myself to focus on the work at hand.

A moment later, Paula retrieves a folder from the drawer. "Here are the last three months’ financial records." She slides the documents across the polished oak desk

I flip through the pages, my brow furrowing as I scan the numbers. Water expenses immediately jump out at me—they're astronomically high compared to industry benchmarks. "Wow, you weren't kidding about the water costs being a huge issue. This is eating up a big chunk of your operating budget."

Paula sighs, massaging her temple. "Tell me about it. Drought conditions in California have been brutal for the past few years. Water is liquid gold for farmers now." Weariness tinges her voice.

An idea takes shape in my mind. "Have you considered installing a smart irrigation system? Modern precision technology can cut water usage by double digits. Moisture sensors, efficient emitters, the works." Excitement builds in my voice. "It's a hefty upfront investment but the long-term ROI is substantial. I think you'd really benefit."

Paula's eyes widen and she leans forward. "That's a fantastic suggestion, Greg! We've talked about upgrading for ages but never had the capital." Her hand reaches out to squeeze mine. Electricity crackles at her touch. "With your help, it could finally become a reality. You're already making such a difference."

I beam with pride, thrilled that my idea resonated. Holding her appreciative gaze, I feel a deep sense of purpose wash over me. This is what I'm meant to do—support this incredible woman and help her and my mother's legacy not just survive, but thrive. I know with absolute certainty that I made the right choice keeping my share of the farm.

"Let's dig deeper into these numbers," I say with a wink and a grin. "I have a few more ideas up my sleeve."

As we delve further into the financial records, a puzzling entry catches my eye. "Wait a minute, what's this? A large stainless steel distillation unit for $10,000? That doesn't seem related to rose production."

Paula's expression turns wistful. "Ah, that. It was part of Adrianna's dream before she passed away. She always wanted to open a rose-based product workshop—you know, making soaps, rose water, perfumes, and even dried rose petals. She said it could be a profitable venture."

I lean back in my chair, intrigued. "So what happened?"

"Adrianna had the wish for years, but we never had the funds. Finally, she managed to get the licenses, clear out a building, and acquire some of the equipment for the rose water." Paula's voice wavers slightly. "But then she discovered she had cancer, and everything was put on hold."

A wave of empathy washes over me. I reach out and take Paula's hand, giving it a comforting squeeze. "I'm so sorry, Paula. That must have been devastating."

She nods, blinking back tears. "It was. But you know, maybe it's time to bring your mom’s dream to life. It could be the perfect way to honor her memory and diversify our income streams."

I struggle with a swell of emotion in my chest, again feeling guilty for not getting to know my mother sooner. If I had, then I might have helped her to realize her dreams before she passed away… Well, it’s useless to regret. And it isn’t too late.

"Let's do it," I say with conviction. "I'll invest in the workshop. We can start with the rose water and soap, since they're easier to produce. The perfume can wait until we've got a handle on things."

Paula's face lights up, her smile brighter than the California sun. "You mean it? Oh, Greg, I'm all in! This would mean the world to your mom,” she says as she comes to me, holding my hands.

Our contact sends a commotion to my body, but I again resist the urge to hold her. "What about the dried rose petals?" I ask, my mind already spinning with possibilities. "Is there a market for those too?"

"Absolutely! The petals, whether fresh or dried, are edible and can be used in tea, baking, and cooking. In fact, we already have some regular clients who buy them from us. We sun dry petals on a small scale."

I nod, excitement building in my veins. "Fantastic. We'll definitely include dried petals in our product line then."

“My God, Greg, you’re a saint. Thank you,” she says and leans in to kiss me.

My resolve to keep things professional crumbles and I kiss her back. We make out again and reach the point where my erection threatens to break my pants before I pull myself together. “We should stop,” I say in a hoarse voice as my heart pounds against my chest. “Otherwise, we won’t be able to get any work done.”

Paula giggles like a schoolgirl. “We should. I apologize, Greg. I don’t know what got into me. I’m not like this normally. This isn’t even me, I assure you.”

“It’s okay, Paula, I feel the same,” I say. “And don’t apologize. I’m flattered by your attention.” 

We pull and keep a distance between each other. Soon, Paula's eyes sparkle with passion as she delves deeper into the potential uses for dried rose petals. "We can also make potpourri, add them to bath soaks for a luxurious fragrance, infused oils and vinegars, and even craft decorative items like wreaths or shadow boxes."

As she speaks, I can't help but be swept up in her enthusiasm. The way her face glows with excitement, the animated gestures of her hands, the sheer joy in her voice—it's intoxicating. I find myself leaning closer, hanging on her every word.

"Those are all brilliant ideas, Paula," I say, my own excitement growing with each passing second. "The possibilities are endless.”

Our enthusiasm feeds off each other, sparking a firestorm of creativity. We bounce ideas back and forth, each one more ambitious than the last.

“There’s just one more idea,” Paula says hesitantly. “I don’t know whether you want to hear it.”

“What is it?”

"What if we rented out part of the farm as a wedding venue?" Paula says, her eyes widening with inspiration.

I’m taken aback by the idea. “You mean, like what Odette’s doing?”

She nods. “Exactly. That real estate developer's proposal got me thinking. We have such a beautiful property here, with the rose fields and the charming old buildings. It would be the perfect setting for a romantic countryside wedding."

I nod vigorously, my mind already racing ahead. "And we could capitalize on the hot springs too. Maybe build a small spa resort down the line. It would be a huge draw for tourists and honeymooners."

“We might be able to steal Odette’s customers, too. Who knows?” Paula says, waggling her eyebrows playfully.

“That’ll teach her a lesson,” I say, laughing as I imagine the angry face of a woman I haven’t even met. In my mind, I picture Alexis Carrington Colby, the brilliant but manipulative businesswoman in Dynasty, the popular TV series that my stepmom loved watching.

Paula grins, her face flushed with excitement. "Exactly! But let's focus on the immediate plans first. We need to get that website up and running, like Belle suggested. And install a smart irrigation system to cut down on water costs."

"Don't forget about reaching out to those high-end florists," I add, jotting down notes on a stray piece of paper. "If we can secure some big contracts, it could really boost our revenue."

As we sit there, hunched over the desk and scribbling furiously, I feel a sense of purpose and connection that I've never experienced before. This isn't just about saving a farm anymore—it's about building a future together, one rose petal at a time.


CHAPTER 9
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The sizzling of chicken breast in the skillet fills the kitchen as I chop bell peppers and onions on the cutting board. Paula stands at the stove, her hips swaying slightly as she shifts the meat around the pan. Even in a simple sundress, she radiates sensuality. The thin fabric clings to her womanly curves, hinting at the delights beneath.

"I have to admit, I'm not much of a cook," Paula says, glancing over her shoulder at me with an apologetic smile. "Being a single working mom all these years, cooking has always been more of a necessity than an art. Nothing fancy, just getting meals on the table."

She gestures to the pan. "Like this chicken—I didn't even bother marinating it, just defrosted it in the microwave. Belle would be appalled if she saw me being such a sloppy cook. That girl is a culinary wizard."

I chuckle, remembering the gourmet feast Belle prepared for dinner last night. "She certainly is talented in the kitchen. You've raised an amazing daughter, Paula."

My mind wanders for a moment, picturing Belle out on her date with Josh tonight. Are they enjoying a candlelit dinner somewhere? Is she doing the right thing dating Josh? Will she regret it? I force the images from my head. Belle is an adult, free to spend time with whomever she pleases. Right now, I need to focus on the stunning woman in front of me.

Paula may not be a master chef, but she is fantastic in so many other ways. Strong, independent, fiercely devoted to her family and the farm. And undeniably sexy. I drink at the sight of her—long blonde waves framing her beautiful face, the swell of her breasts, and the curve of her hips outlined beneath the thin dress. My body stirs with desire.

Unable to resist, I leave the island and move to stand behind Paula, wrapping my arms around her slim waist as she tends to the sizzling chicken.

Paula leans into me, a soft moan escaping her lips as she continues to stir the chicken. She doesn't protest, doesn't pull away. Instead, she melts into my embrace, her body fitting perfectly against mine.

My hands explore her curves, tracing the outline of her hips and the dip of her waist. I can feel the heat of her body through the thin fabric of her dress and can feel the steady rhythm of her heartbeat. I let my hands wander upward, cupping her breasts. She's not wearing a bra, and the realization sends a jolt of desire through me.

I mold her breasts in my hands, feeling their weight, their softness. Paula gasps, her breath hitching as she arches into my touch. She turns her head, her eyes meeting mine, and at that moment, I see a world of emotion swirling in their depths. Desire, yes, but also something deeper, something more profound.

"You’re so naughty, Greg," she whispers, her voice barely audible over the sizzle of the skillet. It's a plea, a prayer, a promise all rolled into one.

I lean down, capturing her lips in a tender kiss. She tastes of sunshine and sweet tea, of warmth and welcome. She tastes like home, and I feel like I’m where I should be.

The thunder of Paula’s heartbeat matches my own. I can feel the heat radiating from her core, the scent of her arousal mixing with the kitchen's aromas. It's intoxicating, a primeval call that I can't resist.

I let one hand drift downwards, tracing the curve of her stomach and the flare of her hip. I slip beneath the hem of her dress, my fingers skimming the edge of her panties. She shudders, her breath hitching as I delve beneath the cotton fabric.

She's drenched, her pussy lips slick and swollen. I run my fingers along her slit, gathering her wetness, circling her clit. Her body jerks, a moan escaping her lips. "Greg," she gasps, "I can't... you're ruining dinner."

"Let it ruin," I growl, my voice hoarse with need. "I'd rather have you for dinner anyway.”

I pinch her nipple between my thumb and forefinger, rolling it gently as I rub her clit in tight, firm circles. Her breath comes in short gasps, her body trembling in my arms. She pushes back against me, grinding against my cock, which is now hard and insistent against her ass.

"Come for me, Paula," I murmur, my lips pressed against her ear. "Let go."

She does, her body convulsing as her orgasm rips through her. She cries out, a sound of pure, unadulterated pleasure, as her inner muscles pulse around my fingers. She turns off the stove, her movements shaky, before spinning around in my arms.

Her cheeks are flushed and her eyes are bright. She's never looked more beautiful. I cup her face, my thumbs brushing away the moisture gathering at the corners of her eyes. She laughs a bit breathlessly. "You're turning me into a horny teenager, Mr. Taylor," she says, a playful smack on my chest.

I chuckle, my forehead resting against hers. "Can't help it," I admit. "There's something about you, Paula. Something that makes me want to touch you, taste you, be with you."

She raises an eyebrow, a smirk playing on her lips. "Must be the farm," she teases. "Maybe there's something in the roses. Aphrodisiac properties, perhaps?"

I shrug, my hands trailing down her sides, coming to rest on her hips. "Could be," I agree. "But I doubt it. I think it's just you, Paula. You do something to me. Something no one else ever has."

And it's true. There's a wildness here, a freedom, a sense of belonging that I've never felt before. It's not just the farm—it's her, Paula. The strong, independent, fiercely protective woman who has stolen my heart in a matter of days.

She laughs again, the sound like music to my ears. "Well, whatever it is," she says, her arms wrapping around my neck, "I like it. I like you, Greg."

I groan as my lips find hers again.

The smell of grilled chicken combines with the fragrance of sautéed peppers and onions, crafting a harmonious blend of flavors that tantalizes my taste buds. The fajitas are good, surprisingly so, despite the meat being slightly overcooked. The tortilla crunches satisfyingly between my teeth as I take another bite, the flavors melding together in a delightful medley.

As I chew, I glance around the dining room, and a smile tugs at the corners of my mouth. The room is bathed in a soft, warm glow, cast by the flickering flames of several candles scattered artfully around. Roses, plucked fresh from the garden, adorn the table in a vibrant burst of color, their sweet fragrance filling the air. The scene is romantic, intimate, and I feel a warmth spread through me that has nothing to do with the food.

"Paula," I say, turning to the woman sitting beside me, her blonde hair tumbling down her shoulders like golden waves. "This is beautiful. Thank you."

She smiles, her eyes crinkling at the corners. "Don't thank me," she says, her voice soft. "This is all Belle's doing. She has a knack for these things."

I raise an eyebrow, impressed. "Belle did this?" I ask, looking around the room once more, taking in the delicate touches that speak of feminine elegance and a keen eye for detail.

Paula nods, her smile widening with pride. "She did, before she left for her date.”

“Really?” I exclaim, moved by the girl’s gesture. “She’s so thoughtful.”

“Yes. She's a blessing. Always has been." Paula pauses, her gaze drifting to a nearby photograph of Belle, her expression softening. "Like I said, I had her when I was very young. We've grown up together, in a way. She's more like a sister to me than a daughter."

I nod, understanding. There's a bond between Paula and Belle that's evident to anyone who sees them together. A closeness, a shared history that runs deep. "You're lucky to have each other," I say, meaning it.

Paula's smile turns tender. "We are," she agrees. "We share everything, that girl and I. Our joys, our sorrows. Our secrets."

Her words stir something within me, a longing for that kind of connection, that kind of love. I reach out, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear, my fingers lingering on the soft skin of her cheek. "She's a special woman," I say, my voice low. "Just like her mother."

Paula's cheeks flush a delicate pink, and she laughs. "Flatterer," she accuses, but her smile tells me she doesn't mind.

The sun dips below the horizon as Paula and I step onto the patio. The loveseat creaks softly as we settle in, a glass of wine in each of our hands. I drape my arm around her shoulders, feeling the warmth of her body against mine. Her hair tickles my cheek as I lean in to kiss her, the scent of her shampoo mingling with the crisp evening air.

We sit in comfortable silence, watching as the first stars begin to twinkle in the vast expanse above us. The cicadas sing their nightly song, a symphony that seems to vibrate in harmony with the beating of our hearts. I take a sip of my wine, the rich, velvety liquid grounding me in the moment.

"Paula," I begin, my voice barely above a whisper, "tell me about him. Your ex."

She turns to look at me, her eyes reflecting the fading light. "Brandon," she says, a soft smile playing on her lips. "We met in high school. Tenth grade. He was the handsome bad boy, and I was the naive girl who thought she could change him."

I can picture it: a younger Paula, her blonde hair streaming down her back, her laughter echoing through the halls. And Brandon, a brooding figure with a charming smile, drawing her in like a moth to a flame.

"We were never married," she continues, her voice taking on a distant quality. "But we had our girls. Our beautiful, wonderful girls."

I tighten my arm around her, pulling her closer. Her head rests on my shoulder, her breath warm on my neck. "He never asked you to marry him?" I ask, my hand tracing lazy patterns on her arm.

She shakes her head, her hair brushing against my cheek. "No. And I didn't want him to. He was... immature. Unreliable. We lived together for a few years, but when things got tough, he took off."

A pang of anger shoots through me at the thought of this man abandoning Paula, leaving her to face the world alone. "Where is he now?" I ask, trying to keep my voice neutral.

Paula shrugs, her shoulder brushing against my chest. "Who knows? Last I heard, he was in LA. Or San Francisco. He moves around a lot."

I take another sip of my wine, the liquid turning bitter in my mouth. "Does he ever come to visit?"

Paula’s laughter is a harsh, humorless sound. "Rarely. And when he does, it's like a whirlwind. He sweeps in, causes chaos, and then disappears again."

I can feel her pain, her frustration, her resignation. It's a tangible thing, a weight that settles over us, pressing down on our shoulders. I set my glass down on the patio table, turning to face her fully. I cup her cheek, my thumb brushing away a stray tear.

"And the girls?" I ask, my voice gentle. "Does he help with them? Financially, I mean."

Paula's eyes meet mine, and in them, I see a strength that takes my breath away. "No, he doesn’t," she says, her voice steady. "We were never even married."


CHAPTER 10
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I marvel at the gorgeous sky painted with hues of orange and pink, as if nature itself is putting on a show just for us. The wine in our glasses has been forgotten, much like the ghosts of Paula's past that we've been stirring up. I can see the weight of her experiences in the subtle droop of her shoulders and the distant look in her eyes.

I squeeze her shoulders, feeling the tension beneath my fingertips. "It must have been hard for you, Paula," I say softly, my voice barely above a whisper, as if speaking too loud might disrupt the delicate moment.

She shrugs under my touch, her voice steady despite the emotional depths we're wading through. "I didn't mind the hardship, Greg. I loved my girls, and that was enough to keep me going." She pauses, her gaze drifting to the darkening vineyards. "But my parents... they must have been so stressed. They bought this vineyard for me and wanted to give me a secure future. Instead, they lost everything."

I can hear the guilt in her voice, the burden of responsibility she carries. I want to take it from her, to shoulder some of her load. "Where are your parents now?" I ask gently.

A soft smile plays on her lips, a glimpse of warmth cutting through the heavy air. "They're doing fine now. They live in a neighboring town, in a small house I bought for them a few years back."

Her strength is awe-inspiring, her resilience a beacon of light in the face of adversity. I can't help but feel a swell of respect for this incredible woman.

I turn her to face me, my hands cupping her cheeks. Her eyes meet mine, and in them, I see a universe of strength and vulnerability. I lean in, pressing my lips to hers, a soft, tender kiss that speaks volumes of my admiration for her.

Paula returns the kiss with a passion that takes my breath away. Her hands reach up, fingers tangling in my hair as she pulls me closer. When we break apart, her breath is ragged, her eyes stormy with desire. "We must finish what we started in the afternoon," she murmurs, her voice husky.

My breath hitches at her words, a sudden heat coursing through my veins. “I thought we did earlier, in the kitchen,” I husk.

“That doesn’t count,” she says in a throaty voice. “It was just a quickie.”

I grunt as I pull her to me, helping her straddle my lap. Our wine glasses clatter to the floor, forgotten. My hands find the straps of her dress, pushing them off her shoulders. The fabric falls away, revealing her breasts, full and heavy. They're like ripe fruits, ready for harvest, and I can't help but stare, my mouth suddenly dry.

"You're beautiful, Paula," I murmur, my voice thick with desire. My hands reach up, cupping her breasts reverently. They're soft and warm, the weight of them familiar yet exhilarating.

Paula moans under my touch, her body squirming against mine. Her head falls back, her long blonde hair catching the porch light, framing her face like spun gold. I can feel her heat, her desire, pressing against me, urging me on. I lean in, my lips finding the sensitive skin of her neck, trailing kisses down to her collarbone. Her moans fill the air and echo through the farm.

Paula arches into me, her breath hitching as I take one hardened nipple into my mouth. Her hands, rough from years of working the land, grip my shoulders, nails digging in as she grinds against my cock, still confined within my jeans. The friction is torture, pure and simple, but I wouldn't have it any other way.

She gasps, her voice a husky whisper that sends a shiver down my spine. I can feel her heat, her need, pressing against me. It's intoxicating.

My hands roam her body, tracing the curve of her waist and the flare of her hips. When I slip my hand under her dress, I find bare skin, slick and hot. My fingers trace her folds, finding her swollen and ready. "Where are your panties?" I growl, my voice thick with desire.

Paula chuckles, a low, sultry sound that vibrates through her chest. "I took them off after dinner. They were... inconvenient."

"You're a naughty woman, Paula Lovejoy," I murmur, my fingers exploring her depths. She moans as I find her clit, swirling my finger around the sensitive bundle of nerves. Her eyes, stormy with desire, meet mine.

"It's your fault," she pants, her hips moving in time with my hand. "You've unleashed something... wild... inside me."

I slip a finger into her, her walls clamping down on me, drawing me in deeper. She's tight, hot, and so incredibly wet. I can feel her pulsing around me, her body begging for more. "Is this what you want, Paula?" I ask, my voice a low growl as I thrust another finger into her, stretching her, preparing her.

Her eyes flutter closed, her head falling back as she rides my hand. "Yes," she gasps. "Please, Greg, more."

The dress has to go. I grab the hem and pull it up, revealing her body inch by inch. She lifts her arms, allowing me to tug it off completely. And then she's naked, her body bathed in the soft glow of the setting sun filtering through the window. She's a goddess; her curves are golden, and her hair is a halo of light around her.

Paula's hands find my belt, her fingers working quickly to unbuckle it. She unzips my jeans, her hand reaching in to stroke my cock. I groan as she wraps her hand around me, her thumb circling the sensitive tip. “Inside me, Greg,” she whispers as she guides me to her entrance, her eyes locked on mine.

I grip her hips, lifting her slightly as I align myself with her. I push my cock in slowly, her silky walls stretching to accommodate me. She's so tight, so hot, it takes every ounce of self-control not to thrust into her, hard and fast. But I want to savor this, savor her.

Her moans fill the air as she begins to ride me, her body moving in a slow, sensual rhythm. Her breasts sway gently, her nipples brushing against my chest. I can feel her getting wetter, her arousal coating my cock as she moves. The room is filled with the sound of our moans, our bodies slapping together, the distant hum of crickets and other night creatures echoing our passion.

I’m lost in the heavenly sensation when I feel her tense. She’s reaching her peak, and the realization quickens my pulse even more.

"I’m coming," she murmurs. Her walls clamp down on me, her body milking mine as she comes undone. It's too much, too good. I can't hold back any longer. With a final thrust, I bury myself deep inside her, my cock pulsing as I find my release.

We stay like that for a moment, our bodies entwined, our hearts beating as one. The world around us fades away, leaving only the two of us, lost in our own private paradise. Paula’s head is on my shoulder, and her heart is beating frantically against mine. We both gasp for air while holding each other tight. I feel a deep connection with the woman in my arms at the moment. What we have done is more than just sex and lust, but a bond that goes deeper than the physical. It's something I've never felt before, something I never want to lose.

The world slowly comes back into focus, the haze of passion clearing like a lifting fog. Paula's body is warm and supple in my arms, her breath hot against my neck. The scent of us surrounds me—earthy, primal, like the land itself. Our heartbeat, once racing, now slows to a steady, calming rhythm.

"That was amazing," Paula starts, her voice a soft, sated whisper. "I don't remember sex ever feeling so...good."

I smile, stroking her back, feeling the slight sheen of sweat there. "When was the last time?" I ask softly.

She chuckles throatily. "At least ten years. I stopped dating because I simply had no time for it. And I didn't need a man in my life."

There's a fierce independence in her voice, a strength that makes my heart swell. I want to pamper this woman and give her what she deserves. She's been strong for so long; I want to be her support, her rock. I kiss her gently, feeling a surge of protectiveness. "Well," I say, my voice a low rumble, "what you just had was only an appetizer."

She looks at me, surprise and delight sparkling in her eyes. I stand and scoop her up into my arms. She squeals, a sound so full of joy and life that it makes me laugh. I carry her upstairs, her body light and warm in my arms.

Her bedroom feels like a hidden grove filled with roses. Their scent permeates the air, sweet and heady. Rose petals are scattered across the bed, a romantic gesture that makes me smile. I look at Paula, her eyes shining with love and anticipation. "Did Belle do this too?" I ask, gesturing to the room.

Paula nods, a soft smile playing on her lips. "Yes. She must have done this earlier. I hope you don't think it's silly."

"Not at all," I say, my voice husky. But my mind is temporarily elsewhere, thoughts of Belle flitting through my head. How did she find the time to do all this while preparing for her own date? I feel a strange sensation, as if Belle is here with us, her presence in every rose petal, every sweet-scented bloom. I push the thought away, focusing on the woman in my arms. 

My eyes drift to the two pillows resting side by side on the bed, their pristine white cases stark against the deep red of the scattered petals. I can't help but ask, "Does Belle sleep here too?"

Paula looks at me, her cheeks flushing slightly. "Sometimes," she admits. "She has her own room, but we like to cuddle from time to time. It's been our thing since she was little."

The image of the two of them, mother and daughter, snuggling in the soft glow of morning light, fills my mind. I chuckle. “That must be cozy.”

“It is,” Paula says, smiling. “But it has become rarer lately. I can’t believe how fast they grow. One minute, they are babies; the next, they’re grown up.” She pauses momentarily as if replaying the scenes of past experiences in her mind. And then she excuses herself, slipping into the bathroom. I hear the water running and the soft clink of bottles as she moves around.

I sit on the bed, the petals shifting beneath me. Suddenly, the image of Belle lying there flashes in my head, her blonde hair spread out against the pillows and her hazel eyes reflecting the soft glow of the room. The thought sends an unexpected jolt of desire through me. I chide myself for the thought, pushing it away as I focus on the sound of Paula's movements in the other room.

When Paula returns, she's wearing a silk gown the color of moonlight. It clings to her curves, the thin straps highlighting the smooth skin of her shoulders. She passes me a bottle of water. “You must be thirsty.”

I thank her and take a large gulp, feeling the cool liquid washing down my sizzling body. Paula takes the glass away and steps closer, her hands wrapping around my neck.

"You're wearing too many clothes, mister," she murmurs throatily, her fingers deftly unbuttoning my shirt. Her breath is warm on my skin, her touch sending shivers down my spine. I let her undress me, my heart pounding in my chest as she pushes the fabric off my shoulders.

Her eyes widen as she takes in my naked torso, her fingers tracing the lines of my muscles. "You're gorgeous," she says, her voice barely a whisper. I feel a surge of pride, of desire, as I stand before her, my body bare to her gaze.

I stand up and gently push her onto the bed, the silk of her gown rustling as she moves. I straddle her, my hands stroking her cheek, her neck, her collarbone. Her skin is soft, warm, and inviting. Her gown parts slightly, cradling her breasts like they're a gift, a treasure to be cherished. My hand travels lower, over her belly, hips, and thighs. I spread her legs, my eyes locked on hers as I lower my head.

Her breath hitches as I lick her arousal, her taste sweet and heady. She moans, her hands grasping my hair, her body arching towards me. I feel a surge of power, of desire, as I tease her, my tongue and lips working in harmony to bring her pleasure. Her moans fill the room, mixing with the scent of roses, creating a powerful sensation that threatens to overwhelm me. But I hold on, determined to bring her to the heights of pleasure before seeking my own release.

The room is filled with shadows and gentle light, the flickering candlelight painting patterns on Paula's skin. She's a landscape of hills and valleys, a terrain I long to explore. Her grip on my hair tightens, her thighs bucking beneath me as I tease her clit with my tongue. Her taste is sweet and wild, like honey fresh from the comb.

"Greg," she gasps, "Please. I need you."

Her plea is a spark, igniting a fire within me. I climb up her body, my cock poised at her entrance. Her eyes meet mine, a stormy sea of desire and need. I plunge into her, a hungry beast finding its mate. Her walls grip me tightly, pulling me in, claiming me.

Each thrust is a homecoming, a return to a place I never knew I belonged. Her moans are the sweetest music, a melody I never want to stop playing. The headboard hits the wall, a steady rhythm, a heartbeat echoing our passion.

"You feel so good, Paula," I growl, my voice hoarse with lust. "Like you were made for me."

Her nails dig into my back, her legs wrapping around my waist. "Harder, please," she begs, her voice a sultry whisper. "Make me feel alive."

I obey, my thrusts becoming more urgent, more desperate. Paula’s breasts tremble with each breath, her nipples brushing against my chest. I can feel her heartbeat, wild and erratic, matching mine.

Paula’s pussy walls clench around me, her body tensing as she nears the edge. I can feel my own climax building, a volcanic explosion waiting to happen. I hold on, determined to bring her to the heights of pleasure before seeking my own release.

"Come with me, Greg," she moans, her eyes locked on mine. "Let go."

Her words are my undoing. I thrust into her one last time, my cock pulsing as I spill into her. Her walls milk me, her body shaking with her own release. We ride the wave together, our bodies intertwined, our hearts beating as one.

As we come down from our high, I gather her in my arms, her body fitting perfectly against mine. She nuzzles into my chest, her breath warm against my skin.

"I want more, Greg," she murmurs, her voice sated but hungry. "I want you to take me from behind."

I chuckle, my cock already stirring at her words. "Give me a minute to recover, baby," I say, my voice rumbling in my chest. "Then I'll give you everything you want."

As we lie in each other’s arms, I feel so content and wonder what makes Paula so special. I've had lovers before, but none have made me feel like this. Like I'm home. Like I belong. Perhaps it's because, in a way, I am. The farm is my mother, in a way, and I am her son. And Paula, she’s part of the land, too.

My eyelids feel heavy, my body sated and content. But my heart is wide awake, and is beating with a newfound rhythm that whispers Paula's name with every beat.


CHAPTER 11
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I stir awake to the soft hoot of an owl outside the window, punctuating the otherwise still air. Paula is nestled in my arms, and her hair feels like soft silk against my chest. I press a gentle kiss to her head, her scent of wildflowers and earth filling my nostrils. A profound sense of contentment washes over me, a blessing I haven't felt in years.

My mind drifts to the farm, and the decision I've made to keep my shares. It feels right, like a piece of a puzzle clicking into place. The thought of leaving behind my life in Philly and starting anew here, with Paula and her family, flickers through my mind. But I quickly push it aside, chiding myself for getting carried away like some lovestruck teenager.

"Easy there, Greg," I silently caution myself. "This thing with Paula, it's still new. She might just be grateful for your help. Don't get ahead of yourself, thinking you can just swoop in and claim her heart."

Suddenly, my mouth feels parched. Carefully, I untangle myself from Paula's embrace, not wanting to disturb her peaceful slumber. I slip out of bed and tiptoe barefoot towards the kitchen, the wooden floorboards cool beneath my feet.

As I approach the kitchen, I'm surprised to see light spilling out from under the closed door. Cautiously, I push it open, revealing Belle sitting at the table, her back to me. I had no idea she was even home. How long has she been back? Clearing my throat to announce my presence, I step into the kitchen.

Belle pauses for a moment before turning to look at me. I'm struck, as if seeing her for the first time. Her long blonde hair falls loosely over her shoulders, no longer tied up in a girly ponytail. She's wearing a red dress, the fabric clinging to her curves, the neckline low enough to hint at her youthful features.

What catches my attention though, is her bright eyes— glistening with unshed tears that catch the light like dewdrops on a rose petal. Her makeup, subtle yet enhancing, makes her look older, more sophisticated, but also more vulnerable.

I'm rooted to the spot, the cool wood floor beneath my feet forgotten. Something visceral within me stirs, a protective instinct that wants to shield her from whatever has caused her pain. I move towards her and sit down on the chair next to her.

"Belle," I say, my voice barely above a whisper. "What happened? Did Josh hurt you?"

She looks at me, her eyes swimming with tears. She quickly wipes them away with the back of her hand, like a child caught in a rainstorm. "No, Greg," she says, her voice steady despite the tears. "Josh didn't hurt me. The date was fine. The food was delicious, and Josh was... he was considerate."

I watch her, my brow furrowing. If the date was fine, why the tears? Why the sadness in her eyes? "Then what's the matter?" I ask.

Belle takes a deep breath, her shoulders rising and falling with the effort. She looks down at her hands, twisting a napkin on the table. "I... I had my first kiss tonight," she says, her voice barely audible.

I lean in, straining to hear her words. "And it wasn't what you expected?" I ask, my mind racing with possibilities.

She lets out a sob, the sound raw and painful, like the cry of a wounded animal. "No," she says, shaking her head. "It wasn't at all as nice as it should be. I... I was grossed out."

I'm taken aback, my mind struggling to understand. "Josh isn't a good kisser?" I venture, trying to make sense of her distress.

But Belle shakes her head again, her hair shimmering under the kitchen light. "No, Greg," she says, her voice steadier now. "The problem is me. I'm disgusted with myself."

Not understanding her situation, I nonetheless feel her pain by the distress on her face. “Do you want to talk about it?” I ask gently.

Belle takes another deep breath, her eyes meeting mine. In them, I see a storm of emotions, a battle between guilt and innocence. "I don't love Josh, Greg," she says, her voice barely above a whisper. "And I feel guilty because... because my motives for going out with him aren't pure."

Compelled by the need to comfort her, I pat her back. "Belle," I say softly. "What do you mean your motives aren't pure? What's driving you to go out with Josh?"

She looks down at our hands, her fingers barely moving, as if she wants to hold on but is hesitant. "Business, Greg," she says, her voice barely audible. "Fantastic Flowers is our largest buyer. I thought... I thought if I could keep Josh happy, maybe we could secure our contract with them."

I can't help but let out a low chuckle, not out of amusement, but out of disbelief. "Belle, you worry too much. I'm sure Fantastic Flowers will continue to do business with you regardless of your relationship with Josh."

Her eyes flash with a determination that surprises me. "No, Greg, it matters. You don't understand the competition we're up against. It's not just domestic, it's international. Colombia, Ecuador—they supply cheaper roses. Much cheaper. Their labor costs are lower, their climates are better, and regulations... well, they don't have to deal with as many as we do."

I lean forward, my elbows resting on my knees as I consider her words. She's right, of course. The global flower industry is a cutthroat business, and small family farms like Enchanting Roses are at a distinct disadvantage. But surely there must be a way to make it work.

"There have to be reasons why Fantastic Flowers has stuck with your farm for so long, Belle. Maybe it's the freshness of your roses, or the reliability of your deliveries. And the lower shipping costs have to count for something, right?"

Belle sighs, her shoulders slumping. "I thought so too, but apparently it's not enough. Josh told me the other day that his dad is thinking about switching to a different supplier. He's been fighting to keep them with us, but I don't know how much longer he can hold out."

I'm at a loss, unsure of how to respond to the weight she's carrying. She's too young for this, too young to be so burdened. A fierce desire to ease her load grips me.

"Belle," I say, my voice steady and sure. "Stop worrying. There are always other ways.”

“Other ways?” Belle looks up at me, her hazel eyes filled with doubt. "I don't know what else to do, Greg. I feel like I'm failing them—my mom, my sister. This farm is all we have."

Her voice cracks on the last word and my heart goes out for her. This young woman, barely into adulthood herself, carrying the weight of her family's future on her slender shoulders. It's too much.

Driven by a fierce desire to protect her, to ease her burden in any way I can, I slide closer, our thighs nearly touching. "Listen to me, Belle. We will find a way, I swear it. There have to be other buyers out there. We'll reach out and make connections. Hell, I'll pound the pavement myself if I have to."

“Thank you, Greg.” She puts her hand on my arm, finally smiling. “That’s so sweet of you.”

Her touch sends a shiver down my spine, and I take a moment to get a hold of myself. Seeing the glimmer of hope in her eyes, I press on. "I've decided to keep my shares in the farm and to invest in it. We can finally develop that website you've been envisioning and start selling directly to customers online. There are so many possibilities, Belle. This isn't the end. It's a new beginning."

Belle's face transforms, her smile as radiant as the sun emerging from behind storm clouds. With a little squeal of joy, she flings her arms around my neck, hugging me tightly. "Oh Greg, thank you! Thank you so much. You have no idea what this means to me, to all of us."

Chuckling, I return her embrace, marveling at how good she feels in my arms. So soft and warm and womanly. My body responds to her nearness, to those tantalizing curves pressing against my bare chest. I inhale deeply, breathing in the scent of her hair, her skin.

My eyes drift downward, landing on the creamy swells of her breasts, barely contained by the low neckline of her dress. Desire, hot and urgent, surges through me, pooling in my groin. I feel myself hardening, my cock twitching and thickening against the confines of my pants.

Belle tenses and I know she's felt it too. Gasping softly, she pulls back to look at me, her eyes wide with shock as they flicker downward to the growing bulge. Mortified, I leap to my feet and make a beeline for the sink. I fill a glass with ice water and down it in one long gulp, willing the cold to extinguish the flames licking through my veins.

What the hell am I doing? This is Belle, for Christ's sake—Paula's daughter. Young enough to be my own kid. I can't be lusting after her like some lecherous old man. It's wrong, completely fucked up on every level.

Gripping the edge of the counter, I take a few deep, calming breaths before turning back around. Belle hasn't moved, still sitting there staring at me, her cheeks flushed a rosy pink. She's a vision, a temptation... Shit. Stop it. I need to get a grip, pronto. I can't let my libido run away with me, not when there's so much at stake. We need to focus on saving the farm, on securing a future for this family. My inconvenient attraction to Belle is a distraction we can't afford.

I force a casual smile and lean against the counter, maintaining a safe distance.

The kitchen light flickers slightly, bathing Belle’s face with a warm, intermittent glow. She looks up at me with those large, dreamy eyes, framed by dark lashes. A strand of blonde hair falls across her forehead, and I fight the urge to brush it away. I lean against the cool wall, needing its support, its reality check.

"Belle," I start, my voice a low rumble, like the first roll of thunder before a storm. "Are you sure you don't have feelings for Josh? He seems like a nice enough guy."

She shakes her head, her hair shimmering like gold. "I've known Josh forever, Greg. He's just... not for me."

"Then what is your type?" I ask, genuinely curious. What kind of man would be worthy of this wonderful young woman with a heart full of passion for her family and the farm?

She looks down at her hands, fidgeting with her fingers. "I want a man I can depend on. Someone mature, steady." She pauses, her voice dropping to a whisper. "Someone who won't abandon his family."

I feel a pang in my chest, understanding the reason for her wish. Her words echo my own past and my own fears. I know what it's like to be left behind, to be let down. I push away from the wall, drawn to her. But I stop myself, planting my feet firmly on the cool tile floor.

"Belle, you're a beautiful, capable young woman. You don't need to worry about finding the right man. He'll find you."

Her cheeks flush a delicate pink, like the first blush of a rose. She looks up at me, her eyes wide and shining. "Thank you, Greg," she murmurs. Then her gaze drops, trailing down my bare chest. I flush under her scrutiny, feeling the heat spread across my skin.

To distract myself, I ask, "So, what is it about Josh that you don't like?"

She sighs, her shoulders rising and falling gently. "I don't feel any connection with him. He's had everything handed to him, Greg. He doesn't understand what the farm means to Mom and me. He said..." She pauses, her brow furrowing. "He said he wouldn't want his family to live on a farm. He wouldn't want his kids to be farmers."

I can see the pain in her eyes, the disappointment. Josh might be a nice guy, but he's not the one for Belle. She needs someone who understands her, who values her passion, her roots. She needs a man who can stand beside her, strong and steady.

I can't help but feel a stirring, a desire to be that man. But I push the thought away. This isn't about me. It's about Belle, about her future, her happiness. And I'll do whatever I can to ensure it.

"Belle," I say, my voice soft yet firm. "You shouldn't lead Josh on if you don't love him. It's not fair to him, or to you. You deserve to find someone who sets your soul on fire, someone you truly love."

She looks up at me, her eyes shimmering with gratitude. A faint smile plays on her lips, like the first ray of sunlight after a storm. "Thank you, Greg," she murmurs. "You're right. I'll tell him. I just hope he understands. He's been so persistent, and I don't want to hurt him."

As she goes to the sink and rinses her glass, I observe her, noting the elegance in her movements; her gestures reflect a blend of uncertainty and resolve.

Pushing away from the counter, I step towards the doorway. As I pass Belle, I pause, feeling the charge in the air, the electric current that pulses between us. The room grows warm, the air thick with unspoken words and unacted-upon desires. My breath hitches, rugged and uneven, like the first stirrings of a storm.

Belle turns to face me, her eyes locked onto my lips. She bites her own, an adorable gesture that sends a jolt of longing through me. I want to reach out, to pull her close, to taste her lips, to give her the passionate kiss she craves. But I hold back, my hands clenched at my sides, my heart pounding in my chest like a caged animal.

Her eyes meet mine, a question lingering in their depths. I see her longing, her desire, and her need. It mirrors my own, a reflection of my inner turmoil. But I can't act on it. No. This beautiful, capable young woman can have any man in the world. And who am I? A boring older man who is lucky enough to be in the same room with her at the moment. To want anything more than that would be criminal.

"Good night, Belle," I manage to say, my voice hoarse with restraint. I step out of the kitchen, leaving her standing there, her lips slightly parted, her eyes wide with surprise and disappointment.

“Good night, Greg,” she says as she trails behind me. “I’m going to bed as well.”

The hallway is a river of shadows, the old farmhouse creaking like a wooden raft on a gentle nighttime current. Belle's door is a few paces away. She stops beside it, her hand resting on the doorknob, her eyes gleaming in the low light.

"Greg," she whispers, her voice barely audible over the hum of the night. "I'm happy for you and Mom. Really, I am." Her lips curve into a soft smile, but her eyes hold a warning, like the first rumble of thunder on a distant horizon. "Just... don't hurt her. Please. She likes you, a lot. More than she's liked anyone in a long time."

Her words rock me to my core, reminding me of my responsibility. Paula's face flashes in my mind, her laugh, warmth, and quiet strength. I won't hurt her. I can't.

"I won't, Belle," I promise, my voice steadier than I feel. "I like her, too. More than I can say."

Belle's smile widens, genuine and bright like the sun peeking through clouds after a storm. Then, before I can react, she reaches up, her soft lips pressing against mine in a fleeting, feather-light kiss. It's a spark, a jolt of lightning, a sudden rush of sweetness that leaves me stunned, like a deer caught in headlights.

She pulls away, her cheeks flushed, her eyes wide with a mix of surprise and amusement. Then, with a quick turn of the doorknob, she slips into her room, leaving me standing there, the taste of her lips still lingering on mine, a puzzling mix of innocence and something more, something deeper, something I can't quite put my finger on.

The old farmhouse groans softly around me, the night air cool against my heated skin. That kiss is impulsive, surely. A young woman's whim. Isn’t it?

Shaking my head, I turn away from Belle's door, my mind a whirlwind of thoughts as I make my way back to Paula's room. The door creaks open, revealing Paula's sleeping form, her blonde hair a golden halo against the white pillow. She stirs as I slip into bed, her body molding against mine, her warmth seeping into my skin.

"Mmm... Greg," she murmurs, her voice thick with sleep. "Was that Belle I heard?"

"Yes," I reply, my arms snaking around her waist, pulling her closer. "She's back from her date."

Paula yawns, her body stretching like a cat's before settling back against me. "How did it go?"

I pause, remembering Belle's tear-streaked face, disappointment, and resolve. "Fine. But I don't think she'll be seeing Josh again."

Paula lets out a soft sigh, her body relaxing further. "Thank God. She made the right choice."

"Yes," I agree, my hands moving of their own accord, cupping Paula's breasts, my thumbs brushing against her nipples. She lets out a satisfying moan, her body arching into my touch. "She did."

My body responds to hers, my cock hardening, nestling against her ass. I shift, sliding into her from behind, her warmth enveloping me, her gasp of pleasure sending a shiver down my spine.

Paula's moan vibrates through the quiet room as I move with slow, deliberate strokes. "I love spooning," she breathes out, her voice laced with pleasure. "It's my favorite."

"Mine too," I confess.

“Seems like we’re made for each other,” she whispers between gasps.

Her words send a surge of emotions through me, a mix of lust and tenderness, an instinctual need to claim her and to protect her. I move with her, our bodies joined, our breaths mingling, and our hearts beating as one. The old farmhouse creaks softly around us, and the night air is filled with the song of our lovemaking.


Book 2

Rose Farm Sisters


CHAPTER 1
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I NAVIGATE THE RENTAL CAR along the winding road toward Downtown Vine Valley. Paula sits beside me, in a white blouse tucked in a navy A-line skirt, her profile gilded by the morning light streaming through the window. We haven't spoken much since leaving the farm, but the silence isn't uncomfortable—it's charged with anticipation.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Congratulations, Mr. Taylor. You are now officially a rose farmer." His words drip with vinegar. "Paula, always a pleasure. My door is always open if you... reconsider your options."

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"And Williams was her idea of substance?"

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

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

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

I raise an eyebrow. "Sounds serious."

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

"Charming," I mutter.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Pull over," she says suddenly.

"What?" I glance at her, confused.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

She's right, of course.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I can learn. I’m learning.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

"What makes sense?"

"You're in love."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The silence that follows is heavier than any words.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"You're serious about this."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"And the Bryson audit?"

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

"Nathan is a junior associate."

"And exceptionally competent. You know that."

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

"What?"

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

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

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

"Good. And Greg?"

"Yes?"

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

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

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

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

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

"Yes?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


CHAPTER 6
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Moments later, Paula and I stand at the edge of the rose field, watching thin streams of water pulse through the drip irrigation lines. We're waiting for the irrigation technician, and I find myself oddly nervous—like this is some kind of test of my commitment to the farm. It's one thing to sign papers in a lawyer's office; it's another to start spending real money on improvements.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I know," she says simply.

My jaw drops. "You—what? How?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"How much will that cost?" Belle asks.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I get it. What a jerk."

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Afraid of what?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Anytime,” I say.

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Stay," she says simply.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"When you what?" I prompt gently.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"So how does it work?" I ask.

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

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

"Why's that?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Ready," I confirm.

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Twelve years?" I'm stunned.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"And in the very center," she continues, using a small tool to point, "is the pistil—the female part. This bulbous base is the ovary, which contains the eggs. The stigma at the top receives the pollen from the male parts."

As she explains, I can't help but recall her female parts from our night in the spa—the intimate folds, the sensitive bud, the slick entrance I'd explored with my fingers. The memory sends blood rushing south, and I shift my stance slightly.

Belle glances up at me through her lashes. "Are you following so far?"

"Absolutely," I say, perhaps too emphatically. "So the pollen needs to get from the stamen to the pistil. That's what the bees do?"

"Exactly," she nods. "In nature, bees and other pollinators move pollen from flower to flower as they collect nectar. But when we're breeding, we want to control exactly which pollen goes where. That's why I do it manually."

I clear my throat, searching for a neutral question. "Why can't the flower just pollinate itself? It has both male and female parts right there together."

"Many plants have mechanisms to prevent self-pollination," Belle explains. "It's nature's way of ensuring genetic diversity. Some roses are self-sterile, while others have timing mechanisms where the male and female parts mature at different times."

I have a hazy memory of studying this subject in my high school biology class, though I don't remember it being so fascinating.

As Belle speaks, her hands move gracefully over the flowers, demonstrating her points. Her fingers are long and slender, moving with practiced precision. I find myself watching her hands more than the flowers they touch.

"So what's your next step?" I ask, trying to distract myself from thoughts that are decidedly unrelated to horticulture.

"I collected pollen from the Knock Out last night," she explains, pointing to a small bowl on the workbench. Inside are several flowers with their petals removed, leaving only the central reproductive parts. "These are the male flowers for my experiment. I removed the petals to make it easier to access the pollen."

She turns to another plant with pink blooms. "And this is the Heritage, which will be the female parent." She selects a flower bud that's partially open and takes it to the workbench. With careful motions, she begins removing the petals one by one, revealing the inner structure.

"I need to remove not just the petals, but also the stamens," she explains, using tweezers to carefully pluck out the male parts. "This prevents any chance of self-pollination. It's called emasculation." A small smile plays at her lips as she says the word.

My pulse quickens. The clinical terminology in this setting, from Belle's lips, transforms into something suggestive, forbidden. I watch, mesmerized, as she methodically strips the flower of its male parts, leaving only the female pistil exposed.

"Now comes the fun part," she says, setting down the tweezers and picking up one of the male flowers from the bowl. She holds it over the emasculated Heritage bloom and gently taps, allowing the yellow pollen to dust onto the stigma.

"I'm being a bee fairy," she says, her voice dropping to a husky timbre that sends a shiver down my spine. "Making flower babies."

She glances up at me with a smile that's unmistakably suggestive. Our eyes lock, and for a moment, the greenhouse seems to shrink around us, the air growing even warmer. I'm suddenly acutely aware of my growing arousal, the tightness in my pants becoming uncomfortable.

"It's a delicate process," Belle continues, still holding my gaze. "You have to be gentle, but firm. Too rough, and you damage the stigma. Too hesitant, and the pollen won't transfer properly."

I swallow hard, finding it increasingly difficult to focus on the botanical lesson. Belle must notice my distraction because her smile widens slightly.

"Do you want to try?" she asks, offering me the male flower.

"I think I should watch an expert a few more times," I say, my voice rougher than I intended.

She nods and returns to her demonstration, selecting another female flower and repeating the process. As she works, I notice details about her I'd been too distracted to fully appreciate before—the curve of her neck as she bends over her work, the way her red skirt hugs her hips, the small gap of skin visible between her low-cut t-shirt and the waistband of her skirt when she reaches for a tool.

"Once the stigma is pollinated," Belle says, "I'll cover it with a small paper bag to prevent any other pollen from reaching it. Then we wait. If fertilization occurs, the hip—that's the fruit of the rose—will begin to swell with seeds."

The word "swell" from her lips sends another jolt through me. I try to focus on breathing normally, on appearing attentive rather than aroused, but it's a losing battle.

"How long does it take to know if it worked?" I ask, grasping at anything to keep the conversation in safer territory.

"About three to four weeks for the hip to develop," she says. "But that's just the beginning. After the seeds form, they need a period of cold stratification before they'll germinate. Then we plant them, and wait years to see what we've actually created."

She sets down her tools and turns to face me fully. "Patience is everything in this process. The waiting is half the pleasure."

The way she says "pleasure" leaves no doubt that she's no longer talking exclusively about roses. My heart pounds against my ribcage, and I find myself staring at her lips, remembering how they'd felt against mine.

"Are you still listening, Gregory?" she asks teasingly, taking a step closer.

"Sorry," I apologize, not sorry at all. "I got distracted."

"I noticed," she says, her eyes dropping briefly to the front of my pants before returning to my face. The directness of her gaze, the absence of embarrassment, only intensifies my reaction.

My eyes drift downward from Belle's face to the gentle curve of her cleavage. Her low-cut t-shirt reveals just enough to be tantalizing—a hint of shadow between her breasts, and the delicate hollow at the base of her throat. The shirt's fabric stretches across her chest, thin enough that I can see the outline of her bra beneath.

The red skirt she wears—the same one that caught my eye the day I first arrived at the farm—falls to just above her knees. It sways slightly with her movements, occasionally revealing more of her thighs when she reaches for something. My gaze travels down her smooth legs, taking in their slender shape, the gentle curve of her calves. I find myself fighting the urge to touch them, to run my hand from her ankle up to the hem of that skirt and beyond.

When I drag my eyes back up to her face, Belle is watching me with a knowing smile, her head tilted slightly.

"Still thinking about roses?" she asks teasingly, her voice low.

"Not exactly," I admit, feeling heat rise to my face despite myself. I'm forty-two years old, for God's sake, not some teenager caught staring at a girl in class.

Belle's smile widens. "I didn't think so."

I clear my throat and force myself to look at the workbench instead of her body. "Sorry," I say. "I got distracted."

"Don't apologize," she says. "I don't mind."

The air between us feels charged, electric. I search for something to say that might return us to safer ground.

"Why do you have to remove the petals from flowers that aren't fully open yet?" I ask, gesturing to the roses on the workbench. "Wouldn't it be easier to use flowers that are already open?"

Belle seems to shift back into her professional mode, though her eyes still hold a hint of amusement. "I have to use flowers that aren't wide open yet because otherwise, the bees have already visited them," she explains. "Once a bee has been to a flower, it could have deposited any kind of pollen. For controlled breeding, I need to be certain about what pollen goes where."

"So you must use flowers that haven't been visited by any bees yet?" I clarify.

"Exactly," she nods. "I select buds that are mature enough that the reproductive parts are functional, but not so open that they've been exposed to the world."

Without thinking, I blurt out, "So you need virgin flowers."

Belle's eyes darken, and she gazes up at me through her lashes. "Yes," she whispers, leaning slightly closer. "I must deflower the virgins."

My heart hammers against my ribs, and I swallow hard. The greenhouse suddenly feels several degrees warmer, the air thick with humidity and unspoken desire.

"Christ," I mutter under my breath, wondering if she's still talking about roses at all. Blood rushes south, and I silently curse my body's immediate response to her words, to her proximity, to the memory of her in the spa that night.

Belle stands so close now that I can smell her perfume—something floral, of course, but with an undertone of musk that seems perfectly fitting. A strand of blonde hair has escaped her ponytail, and I resist the urge to tuck it behind her ear just to have an excuse to touch her.

"So what's the next step?" I ask, my voice rougher than I intended. It's a desperate attempt to dilute the tension between us, to reroute the conversation back to horticulture rather than the increasingly explicit subtext.

Belle doesn't take the bait. Instead, she steps even closer, close enough that I can feel the heat radiating from her body.

"It'll take a while to get to the next step," she says in a low voice that sends shivers down my spine. "We must wait for a few months until the Heritage flowers are swollen with the Knock Out's seed before we proceed to the next stage."

The way she emphasizes "swollen" makes my cock twitch. There's no pretense now—her words are deliberately provocative, her eyes holding mine with an intensity that makes it impossible to look away.

I quietly curse to myself, surprised that the seemingly inexperienced Belle could be such an adept seductress.

"Belle," I say, her name coming out as half warning, half plea.

"Yes, Gregory?" She looks up at me, all innocence except for the heat in her eyes.

I grunt—an animalistic sound of surrender—and pull her to me, crushing my lips against hers. She melts into me immediately, her body pressing against mine, her hands sliding up my chest to my shoulders. Her lips are soft and yielding, but there's nothing passive about her response. She kisses me back with an eagerness that matches my own, her tongue darting out to tease mine.

My hands find her waist, then slide lower to cup her ass through the thin fabric of her skirt. She makes a small sound of approval against my mouth, and I pull her closer still, letting her feel exactly what she's done to me. The evidence of my arousal presses insistently against her hip, and she shifts deliberately against it.

We break apart for air, both breathing heavily. Belle's pupils are dilated, her lips swollen from our kiss, and her cheeks flushed. She looks exactly like a woman who wants more, and the knowledge that I've affected her as much as she's affected me sends a fresh surge of desire through me.

"We shouldn't, not here—" I begin, knowing I should stop this before it goes further, but she presses a finger to my lips.

"Don't," she says. "Don't overanalyze this. Don't talk yourself out of what we both want."

Her directness is refreshing and arousing in equal measure. With Belle, everything is blunt and honest—as natural as the plants surrounding us, as straightforward as pollination itself.

I capture her finger with my hand, bringing it to my lips to kiss it gently. "Are you sure?"

Belle laughs, the sound both musical and earthy. "I've been sending you signals since you walked into this greenhouse," she says. "I was starting to wonder if I needed to be more explicit."

"Message received," I murmur, bending to kiss her again, this time more slowly, savoring the taste of her, the feel of her body against mine.

This greenhouse, with its scent of earth and growing things, has become the most erotic place I've ever been. Everything here is alive, verdant, bursting with potential—including the two of us, who were strangers just little more than a week ago, but were brought together by a mysterious, magical power.


CHAPTER 14

[image: ]

We kiss passionately, time dissolving around us. Belle's lips are soft yet demanding, her tongue dancing with mine in a rhythm that feels both new and familiar. Her hands clutch my shoulders, then trace patterns down my back, pulling me closer as if she can't bear any space between us. The scent of roses mingles with her natural fragrance, creating an intoxicating blend that fills my head until I can think of nothing but her—her taste, her touch, and the small sounds of pleasure she makes against my mouth.

Eventually, Belle pulls away, her chest heaving with rapid breaths. Her eyes, darkened with desire, fix on mine with an intensity that makes my pulse quicken even further.

"I want your seed," she says without preamble, her voice low and husky.

The bluntness of her statement sends a jolt of pure lust through me. There's no mistaking her meaning, no room for polite misinterpretation.

"Are you sure you want it here?" I ask, glancing around the greenhouse. Through the glass walls, I can see the fields beyond, currently empty of workers but still exposed. "Anyone could walk by."

Belle's lips curve into a smile that's equal parts mischievous and determined. "Yes," she says firmly. "I can't wait a minute longer." She runs a finger down my chest, hooking it into my belt loop. "I've wanted you since the first day you arrived. After the spa... I can't think of anything else."

The memory of the spa—Belle's body slick with water, her unexplored innocence transformed into bold curiosity under my touch—sends another wave of heat through me. She had been a quick study, her natural sensuality unfurling like a rose in sunlight.

"The couch," she says, nodding toward the worn leather sofa in the living area, among the plants. "Sit there." It's not a request but a command, and I find myself obeying without question.

As I cross to the couch, Belle moves in the opposite direction, toward the greenhouse door. For a moment, I think she's changed her mind, but then I see her turning the lock and pulling down a shade I hadn't noticed before. She does the same at another door at the far end, effectively securing our privacy.

"No interruptions," she says with a satisfied nod, making her way back to me.

I sit on the couch, watching her approach. There's a confidence in her walk that wasn't there before—a subtle sway of her hips, a straightening of her shoulders. When she reaches me, she doesn't sit beside me as I expect. Instead, she stands before me, her eyes never leaving mine as she grasps the hem of her t-shirt and pulls it over her head in one fluid motion.

The image of her standing there in a simple white silk bra steals my breath. Her skin is golden from working outdoors, a constellation of freckles dusting her shoulders and chest. The bra cups her breasts perfectly, showcasing rather than concealing their fullness.

"Belle, are you sure—" I begin, but she shakes her head slightly.

"Don't overthink this," she reminds me, her hands moving to the side of her skirt where a zipper is concealed. With a quick tug, the fabric loosens and falls to pool at her feet, leaving her in matching white silk panties.

My mouth goes dry at the sight of her. She's like a classical sculpture come to life—all graceful curves and smooth planes. The white silk against her tanned skin creates a contrast that's almost painfully sensual. A small birthmark on her right hip draws my eye, a detail I hadn't noticed in the dim lighting of the spa.

She steps forward and straddles my lap, her knees on either side of my thighs, her weight settling deliciously against my straining erection. Her hands cup my face as she leans in to kiss me again, this time with a deliberate slowness that's somehow more arousing than the earlier urgency.

I groan into her mouth, my hands finally free to roam the expanse of skin now available to me. I trace the curve of her waist, the delicate ridge of her spine, the soft swell where her back meets her ass. Her skin is warm and smooth beneath my fingers, responsive to my touch—she shivers slightly when I run my nails lightly down her back.

Breaking the kiss, I trail my lips down her neck, tasting the salt of her skin, feeling her pulse flutter beneath my mouth. She tilts her head to give me better access, a small sigh escaping her lips. I continue downward, pressing kisses along her collarbone, then into the valley between her breasts. The silk of her bra is cool against my face, a contrast to the heat of her skin.

My hands greedily explore her body, cupping her breasts through the silk, thumbs brushing over hardened nipples. Belle arches into my touch, her eyes closed, lips parted in a silent gasp. She's so responsive, so uninhibited in her pleasure that it feeds my own arousal, creating a feedback loop of desire between us.

I slide my hands down to her thighs, savoring their smoothness, their strength. Her legs are toned from farm work, not gym-sculpted like some women I’ve seen in the past. There's an authenticity to her beauty that I find irresistible. My fingers trace patterns up the outside of her thighs, then around to the backs, feeling the subtle shift where the thigh becomes the curve of her ass.

She shifts on my lap, creating friction that draws a groan from deep in my chest. Through the barrier of my pants and her silk panties, I can feel the heat of her, the dampness that confirms her desire. My hands move to grip her round, firm ass, squeezing gently, then more firmly when she responds with a soft moan.

One hand ventures between her thighs from behind, finding the silk of her panties damp with arousal. The discovery makes my cock jolt beneath her. The knowledge that she wants me this much, is this ready for me, is almost overwhelming.

"Naughty girl," I murmur against her neck, then nip gently at the sensitive skin beneath her ear.

"You can't blame me," she responds, her voice breathy. "All that pollination with you next to me was torture. I couldn't help but imagine how it would be between us." She rocks deliberately against my hardness. "In fact, I haven't stopped thinking about it since that night at the hot spring."

"Me, too," I confess, the admission easier than I expected. "I keep thinking about you, about the things we did, and the things I want to do."

"Then what are we waiting for?" she asks, sliding off my lap in a graceful movement. She falls to her knees before me, her hands moving to my belt buckle with clear intent.

The vision of Belle kneeling between my legs, her golden hair falling forward as she focuses on unfastening my pants, is almost too much. I lift my hips slightly as she tugs down my zipper and pulls at the waistband of both pants and boxers. My erection springs free, fully hard and eager for her attention.

Belle looks up at me, her eyes wide with appreciation. "You're so hard, Greg," she whispers, wrapping one hand around my shaft. Her touch is gentle but confident, stroking slowly up and down. Then, maintaining eye contact, she leans forward and takes me into her mouth.

The wet heat of her mouth is exquisite, drawing a strangled groan from me. Her inexperience shows in a slight hesitancy, but what she lacks in technique she makes up for in enthusiasm and attention. She watches my reactions carefully, repeating the movements that elicit the strongest responses, learning my body with an eagerness that's deeply arousing.

Her tongue swirls around the head, then traces the sensitive underside. One hand continues to stroke what won't fit in her mouth, while the other cups me gently beneath. Seeing her—this beautiful young woman on her knees, pleasuring me with such focus and desire—combined with the physical sensation is nearly overwhelming.

"Belle," I say hoarsely, placing a hand on her shoulder. As much as I'm enjoying what she’s doing, I want this to last, to savor every moment of our first time together. "If you keep that up, this is going to be over much sooner than either of us wants."

She pulls back, her lips wet and slightly swollen, a smile playing at their corners. "We can't have that," she agrees. "Not when there's so much more I want to do with you."

I laugh softly at her straightforward words. Belle represents innocence and passion perfectly. "It's time I give you what you want," I tell her, my voice rough with desire. Her eyes widen slightly, anticipation making her pupils dilate until only a thin ring of hazel remains.

Belle grins and stands in one fluid motion, her confidence surprising for someone so inexperienced. Without hesitation, she reaches behind her back to unclasp her bra. The silk fabric falls away, revealing breasts that are full and perfectly shaped, tipped with rosy points already hard with arousal. She drops the bra onto the growing pile of discarded clothing, then hooks her thumbs into the waistband of her panties.

There's a momentary flash of vulnerability in her eyes—a reminder that despite her boldness, this is all new to her. It vanishes quickly, replaced by determination as she shimmies out of her panties, letting them slide down her legs to the floor. She steps out of them and stands before me completely bare, golden hair cascading over her shoulders, skin glowing in the greenhouse light.

"You're breathtaking," I say honestly.

Instead of responding with words, Belle turns and walks a few steps to where a Persian rug lies on the concrete floor. The rug is worn but still beautiful, its elaborate pattern of blues and reds faded from years of sunlight. She lowers herself onto it, lying back and extending one arm toward me in invitation.

"Take me," she says in a husky voice, spreading her legs wider to reveal her most intimate parts.

I pause briefly, once more considering if I should hold off for a more suitable location since it’s her first time. But the sight of her—naked and willing on the rug, her blonde hair splayed out, her body open to me—sends a surge of desire through me and leaves no room for patience.

I quickly remove my shirt, tossing it aside, then stand to push down my pants and boxers that are already halfway down my thighs. My shoes are kicked off, socks pulled away, until I'm as bare as she is.

I kneel between her outstretched legs, taking a moment to admire the view before me. Belle's body is a landscape of gentle curves and valleys—the slope of her breasts, the dip of her waist, the flare of her hips. Her skin bears the marks of someone who lives authentically—a small scar on her knee probably from childhood, the faint tan lines from working outdoors, and a birthmark shaped like a crescent moon on her hip.

My eyes are drawn to the junction of her thighs, to the intricate beauty of her female parts. Like the roses she tends, her most intimate flower is a marvel of delicate architecture—her outer lips pink and slightly swollen, parting to reveal inner petals that glisten with her arousal. At the apex, her clit peeks out, a small bud as sensitive as the heart of a rose.

"You are so beautiful," I murmur, reaching out to stroke her gently with my fingers. "The most beautiful rose on earth."

I trace the contours of her outer lips, marveling at their softness, before sliding a finger between them to gather her moisture. She's incredibly wet, her body more than ready for what's to come. I circle her entrance teasingly, then move up to her clit, applying gentle pressure that makes her hips lift slightly off the rug.

Belle coos in response, her hands moving to cup her own breasts, fingers toying with her nipples. "Please, Gregory," she begs, her voice breathy. "Stop teasing me."

The combination of her pleading and the view of her touching herself weakens my resolve to take things slowly. I continue stroking her with my fingers, finding the rhythm and pressure that makes her moan loudest, while my other hand wraps around my own hardness. “I’m not teasing you,” I say gruffly, battling with my own desire. “I’m prepping you, sweetheart.”

"I’m ready, and I want to feel you inside me," Belle whispers, her eyes locked on mine. "Please."

Grunting, I position myself more directly between her thighs, then take my cock in hand and drag it slowly along her slick folds, coating it with her juices. The sensation is exquisite—her heat, her wetness, the image of my hardness against her softness. I tease her entrance, pressing just the tip against her opening before sliding upward to brush against her clit.

Belle gasps, her back arching slightly. "Gregory," she says, my name half plea, half demand. Her hands continue to knead her breasts, thumbs circling her nipples in time with my movements against her core.

I repeat the motion several times, dipping the head of my cock just slightly into her entrance before retreating, coating myself with more of her arousal each time. It's a delicious torture for us both—her body trying to draw me in, my willpower barely containing the urge to thrust forward fully.

"Please," she begs again, more urgently this time. "I need you inside me."

I position the tip of my cock at her entrance once more, but this time, instead of retreating, I begin to push forward slowly. Her body resists at first, unused to the intrusion, then gradually yields. I watch her face carefully for any sign of discomfort as I ease myself into her, inch by careful inch.

Belle gasps while smiling, her eyes widening. "It feels exquisite," she whispers, encouraging me to continue.

Her inner walls grip me tightly as I push deeper, creating friction that sends sparks of pleasure up my spine. She's warm, wet, and welcoming, each inch I gain sending shockwaves of sensation through my body. For a moment, I forget where we are—the greenhouse fades away, and all that exists is the feeling of being inside her, the floral scent of roses somehow mingling with the raw intimacy of our connection.

I pause once I'm fully seated within her, savoring this first shared experience. Her pulse flutters around me, her body adjusting to my presence. I lean down to kiss her softly, our lips meeting in a gesture that feels surprisingly tender amidst our passion.

And then, with a gentle thrust, I break through the barrier of her innocence. Belle's sharp intake of breath is followed by a slight wince, pain briefly masking her face. I freeze immediately, concern overriding desire.

"Are you okay? Should I stop?"

The grimace on her face transforms into a determined grin. "Don't you dare," she says, her legs wrapping around my waist to hold me in place. "It only hurt for a second. Keep going."

I remain still for another moment, allowing her body to adjust. When the tension in her face fully relaxes, I begin to move again, setting a rhythm that is both careful and passionate. Each thrust is measured, controlled, though what I want is to lose myself completely in her embrace.

Belle's discomfort quickly gives way to pleasure. Her hips begin to move in counterpoint to mine, meeting my thrusts with an eagerness that belies her newfound status. Her eyes remain fixed on mine, shining with unspoken emotions and the intensity of our connection.

"Deeper, please," she whispers, her fingers digging into my shoulders and pulling me closer.

I oblige, increasing the depth and force of my thrusts slightly, watching her reactions carefully to ensure her pleasure. The slight change in angle draws a moan from her, louder than before, confirming I've found a spot that intensifies her enjoyment.


CHAPTER 15
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Mindful of Belle’s comfort, I set a pace that balances caution with passion. Each thrust is calculated—deep enough to evoke her pleasure-filled sighs, yet controlled enough not to overwhelm her. The knowledge that I'm her first brings both responsibility and an undeniable thrill. Her body yields to mine, accepting me more fully with each careful advance. The tight heat of her surrounds me, a velvet vise that threatens to undo my carefully maintained restraint.

Belle's eyes remain fixed on mine throughout, creating an intimacy that transcends the physical. In their hazel depths, I see flashes of discovery—each new sensation registering as surprise, then delight. The vulnerability in her gaze should make me feel guilty, like I'm taking something precious. Instead, it feels like an exchange, a gift freely given and received.

"Is this okay?" I ask, needing verbal confirmation despite her body's evident response.

"Yes," she breathes, her fingers digging into my shoulders. "Don't stop."

Each thrust is met with her welcoming embrace, her body urging me deeper into virgin territory.

With each fluid movement, she mirrors my cadence, her body a perfect counterpart to my own. When I thrust forward, she rises to meet me; when I withdraw, she follows, maintaining our connection as if reluctant to allow even a moment's separation. Her hips find the rhythm without instruction, rolling upward to deepen each penetration.

Seeing her, so vulnerable yet so eager, ignites a fire within me that I struggle to contain. Her breasts sway gently with our movements, her stomach muscles tense and relax visibly as she works her hips against mine. A thin sheen of sweat makes her skin glow in the filtered sunlight streaming through the greenhouse glass.

I free a hand from supporting my weight to stroke her trembling, firm breasts. They fit perfectly in my palm, neither too large nor too small, tipped with nipples that harden further under my touch. When I roll one sensitive peak between my fingers, Belle gasps and tightens around me, her inner walls gripping my cock in a way that nearly makes me lose control.

The air of the greenhouse seems to be still, holding its breath at the vision before me—Belle's skin flushed with desire, her chest rising and falling rapidly with each excited breath, her hair spread across the Persian rug like spilled honey. Her lips are parted, swollen from our kisses, releasing small pants and moans that sound like music to my ears. Her eyes, when they're not closed in ecstasy, watch me with wonder, as if she can't quite believe the sensations coursing through her body.

I swallow hard, fighting the urge to release myself into her warmth. It's too soon—I want this to last, want to give her an experience worthy of her trust in me. I remind myself that this moment is for Belle, to make her first time something that will forever bloom in her memory.

To stave off my building climax, I change the angle of my thrusts, slowing the pace slightly. Belle whimpers at the change, her eyes questioning.

"Turn over," I whisper, my voice rough with desire. "Onto your hands and knees."

A flicker of uncertainty crosses her face, quickly replaced by curiosity and eagerness. With gentle insistence, I guide her into the new position, helping her roll over and rise onto all fours. She complies with an eagerness that belies her earlier shyness, settling onto her hands and knees before me, glancing back over her shoulder with a mixture of vulnerability and anticipation.

Her bubble butt presents to me, round and smooth—a tantalizing sight that nearly brings me over the edge just from looking. The curve of her spine creates a graceful arc from her shoulders to her hips, and her blonde hair tumbles down her back, some strands sticking to her damp skin. From this angle, I can see the glistening evidence of her arousal between her thighs, her readiness for me to continue.

My hands roam greedily across her exposed form, one palming the softness of her backside while the other reaches around to fondle her breast, feeling its weight and firmness. The contrast between the roundness of her ass and the delicate arch of her back creates a silhouette that artists have celebrated for centuries. There's something primal about this position, something that speaks to the most basic part of me.

"Is this okay?" I ask again, wanting to be certain she's comfortable with this new vulnerability.

"Yes," she breathes, pushing back against me slightly. "Please, Gregory."

I position myself at her entrance again and slide back into her welcoming heat. The new angle allows me to penetrate even deeper, drawing a sharp cry of pleasure from Belle. Her head drops forward momentarily, her arms trembling slightly as she adjusts to the fresh sensation.

As I thrust into her from this new angle, Belle pushes back against me, her movements hungry and insistent, ensuring I fill her completely. The visual of my cock disappearing into her body, combined with the exquisite grip of her around me, nearly pushes me past the point of control. I steady myself with one hand on her hip, my fingers pressing into her soft flesh firmly enough to potentially leave marks—a thought that sends another surge of possessive pleasure through me.

"You feel incredible," I tell her, my voice strained with the effort of maintaining control. "So perfect around me."

Belle responds with a moan, words apparently beyond her capability now. Her arms begin to tremble more noticeably from supporting her weight, so I lean forward, covering her body with mine, taking some of her weight. This position brings my chest against her back, my lips close to her ear, where I can whisper praise and encouragement as we move together.

"That's it," I murmur as she matches my rhythm perfectly. "Just like that."

Her response is to turn her head, seeking my lips for a kiss that's awkwardly positioned but no less passionate for it. Our tongues meet briefly before the intensity of our movements breaks the contact. I straighten up again, returning to my knees behind her, hands now gripping both her hips to guide our motion.

The greenhouse around us seems to intensify our experience—the warmth, the humidity, the scent of growing things all enhancing our intimate connection. In this place dedicated to creation and new life, we too are creating something new between us. It may not last eight years like the roses Belle breeds, but it feels just as significant and worthy of nurture and care.

Unable to resist the magnetic pull of her desire, I reach around Belle's hip, my fingers finding her swollen clit. I rub it in small circles that match the rhythm of our union, feeling her body respond immediately to this additional stimulation. The dual sensations of my cock filling her and my fingers on her most sensitive spot draw a long, low moan from her throat—a sound so unrestrained that it sends shivers down my spine.

"Oh God, Greg," she gasps, her voice breaking on my name. "Don't stop. Please don't stop."

I have no intention of stopping. The view of Belle on her hands and knees before me, her back arched, her hair tumbling down in golden waves, combined with the exquisite grip of her body around mine, creates a pleasure so intense it nearly feels like agony. Each thrust brings me closer to the edge, but I'm determined that she'll reach her peak first.

My fingers continue their delicate work on her clit, alternating between direct circles and gentle side-to-side motions, learning from her responses which touch brings the greatest pleasure. Her breathing becomes more erratic, punctuated by small cries that grow louder and more frequent. Her inner walls begin to flutter around me, the precursor to release.

"That's it," I encourage, my voice husky with desire. "Let go, Belle. I've got you."

Her arms begin to tremble more violently, no longer from supporting her weight but from the intensity of approaching climax. Her head drops forward, then throws back, her spine arching even more sharply. The movements of her hips become less coordinated, more desperate, chasing the sensation that will send her over the edge.

I can feel the tension building in her body—the tightening of her thighs against my hand, the increasing grip of her inner muscles around my cock, the way her breath catches in her throat. She's close, so close, balanced on the precipice of pleasure.

"Gregory," she cries out, my name a broken plea on her lips. "I'm going to—I can't—"

"Yes," I urge her. "Come for me, Belle."

As if my permission was all she needed, Belle's inner walls begin to quiver around me. The tension builds until it breaks like a dam, and she climaxes with a force that clenches my shaft in pulsating waves. A cry tears from her throat—half sob, half exultation—as her body convulses with pleasure. The strength of her orgasm takes me by surprise, her inner muscles gripping me with a pressure that's almost painful in its intensity.

The rippling contractions of her body around mine trigger my own release. I manage a few more thrusts into her quivering heat before the pressure becomes unbearable. A guttural grunt escapes me as I spill myself into her, my hips pressing forward instinctively to embed myself as deeply as possible. Wave after wave of pleasure crashes through me, each pulse emptying more of my seed into her welcoming body.

Yet even as we both crest the wave of ecstasy, I do not cease my movements. I continue to thrust slowly, gently, prolonging the intoxicating pleasure for us both. Belle whimpers softly with each movement, her body hyper-sensitive in the aftermath of her climax. My fingers still circle her clit, but with less pressure now, easing her through the aftershocks.

The intensity gradually ebbs, like a tide receding from shore, leaving behind a warm, languid pleasure that suffuses every limb. Belle's arms finally give out, and she collapses onto her elbows, her forehead resting on the rug. I make a few final, gentle thrusts before carefully withdrawing, drawing a small gasp from her at the sudden emptiness.

Finally spent, I collapse beside Belle on the rug, pulling her into my arms. She turns willingly, nestling against my chest, her face flushed and damp with exertion. Our bodies are slick with sweat, our chests heaving in unison as we struggle to catch our breath. The Persian rug beneath us is rough against my back, but I barely notice, focused entirely on the woman in my arms.

I brush away strands of hair that cling to her forehead, revealing eyes half-closed in satisfaction. Her lips are swollen from our kisses, parted slightly as she continues to breathe deeply. A sheen of sweat makes her skin glow in the diffused sunlight that streams through the greenhouse glass. She has never looked more beautiful to me than in this moment—utterly undone, completely authentic.

"Are you okay?" I ask softly, my hand tracing lazy patterns on her back.

She nods against my chest, apparently not ready for words yet. Her hand rests over my heart, perhaps feeling its gradual return to a normal rhythm. The silence between us is comfortable, laden with shared satisfaction rather than awkwardness.

As I hold her close, my gaze drifts across the greenhouse, taking in our surroundings with new eyes. The rows of plants, the experimental roses, the tools of creation—all of it suddenly seems like more than just my mother's passion. It feels like a legacy, a continuation, a link in a chain that now includes me in some unexpected way.

My eyes land on a spot a few feet away, and for a moment—a single, suspended moment—I see a spectral figure standing there. My mother, Adrianna, watching us with a gentle smile that crinkles the corners of her eyes. She looks younger than in the few photographs I have of her, more spirited and more alive. Her expression holds no judgment, only a serene sort of approval that warms me from within.

The apparition doesn't speak, doesn't move, just smiles at me with eyes that mirror my own. In that fleeting connection, I feel understood in a way I never did during her life. It's as if she's telling me that this—this farm, these roses, these women—is where I belong, where I was always meant to find my way back to.

I blink, and the image vanishes, leaving only empty air where it stood. A trick of the light, perhaps, or my imagination working overtime in this emotionally charged moment. Yet the feeling of connection lingers, as tangible as the woman in my arms.

I close my eyes and kiss Belle's forehead, then her lips when she tilts her face up to meet mine. The kiss is gentle, lacking the urgent passion of earlier but filled with a different kind of intimacy—the shared knowledge of pleasure given and received, of barriers crossed together.

As our lips part, I silently thank my mother for her gifts—not just this farm and these roses, but for leading me, however circuitously, to this unexpected new chapter in my life. To Paula, to Belle, to a kind of connection I never allowed myself to believe in.


CHAPTER 16
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The cottage feels like a prison today. The numbers on my laptop screen swim before my eyes as I try to concentrate on Bryson Manufacturing's financial statements. The cursor blinks, patient and unrelenting, like the ticking of a clock counting down the minutes of my life I'll never get back. I've done this work for twenty years—poring over columns of numbers, hunting for discrepancies, translating business activities into cold, hard figures—but today, it feels like I'm trying to decipher hieroglyphics with my eyes closed.

"Focus, Gregory," I mutter to myself, pinching the bridge of my nose.

I've set up a makeshift office in the living room of the cottage. My laptop, a notepad, a few pens, a half-empty coffee mug, and a water bottle form the familiar landscape of my professional life. It could be my desk in Philadelphia, except for the view outside the window and the scent of roses that occasionally drifts in when the breeze is right.

Bryson Manufacturing is a mid-sized company specializing in custom plastic moldings. Nothing exciting, nothing terrible—just another corporate entity that needs its financial health assessed. The statements show a 12% increase in revenue over the last fiscal year, but their accounts receivable has grown by 18%. That discrepancy niggles at me. Either they're selling more on credit, or they're having trouble collecting payments.

I dig deeper into their cash flow statement, looking for the story the numbers are telling. This is the part I used to love: being a financial detective, finding the hidden narrative beneath the columns of figures. But today, my brain refuses to engage fully. The mystery feels hollow and irrelevant.

What does it matter if Bryson Manufacturing is overstating their earnings or hiding debt? What does it matter if their inventory valuation is questionable? The world will continue spinning regardless of what I discover in these spreadsheets. No lives hang in the balance.

Twenty years I've been doing this. Twenty years of suits and ties and conference rooms. Twenty years of tax seasons and audits and client meetings. Twenty years of being "Gregory Taylor, CPA," a name on a door, a signature on reports, a voice in meetings. It used to feel substantial. Important.

My fingers hover over the keyboard, momentarily paralyzed by a revelation that hits me like a truck: I'm bored. Deeply, profoundly bored. Not just with this particular audit, but with all of it.

I rise from my seat, refill my coffee, and walk over to the window. I sip the coffee while gazing out at the farm. I notice Paula among the bustling activities. She is moving between rows of roses, wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat that shields her face from the May sunshine. Even from here, I can see the careful way she examines each plant, her hands gentle but sure as she inspects leaves and blooms.

Belle is further away, near the greenhouse, carrying what looks like seedling trays. Her blonde hair is pulled back in a practical ponytail, and she's wearing shorts that show off her long legs. She pauses to wipe her forehead with the back of her hand, then continues her task.

The farm is alive with activity. A farm hand—I think his name is Miguel—is repairing part of the irrigation system. Two women I don't recognize are cutting roses, placing them carefully in buckets. A delivery truck is parked near the main house, and someone is unloading supplies.

I long to go out to the fields, but have to finish my accounting work first. Sighing, I return to my laptop and resume my work. My fingers twitch on the keyboard, but I'm no longer seeing Bryson's balance sheet. I'm seeing all the work waiting to be done outside—real work, tangible work. Work that results in something you can see and touch and smell. Work that matters to Paula and Belle, who have poured their hearts into this place.

I could be out there helping them with the farm work. I could be clearing space for the workshop where we'll make rose products. I could be taking photos for the website Belle wants to build.

Instead, I'm hunched over a laptop, analyzing financial statements for a company that makes plastic parts for other companies that make parts for other companies. The absurdity of it makes me want to laugh, or maybe cry.

A voice in my head whispers: "Quit. Just quit. Tell Richard to find someone else to handle Bryson. Tell him you've found something better."

The thought is both terrifying and exhilarating. Could I really walk away from everything I've built? My partnership in the firm, my client relationships, my reputation in the financial community? Could I trade spreadsheets for soil, and board meetings for bloom seasons?

I gaze out the window again, drinking in the scene. The sun casts a golden glow over everything, making the rose fields look like something from a dream. Paula has moved toward Belle now, and they're talking, heads close together. Paula laughs at something Belle says, throwing her head back in that uninhibited way that makes my chest tighten with affection.

It still feels unreal, all of it. Finding out about my mother's death, discovering she'd left me part of a rose farm, meeting Paula and Belle, falling for both of them in different ways. How did I get here? More importantly, should I stay for good?

I sigh and force my attention back to the laptop. Everything in me resists, but I push through the resistance. A promise is a promise, and I told Richard I'd handle this audit. Besides, I'm forty-two years old, not some impulsive kid who can throw away a career on a whim. I need to think this through carefully. Consider all angles. Make a plan.

Richard's voice echoes in my memory from our last phone call: "I'm doing you a huge favor here, Greg. You owe me for this extended leave. Don't make me regret it."

The man's a selfish bastard, always has been. But he's also been my business partner for eighteen years, and I've never let him down professionally. I don't intend to start now.

I grit my teeth and dive back into Bryson's financial statements with renewed determination. I follow the money through their accounts, noting discrepancies, flagging items for further review, and preparing questions for their CFO. The work still feels tedious, but I bring all my professional expertise to bear on it. If I'm going to do this, I'll do it right.

Two hours later, I’ve wrapped up my preliminary audit review. The basics are covered: I’ve compared this year’s statements with last year’s, flagged the spike in receivables, and run through key ratios to spot pressure points. It isn’t a full audit review, not yet. But the framework is there, the skeleton of what will become my preliminary findings. For two hours’ work, it’s a decent start. My notes are organized, my questions for Bryson’s financial team specific—especially around credit policies and cash flow. Richard will have nothing to complain about. I save the files, send off the necessary emails, and log out of the company system.

I stand up from the chair, stretching my arms over my head. My back pops in three places—a reminder that I'm not as young as I once was. I roll my shoulders and check the clock hanging on the wall. It's just past eleven in the morning.

If I hurry, I can still help Paula with her organic pest control program before lunch. The thought makes me smile. In the past week, she’s shown me how to identify the harmful insects that damage the roses and how to remove them without chemicals. We’ve spent hours moving from plant to plant, picking off beetles and caterpillars, dropping them into soapy water. It is strangely satisfying work.

I chuckle to myself, wondering when hand-picking beetles became more appealing than analyzing financial statements. A month ago, I would have found the idea ridiculous. Now, I'm practically sprinting for the door, eager to trade my laptop for dirt under my fingernails.

Maybe that voice in my head is right. Maybe it's time for a change. Maybe it's time to admit that Gregory Taylor, CPA, has discovered there's more to life than balance sheets.

But those are thoughts for another day. Right now, there are pests to control and roses to save. And somehow, that feels more important than anything I've done in the last twenty years.

Back in the bedroom, I rifle through my limited wardrobe. Most of my clothes still hang in a closet in Philadelphia—crisp button-downs and slacks that would look ridiculous here among the roses and dirt. I pull out a long-sleeved shirt for sun protection, but as I hold it up, I can already feel the predicted heat of the day pressing against the fabric. May in California isn't like May back East; the sun here feels closer somehow, more insistent.

I toss the shirt back onto the bed and grab the sunscreen instead. My pallor has already given way to a light tan after just a week of farm work. My forearms are a shade darker than I've ever seen them, marked with tiny scratches from rose thorns—badges of honor in this new world I'm inhabiting.

Examining my reflection in the bathroom mirror, I hardly recognize myself. My face has caught some sun too, and there are new lines around my eyes—not from stress this time, but from squinting in the bright sunlight. The tan suits me, softening the angles of my face, making me look less like an accountant and more like...someone else. Someone I'm just beginning to know.

Paula mentioned it yesterday, her fingers tracing the line where my tan meets the paler skin of my chest. "Soon you'll pass for a real farmer," she'd said, her voice warm with approval. The memory sends a pleasant shiver down my spine.

I slather on the sunscreen generously, realizing that I'll need to buy more soon, along with some farm-appropriate clothing. I could order them online, but would they arrive before my departure? The idea of leaving doesn't sit well with me. Perhaps I should go shopping in town. I'll consult with Paula.

The cottage door closes behind me with a satisfying click. I head toward the main house to grab a bottle of water before joining the others in the fields.

As I approach the kitchen door, I hear footsteps inside the house. Either Paula or Belle must have come back for something. I feel a smile stretch across my face at the prospect of seeing one of them.

"Paula? Belle?" I call out, pushing the door open and stepping into the cool dimness of the kitchen. The footsteps pause, then continue, moving from what sounds like the living room. I follow the sound, eager to say hello before heading out to the fields.

"Hey, I was just grabbing some water before—" The words die in my throat as I enter the living room and stop dead in my tracks.

The woman standing in the middle of the room is decidedly not Paula or Belle, though there’s a family resemblance that makes her identity immediately clear. This must be Aria, the youngest Lovejoy daughter.

Where Belle is soft curves and gentle beauty, Aria is all sharp angles and dramatic contrasts. Taller and thinner than her sister, she looks like she just stepped off a fashion runway—which, according to what Paula has told me, is exactly what she aspires to. Her dress, a tight emerald-green thing that hugs her slender frame, shows off legs that seem to go on forever.

Her pale skin, the deep red curtain of her hair, and the high cheekbones framing a pointed chin give her a deliberately striking air. The resemblance to Belle lingers only in the shape of her eyes and the line of her jaw, but while Belle’s beauty feels unstudied, Aria wears hers like armor. Her green eyes—startling, and almost the same shade as her dress—regard me with open curiosity.

I realize I've been staring, and heat creeps up my neck. "Hi," I manage to say, trying not to let my eyes linger on the curves her dress accentuates. "You must be Aria."

A smirk plays at the corners of her mouth, and she gives me a once-over that feels like being scanned by a barcode reader. "And you must be Greg," she replies, her voice higher and sharper than her sister's.

"I am," I say, trying to sound warm and welcoming rather than flustered. "I didn't know you were coming home. Your sister said..."

"Plans change," she cuts me off with a dismissive wave of her hand. Her nails are perfectly manicured, painted the same green as her dress and eyes. "I decided this morning. Got here about twenty minutes ago."

As she speaks, a subtle change appears in her expression. The confident facade wavers, like a theater mask slipping to reveal the actor beneath. The smirk fades, and for a brief moment, she looks younger and more vulnerable.

"Is everything okay?" I ask, stepping further into the room. My instinct to comfort kicks in before I can question it.

Aria stares at me for a second, her perfect composure crumbling like a sand castle hit by a wave. Her eyes fill with tears that spill down her cheeks in dramatic rivers.

"No," she chokes out, her voice breaking. "Everything is not okay!"

The final word rises into a wail that seems to surprise even her. She brings her hands up to cover her face, but the tears flow between her fingers. Her shoulders shake with silent sobs.

I stand frozen, caught off guard by the sudden emotional display. Paula had mentioned that Aria was the dramatic one, but this seems like genuine distress. The smirking, confident young woman has vanished, replaced by someone who seems very young and very hurt.

Despite my confusion, one thing is clear: Aria Lovejoy is in pain, and I can't just stand here watching her cry.


CHAPTER 17
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I spring into action, moving to the side table where Paula keeps a box of tissues. My hand closes around it, and I quickly return to Aria, guiding her gently to the couch with a light touch on her elbow. She feels fragile beneath my fingers, like a bird that might shatter if held too tightly. Her sobs have a theatrical quality—rising and falling with perfect dramatic timing—but the pain behind them sounds genuine enough.

"Here," I say, offering the tissue box as we sit down. "Take a deep breath."

Before I can react, Aria throws herself against me, burying her face in my shoulder. Her arms wrap around my torso with surprising strength, her body pressing against mine as she continues to sob. The scent of her perfume—something fruity and floral—fills my nostrils, undercut by the faint briny trace of tears.

"It's okay," I murmur, awkwardly patting her back. "Just let it out."

As my hand moves in slow circles between her shoulder blades, I become acutely aware of something I hadn't noticed before: beneath the thin fabric of her dress, Aria isn't wearing a bra. The realization sends an electric current through me, followed immediately by a wave of shame. This is Paula's youngest daughter, for God's sake, a young woman in distress.

Yet I can't help but register the softness of her breasts pressed against my chest, the warmth of her body seeping through my t-shirt. My treacherous body responds with a jolt of inappropriate interest that I desperately try to suppress.

I keep my hand moving in safe, paternal circles on her upper back, trying to project calm comfort rather than the sudden awareness that has my heart racing. This isn't about me or my reactions. This is about a young woman who needs support.

"I'm sorry," I say, though I'm not entirely sure what I'm apologizing for—her pain, my thoughts, or the general awkwardness of the situation.

Aria continues to sob against my shoulder, her tears dampening my shirt. I try to focus on being a stable presence, the kind of supportive adult figure she needs right now. I think of how I'd want someone to treat Belle in a similar situation—with respect and kindness, not with the jumble of confused signals currently firing in my brain.

I'm not sure how long we sit like this—her crying, me patting—but gradually, her sobs begin to subside. Her breathing becomes more regular, though occasionally interrupted by a hiccupping gasp. Her grip on me loosens, but she doesn't pull away entirely.

"I'm sorry," she mumbles against my shoulder. "I didn't mean to fall apart like that. I just... when you asked if everything was okay, it all hit me at once."

"You don't need to apologize," I tell her, grateful that my voice sounds normal. "Everyone needs to cry sometimes."

Aria finally pulls back, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. Her mascara has run, leaving dark streaks down her cheeks, but somehow the imperfection makes her look more human, more adorable. Her eyes, reddened from crying, still shine an impossible green.

"I feel much better now," she says, attempting a smile that doesn't quite reach her eyes. "Thank you for letting me use you as a human tissue."

I reach for the water bottle I'd brought in from the kitchen—my original reason for coming into the house, now seemingly hours ago. "Here," I offer. "You should drink something."

Aria accepts the bottle with gratitude, unscrewing the cap and taking several long sips. Her throat works as she swallows, and I deliberately look away, fixing my gaze on a framed photograph of roses on the far wall.

"Do you want to talk about what happened?" I ask when she lowers the bottle.

She sighs, a sound too world-weary for someone her age. "It's stupid, really. I should be used to it by now." She twists the cap back onto the bottle with more force than necessary. "My boyfriend cheated on me. Again."

I chew on her words. Not the first time. Paula’s emotional tirade against Aria’s boyfriend rings in my head: he’s hurt her and he will hurt her again.

"I'm sorry," I say, because what else can you say?

"Sebastian promised it would never happen again after last time," she continues, her voice hardening. "He swore on his mother's life, said he'd learned his lesson, that no other girl could compare to me." She laughs, a sharp, bitter sound. "Then I walk in on him with Vanessa—my friend Vanessa—in our apartment."

"Sebastian," I repeat, connecting the dots. "That's the guy your mom and Belle mentioned?"

Aria's eyes widen slightly. "They talked about him?"

"They mentioned you dating him and didn't seem thrilled about it,” I say honestly.

"Mom hates him," Aria confirms with a sigh. "She's always hated him. Belle too. They say he's not good enough for me, that he's a playboy." She twists a strand of red hair around her finger, looking suddenly younger.

“But you disagree?”

"I know I shouldn't trust him anymore. I know that. But then he calls, saying all the right things, and I just... I keep falling for it."

I nod, remembering the foolish things I did for love in my twenties. The warnings from friends and family that went unheeded. The lessons I had to learn the hard way.

"When you're in love, other people's advice doesn't mean much," I say gently. "You have to figure things out for yourself."

"Exactly!" Aria says, latching onto my understanding with visible relief. "Nobody gets it. They all just tell me to dump him, like it's so easy."

I study her face, noting the hope that still lingers beneath the hurt. "Can I ask you something, Aria? Do you love him?"

Aria opens her mouth to answer, then closes it. Her brow furrows in thought, as if she's never actually considered the question before.

"I... I think so," she says finally, but there's uncertainty in her voice. "I mean, we've been together for almost two years. Everyone says we make a gorgeous couple. When we go out, I can tell other girls are jealous of me."

Something clicks in my mind—a pattern I've seen before in clients, in friends, even in myself years ago. "It sounds like you might like being with Sebastian because of how others see you together," I suggest carefully.

Aria's mouth drops open, her perfect features contorting with indignation. "That's not true," she says, the words tumbling out too quickly to be convincing. "I'm not that shallow. I wouldn't date someone just because other girls want him." Her eyes flash, no longer sad but defensive, like I've poked a bruise she didn't know she had.

I hold her gaze, not backing down but not attacking either. "Then what do you like about him, Aria? What makes Sebastian worth all this pain?"

Aria opens her mouth, then closes it again. Her eyes dart around the room as if searching for an answer written on the walls. When she finally speaks, her voice has lost its edge.

"He's... when we're together, he makes me feel special," she says, but the words sound rehearsed, like lines from a script she's recited too many times. "He can be very sweet when it's just us."

"And?" I prompt gently.

"And he's ambitious. He says he's going to be a music producer someday. He knows all these important people in the industry." She brushes a strand of red hair behind her ear, a gesture that reminds me of Belle. "He takes me to cool parties. Places I'd never get into on my own."

I notice what's missing from her list—nothing about his character, his values, how he treats others. Nothing about shared dreams or mutual respect.

"What about when you're not together? When he's not being sweet?" I ask.

Aria's lips press together, forming a tight line. Her eyes fill with tears again, but these seem different—not the dramatic sobs from earlier, but a quieter, more painful acknowledgment.

"He's... not great then," she admits, her voice barely above a whisper. "He ignores my texts. Cancels plans at the last minute. Gets mad if I ask where he's been." A tear slides down her cheek. "But that's just how guys are, right? They need their space."

The resignation in her voice makes my heart ache. "No, sweetheart," I say gently. "That's not how guys are. That's how guys who don't value you are."

Aria looks up sharply, surprise written across her face. Another tear follows the first, and then another, but she makes no move to wipe them away.

"Your mother is right," I continue, careful to keep my tone gentle rather than judgmental. "The jackass isn't worth your tears. You're a gorgeous young woman with your whole life ahead of you. Guys should be lining up to treat you with respect, not making you question your worth."

The tears continue to fall, but a flicker crosses Aria's face—a lightening, as if a heavy weight is being lifted. "You really think so?" she asks, her voice small.

"I know so." I smile at her, trying to project certainty and warmth. "You deserve someone who's as proud to be with you when you're apart as when you're together. Someone who builds you up instead of tearing you down."

Aria wipes at her tears with the back of her hand, smudging her mascara further. For a moment, she looks very young, like a little girl playing dress-up in her mother's clothes—vulnerable and uncertain beneath the sophisticated facade.

Then, unexpectedly, she laughs. It's a genuine sound, surprising both of us with its brightness. "Now I know why my mom and sister are both crazy about you," she says, her smile transforming her tear-stained face. "You're good at flattery!"

The comment catches me off guard. I wasn't trying to flatter her—just state what seems obvious to me. And the casual reference to Paula and Belle being "crazy about me" makes my stomach do a peculiar flip.

"I'm not trying to flatter you," I say, feeling a flush creep up my neck. "I'm stating a fact."

Aria's smile widens, a knowing glint appearing in her eyes. She looks suddenly more like her mother—perceptive, slightly mischievous. "If you say so," she says, but her tone suggests she doesn't quite believe me.

I stand up, feeling a need to create some distance. "I should probably get out to the farm," I say, glancing toward the window. "Work is almost over for the morning shift."

"Okay," Aria nods, her mood visibly improved. "I think I'll clean up a bit before facing Mom. I probably look like a raccoon right now." She gestures to her smeared makeup.

"You look fine," I say automatically, then wince at how that might sound. "I mean, yes, your mascara is a bit..."

"Disaster zone?" she supplies with a self-deprecating laugh.

"Something like that," I agree, relieved she's taking it lightly.

I'm almost at the door when Aria gasps, the sound making me pause and turn back. She's looking down at herself, arms suddenly crossed over her chest, her cheeks flushing crimson.

"I'm so sorry," she says, her voice a mortified whisper. "I took off my bra when I got home because I was all sweaty from the trip, and I... I completely forgot." Her eyes meet mine, wide with embarrassment. "I hope you don't think I'm a slut. A stupid slut."

The self-directed slur makes me frown. "No, Aria," I say firmly, keeping my tone light but serious. "I think you're a fine young woman. Smart, beautiful, and fine."

Relief floods her face, though the blush remains. "Thank you," she says softly, a genuine smile replacing the theatrical one she wore earlier. Her eyes, though still shimmering with unshed tears, seem brighter now. "And don't tell Mom and Belle I'm home yet, okay? I want to surprise them myself."

"No problem," I agree, stepping through the door. "Your secret is safe with me."

As I close the door behind me, I take a deep breath of the warm May air, trying to process the unexpected encounter. Aria Lovejoy is certainly a force of nature—as complex and contradictory as her mother and sister, though in entirely different ways.

I shake my head, smiling despite myself. The Lovejoy women continue to surprise me at every turn. Two weeks ago, my life was predictable, controlled, and utterly boring. Now I'm living in a cottage on a rose farm, entangled with a family of beautiful, complicated women who challenge everything I thought I knew about myself.

The thought should terrify me. Instead, I find myself whistling as I make my way toward the rose fields, eager to see what the rest of the day will bring.


CHAPTER 18
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I lean against the doorframe of Paula's bedroom, watching her fold clothes into a suitcase with efficiency. Two weeks at Enchanting Roses, and this is the first time I've seen her prepare to leave. She hasn’t taken any time off since I arrived, saying that’s because flowers don’t. The woman moves through the room like she's still on a schedule, even when packing for a trip—methodical, purposeful, beautiful in her quiet determination. My chest tightens at the thought of her absence, even if it's just for a weekend.

"You're staring," Paula says without looking up, a smile playing at the corner of her lips.

"I'm admiring," I correct her. "It's different. I’m going to miss you."

“I know,” she says as she places a blouse in the suitcase, smoothing out an invisible wrinkle. "I’ll miss you, too."

She can finally take a break after last week’s Mother’s Day rush. I step into the room and stand next to her. “Do you have to go, though?” The farm is getting less busy, and I was looking forward to spending the weekend with her.

“Yes, I've been postponing this visit for months. But my mother won't forgive me if I miss another chance to see her. Besides, I skipped Mother's Day."

"Belle and I can handle things for two days," I assure her. "You've trained us well."

Paula zips the suitcase closed with finality. "It's not Belle I'm worried about." There's something in her voice—a note of concern that makes me curious.

"Aria seems to be a capable farmhand as well," I joke. Although my interactions with Paula's younger daughter have been limited since her arrival from college three days ago, I’ve noticed that farming isn’t her ambition.

Paula gets the joke and rolls her eyes. "I have no doubt she’s capable. I only wish she’s more realistic,” Paula stops short and checks her watch. "I should finish packing the produce for my parents."

I follow her downstairs where a box of vegetables and fruits from their backyard garden sits waiting. Paula adds a few more tomatoes, inspecting each one before it joins the others.

"Mom! Grandma just called!" Aria's voice rings through the house before she appears in the kitchen doorway. Unlike her sister Belle, who moves with a kind of deliberate grace, Aria bursts into spaces like she's owed all the attention in them. "She wants to know what time you'll get there."

Paula glances at the clock on the wall. "Tell her around noon, traffic permitting."

Belle enters behind her sister, carrying a spectacular bouquet of roses. "For Grandma," she explains, handing them to Paula. "I cut them this morning while they still had dew on them."

Paula's face softens as she accepts the flowers. "She'll love these. Thank you, honey."

The four of us move to the porch, the morning sun already promising a warm May day. Paula checks her purse for her phone, keys, and wallet, the mom-inventory I've come to recognize.

Belle hugs her mother tight. "Give Grandma and Grandpa our love."

"And tell Grandma I'll come visit before I go back to school," Aria adds, taking her turn to embrace Paula. The way she embraces her mother has a possessive quality, as if she's claiming her own space.

Paula kisses Aria's forehead. "Behave while I'm gone," she says, and I catch the warning in her tone.

"Don't I always?" Aria replies with a smile that suggests the exact opposite.

Paula turns to Belle. "Don't forget to check the south field irrigation. It was acting up yesterday."

"I've got it covered," Belle assures her. "And I'll finish the seedling transfers in the greenhouse."

"And call me if—"

"If we need anything," both daughters finish in unison, a practiced response that makes Paula laugh.

"Mom, please just enjoy your weekend," Belle says, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "The farm will survive without you for two days."

"She's right," Aria adds. "Grandma and Grandpa need you more than the roses do."

I pick up Paula's suitcase. "I'll help you load up."

Outside, Paula's pickup sits waiting, the faded red paint telling stories of years under the California sun. I place her suitcase in the back, then return for the flowers and produce box.

"Thank you, Gregory, for keeping an eye on the farm, and the girls," Paula says as I secure the last of her things. Her hand finds mine, and I feel a familiar warmth travel up my arm.

"I should be thanking you," I tell her.

Paula raises an eyebrow. "For what?"

"For making me feel like I own this place and belong to the family.”

Her blue eyes soften, and she steps closer. "You should take some time off too, you know. You've been working non-stop since you arrived, helping out on the farm while working as a CPA,” she says, admiration written on her face.

"I was thinking of doing some shopping, actually. I only packed for a week when I came, and my clothes are..." I look down at my worn jeans and faded t-shirt.

"Well-loved?" Paula suggests with a smile.

"That's a generous way of putting it."

She nods toward the house. "Belle or Aria can help you with that. Remember that big shopping mall in Downtown Vine Valley? We drove past it on our way to the lawyer's office that day. Aria practically lived there before she went to college."

I laugh. "I'll keep that in mind."

Paula glances over my shoulder toward the house, then back to me. Her expression shifts to something more serious. "There's one more thing before I go."

She gestures me closer to the truck window. I lean in, catching the scent of her shampoo—something floral and clean.

"It's about Aria," she says, her voice low enough that only I can hear it.

My stomach tightens. "What about her?"

"She's a little flirt, my youngest." Paula's eyes hold mine, searching. "And quite competitive. Wants whatever Belle has."

I swallow. "Belle is very generous with her sister."

"Yes, she is. Belle's always been willing to share everything she has." Paula pauses, letting the implication hang in the air between us. "Everything."

My heart kicks against my ribs. "What exactly are you getting at, Paula?"

Paula gives me a knowing wink. "Don't pretend. You're a smart man, Gregory. You know exactly what I mean."

Heat rises to my face. "I swear, I don't plan to cross any lines with Aria. I'm already luckier than I deserve to have you and Belle..."

Paula places her hand on my arm, her touch both reassuring and electric. "I know you're an honest man. That's why I trust you here, with my family, with my girls." She sighs. "But I also know my daughters. Aria is the baby of the family. She's been spoiled—everyone yields to her demands eventually. She's pretty, and she's used to men's attention."

"In sum," Paula continues, emphasizing each word, "Aria is used to getting whatever she wants." The stress she places on "whatever" makes her meaning unmistakable.

I nod as comprehension sets in. Indeed, I've noticed how Aria's gaze follows me around rooms, how she finds reasons to be wherever I am. It's flattering and terrifying in equal measure.

"I want the best for both my daughters," Paula says, her voice gentle now. "What happens between you and them is your choice. Stay away from Aria if you want to." She pauses. "But if you don't—or can't—just be careful. And be fair. She's sensitive under all that bravado. Capricious."

I feel a strange mix of emotions—surprise at Paula's frankness, gratitude for her trust, and apprehension about the situation she's describing. "I promise I won't hurt her."

Paula smiles, seeming satisfied with my response. "Thank you, Gregory." She leans through the window and kisses me, soft and lingering. "I'll see you Sunday evening."

I step back as she starts the engine. "Drive safely."

She waves as the truck pulls away, and I stand watching until it disappears down the long driveway. The morning sun bears down on my shoulders, but it's not the heat that makes sweat prickle along my spine. It's Paula's warning and the realization that I'm now alone with her daughters—one of whom I can’t wait to be with, and the other has me in her sights.

I turn back toward the house, telling myself that surely Paula is exaggerating. But deep down, I suspect she knows her daughter better than I do, and I've already seen enough of Aria to know that "capricious" might be the kindest word for her.

I retreat to the kitchen, pouring myself a glass of water and drinking it in one long gulp. The house feels different without Paula—a subtle shift in the atmosphere that I can't quite name. Through the window, I spot Belle and Aria in the distance, already moving between rows of roses. One sister is deliberate and patient, the other quick and restless—night and day sharing the same blood. Paula's warning echoes in my head: "Aria is used to getting whatever she wants." I set down my glass and head back outside. Half a day of work before we break for the weekend. How much trouble could possibly happen in the span of a morning?

The May sun hangs overhead, not yet at its summer strength but warm enough to make the back of my neck prickle with sweat as I join the sisters in the field. Belle cuts stems with precision, her movements economical and sure. Aria, by contrast, seems to be treating the task as a reluctant chore, checking her phone every few minutes between half-hearted snips. In a scanty, tight dress and high-heeled sandals, she looks like she’s here doing a photo shoot instead of harvesting roses.

"Mom's already texting," Aria announces, holding up her screen. "She's barely made it to the highway."

Belle smiles without looking up from her work. "She worries."

"She hovers," Aria corrects, but there's affection beneath the criticism.

I focus on my own section, carefully selecting blooms that need harvesting. Two weeks ago, I couldn't tell a ready rose from a premature one. Now my fingers know the subtle difference in firmness, the exact angle of an open bloom.

"I need to check on my hybrids," Belle says after we've filled several buckets with cut flowers. "The new cross I started last week is showing promise."

Aria rolls her eyes. "Your plant babies need you, we get it."

Belle either misses or ignores the sarcasm. "Gregory, would you mind helping Aria take these to the processing shed? The Saturday workers will be finishing soon."

"No problem," I say, though my pulse quickens at the thought of being alone with Aria.

Belle heads toward the greenhouse. Aria watches her go, then turns to me with a smile that seems to contain secrets.

"It seems it's just you and me, Mr. Taylor," she says with a husky tone.

I silently curse, questioning if she's planning any tricks. Still, I flash a warm smile, "Indeed, Aria. We should hurry though, as I'm planning to take you and your sister to the shopping mall later."

"Yay!" she exclaims excitedly. "I've missed the town center."

The processing shed sits at the far edge of the property—a surprisingly modern facility where the harvested roses are sorted, graded, and prepared for market. Inside, three workers are finishing their tasks, their movements quick and adept. They’ve been here since dawn and will be gone by noon.

Aria and I set our buckets down at a sorting table. She stretches her arms overhead, the motion lifting her crop top to reveal a sliver of pale skin at her midriff. I busy myself arranging roses by stem length.

"Mom says you're from Philadelphia," Aria says, picking up a rose and twirling it between her fingers. "What's it like there?"

"Older. Denser. More concrete, less..." I gesture vaguely at the surrounding fields visible through the window.

"Less boring?" Aria supplies.

I laugh despite myself. "I wouldn't call this place boring."

"That's because you haven't been here long enough." She sets down the rose. "Try growing up here. Vine Valley is where excitement goes to die."

"Your sister seems content."

"Belle would be content living in a cardboard box as long as it had soil for her roses." There's no malice in her tone, just matter-of-fact assessment. "She's weird that way. I could never stay here forever."

The last of the workers call their goodbyes, and suddenly the shed feels smaller, more intimate with just the two of us. Aria hops up to sit on the edge of a table, her legs dangling.

"So why aren't you married?" she asks, the question landing like a pebble dropped in still water.

I pause, a handful of thorny stems in my grip. "That's direct."

"Mom always says life's too short for beating around bushes." She grins. "Even rose bushes."

I resume my sorting, buying time to consider my answer. "Never been into the institution, I guess. And never met someone who made me reconsider that position."

"Until now?" Her eyes are locked on mine, searching.

"I didn't say that." But my voice lacks conviction, and we both know it.

"The women in Philly must all be blind," Aria says, leaning back on her hands, "letting a hot silver fox like you run free."

I chuckle, feeling heat rise to my face. "Thank you. I think."

"It's definitely a compliment." She tilts her head. "Mom said you're an accountant?"

"CPA. Partner in a small firm."

"Sounds lucrative."

"It pays the bills." I move to another bucket, deliberately putting distance between us. I switch topics and ask her about her fashion design studies at the university. Aria is excited to become a junior next year.

"Is your goal to be a model?" I ask, glancing at her slender frame.

Her face darkens momentarily. "Only for now. But my ultimate goal is to design. Create." She straightens her posture. "Models are just hangers for other people's art. I want to be the artist."

I raise an eyebrow, surprised by the flash of passion. "Have you designed anything yet?"

"Yes." The smile returns to her face, brightening her features. "I won awards at the college fashion show last semester."

She slides off the table and retrieves her phone from her back pocket, then steps closer to me—close enough that I can smell her perfume, something sweet with undertones of musk. She swipes through her photos until she finds what she's looking for, then holds the screen up for me to see.

The image shows a model wearing a dress made entirely of fabric petals in varying shades of pink and red, arranged to look like an oversized rose in bloom. It's striking—the kind of piece that would turn heads on any runway.

"That's impressive," I say, genuinely amazed. "Really beautiful work."

"Thank you." She beams at the praise, and for a moment, I see a glimpse of something vulnerable beneath her confident exterior. "I love roses, even if I hate farming them. The symmetry, the layers, the way they reveal themselves gradually—there's nothing else like them."

"In that case, you are not that different from Belle,” I say. “You both love roses.”

“I guess so,” she says with a shrug. “But that’s about it. She never wants to leave this place. But I've got bigger dreams than dirt under my fingernails for the rest of my life."

I nod. "Belle finds contentment in simple things.” As I say this, a wave of warmth envelops me. My heart is filled with love for Belle.

My emotions must be evident on my face because Aria notices and slightly narrows her eyes. She puts her phone aside. "We have other things in common as well," she remarks with a cryptic smile.

"Like what?" I ask, though something in her tone makes me wary.

She looks up at me through her lashes. "We tend to love the same types of guys. Older. Mature." She takes a deliberate step closer. "Experienced."

My throat tightens as Paula's warning crashes back into my consciousness. This is exactly what she cautioned me about—Aria's direct approach, her determination to have what Belle has. Including me.

"What's your next project?" I ask, desperately changing the subject.

Aria doesn't miss my evasion. Her lips curl into a knowing smile. "A rose gown, actually. Something more...revealing than the last one."

"Interesting," I nod toward her phone. "You’ve got a picture for that, too?"

"No, but I can still show you right now," she says. "It won't be hard to make. The concept is very simple."

"Okay," I say cautiously.

Her eyes sparkle with mischief. "Close your eyes."

"Why?"

"Because art is about revelation. The impact of first sight." She makes a circular motion with her finger. "Come on. Close them and don't open until I tell you."

Every instinct tells me this is a terrible idea, but I find myself complying anyway, my eyelids falling shut even as my heart rate accelerates. I hear rustling, then the metallic sound of a zipper. Fabric whispers against skin.

"What are you doing?" I ask, my voice sounding strained to my own ears.

"Creating," she answers simply.

More rustling. Something soft hits the floor. The scent of roses intensifies, as if someone has crushed petals to release their oils.

My palms are sweating. I flex my fingers at my sides, fighting the urge to open my eyes, to confirm what I suspect is happening. Paula's voice echoes in my head again: "Aria is used to getting whatever she wants."

In the darkness behind my eyelids, I feel like a boy again—waiting for a surprise, nervous and excited in equal measure. The farm's ambient sounds fade away until all I can hear is Aria's soft breathing and the pounding of my own heart.

"Almost ready," she murmurs, her voice closer than before.

I swallow hard, standing perfectly still as anticipation builds in my chest. Whatever is about to happen will cross a line, I'm certain of it. Yet I remain rooted to the spot, eyes closed, waiting for permission to see what Aria has prepared.

The room feels warmer suddenly. Or maybe it's just me.

"Okay," Aria finally says, her voice silk and honey. "Open your eyes."


CHAPTER 19
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I open my eyes and the air vanishes from my lungs. Aria stands before me, not wearing anything save for a strategic arrangement of rose blooms held just below her breasts. The flowers—deep reds and pinks—provide the barest suggestion of modesty, a floral fig leaf that conceals nothing of consequence. Sunlight streams through the windows, painting her bare skin in golden hues. I curse under my breath and jerk my gaze away, fixing my eyes on a spot on the far wall where a calendar hangs.

"Jesus, Aria," I manage, my voice a rasp. "You shouldn't—this isn't—"

"What?" She sounds genuinely confused. "It's just art, Gregory. This is my concept for the rose gown. The human body as nature's perfect canvas."

My knuckles whiten as I grip the edge of the sorting table. "You can't just strip down in front of someone without warning."

"I did warn you," she counters. "I told you to close your eyes until I was ready. Now I'm ready." Her voice drops lower. "Don't be shy. What you're looking at is art."

I take a deep breath, steadying myself. The rational part of my brain—the part that made promises to Paula this morning—screams at me to walk out of this shed immediately. But another part, a more primitive part, wants desperately to look again.

"Gregory," Aria whispers. There's a note of vulnerability in her voice now. "Am I not beautiful enough for you to look at?"

The question knocks me off balance. I turn my head slowly, deliberately, forcing my eyes to stay on her face. Aria's expression is a complex mixture of confidence and uncertainty, as if she's both sure of her power and afraid of rejection.

"You're beautiful," I admit, the words escaping before I can catch them. "That's not the issue."

"Then what is?" She takes a step closer, the roses still clutched to her chest. "No one will know. Mom's in Napa. Belle's lost in her plant world."

My eyes betray me, dropping from her face to her shoulders, then lower to where her hands hold the flowers. Her breasts rise just above the blooms, perfectly shaped, her skin smooth and unblemished. I swallow hard.

"This isn't right."

"It doesn't feel wrong." She takes another step. "Look at me, Gregory. Really look. Tell me what you think of my design."

I surrender to the inevitable and let my gaze travel over her body. The roses she holds are the only thing she wears, their deep colors stark against the pale peach of her skin. Her breasts are small but perfectly formed, topped with pink nipples that tighten under my scrutiny. Her waist tapers into hips so beautifully shaped that they could bring tears to the eyes of a Renaissance artist. Long legs, athletic from years of farm work despite her protests about hating it, extend from a triangle of dark blonde hair at their apex.

"The gown is beautiful," I say, my mouth dry. "But you're more so."

She smiles at this, pleased, and suddenly drops the roses. They fall to the floor in a scatter of petals and broken stems, leaving her completely exposed. She steps over them, closing the distance between us until she stands just a foot away.

"Which part?" she asks, her eyes locked on mine.

"Which part what?" My brain struggles to form coherent thoughts with her standing before me, with nothing on.

"Which part of me is the most beautiful?" She places her hands on her hips, assuming a pose that's both childishly demanding and devastatingly adult. "You have to be specific."

I inhale sharply. The air feels thick, stifling. I know the right thing to do is to step away, to end this dangerous game before it goes too far. I should remember my promise to Paula, and my relationship with her and Belle. But Aria stands before me like a challenge I can't refuse, her nakedness both an offering and a test.

"I can hardly think right now," I admit, "let alone speak."

Her lower lip pushes out in a pout. "Try."

At the moment, Paula's warning crystallizes in my mind. Aria is indeed spoiled, used to getting what she wants without resistance. But two can play this game. If she wants to tease, perhaps I can tease back—maintain some control of the situation while giving her just enough to satisfy her ego.

I take a deep breath, steeling myself. "All right," I say, forcing my voice to sound steady. "It won't be easy, but I'll take a closer look and do my best."

Her eyes widen slightly at my change in demeanor. I let my gaze drop deliberately to her breasts, taking my time and making a show of my appreciation.

"You have exquisite breasts," I tell her, my voice dropping an octave. "They remind me of fresh peaches—succulent, juicy, perfectly ripe." I pause, then add with deliberate crudeness, "I wouldn't tire of sucking them all day."

I lick my lips slowly as I speak, watching her reaction. Aria gasps, a small, involuntary sound. Her nipples harden visibly, and a flush spreads across her chest.

"Turn around," I command softly. "Let me see the rest of you."

She complies immediately, turning in a slow circle until her back is to me. Her hair falls in loose waves down her spine, ending just above two perfect dimples at the base of her back. Below, her heart-shaped buttocks form twin curves of flawless symmetry.

"Your ass is perfect," I tell her, my voice gravelly with genuine appreciation despite my strategic approach. "Round and firm—like it was sculpted rather than grown." I pause, letting the tension build. "I wish I could put my hands on it, stroke it, squeeze it."

Aria moans softly, her head tilting back slightly. "Do it," she urges. "Put your hands on me. I want to feel them."

The invitation is tempting. For a brief moment, I imagine doing exactly as she asks—stepping forward, placing my palms against her warm skin, feeling her yield beneath my touch.

Instead, I say, "No. My palms are rough with calluses from weeks of farm work." I hold up my hands to show her, though she can't see with her back still to me. "I wouldn't want to hurt you."

"I like rough," she replies, her voice thick with wanting.

Her words send heat coursing through me, pooling low in my abdomen. She knows exactly what she's doing, this girl—woman—playing with fire and expecting everyone else to get burned while she walks away unscathed.

The shed suddenly feels too small, the air between us charged with electricity. Sweat beads at my temples despite the moderate temperature. Aria starts to turn back around, but I remain still, letting her come to me rather than closing the distance myself.

Her eyes, when they meet mine again, are dark with desire—pupils expanded until only a thin ring of color remains. Her chest rises and falls with quickened breaths. She's beautiful in her wanting, perhaps more beautiful than in her perfect form.

I realize, with a mix of triumph and dismay, that I've only inflamed her desire rather than deterring it. My attempt to regain control by teasing has backfired, raising the temperature for both of us. Now we stand at an impasse—her naked and expectant, me clothed but unraveling.

The roses lie forgotten at our feet, crushed and broken. Their scent rises around us, sweet and heady. A perfect metaphor, I think distantly, for what's happening here—beauty destroyed in the pursuit of desire.

"Climb up," I tell her, nodding toward the sorting table. My voice comes out rougher than intended, betraying the effect she has on me despite my attempts at control. "Sit there." There's something intoxicating about giving commands and watching her follow them. It's a power I've never wielded before—not like this, not with someone so beautiful and willing. Aria's eyes flash with excitement as she backs toward the table, her naked body moving with feline grace.

She hoists herself onto the wooden surface in one fluid motion, the muscles in her thighs flexing. A naughty smile plays across her lips as she settles herself, hands resting on either side of her hips, waiting for my next instruction.

"Spread your legs," I order, surprised by my own boldness. "I want to see what's between them."

Aria complies eagerly, parting her thighs with deliberate slowness. The action reveals her most intimate parts to me, pink and already glistening with arousal. My breath catches in my throat. I'm walking a dangerous line here—one step too far in either direction could lead to disaster. If I touch her, I get myself involved with a complicated young woman. If I reject her outright, I risk crushing this young woman's confidence.

I inhale sharply, fighting for control. The rational part of my brain—the part that manages spreadsheets and tax forms for a living—is losing ground rapidly to something more primal. But I force myself to pause, to think, to remember that I'm the adult in this situation, regardless of Aria's legal age and obvious willingness.

She watches me with hooded eyes, waiting. The shed is silent save for our breathing—hers quicker, more shallow; mine deliberately measured as I try to regulate my pulse.

"What do you see?" she asks finally, her voice husky.

I take a step closer, allowing my eyes to linger on the view she's presenting. "What you have there," I say slowly, choosing my words with care, "is a flower more beautiful than any rose on this farm."

Her lips part slightly at the compliment, her chest rising with a quick intake of breath.

"It's the most beautiful part of your body," I continue, maintaining eye contact now. "Delicate. Perfect."

"What would you like to do with it?" she asks, her tone dropping to match mine.

It’s an invitation more than a question. I should refuse but find myself answering anyway.

"I'd stroke your petals first," I tell her, my voice barely above a whisper. "Gently. With just my fingertips. Until they're slick with dew."

Aria moans softly, her body shifting on the table.

"And then," I continue, watching her reaction carefully, "I'd taste the juices from those petals. Slowly. Thoroughly. Until I've savored every drop."

Her breathing quickens further. She reaches down, her hand moving between her legs, but I step forward quickly.

"Don't," I command, and her hand freezes. "I need to see your flower. Untouched."

She pouts but obeys, returning her hand to the table beside her hip. There's something heady about this control, this power to direct her actions with just my words. It's intoxicating.

I step closer still, until I'm standing directly before her. I kneel down, bringing my face level with her exposed center. I can smell her arousal now—musky and sweet, more intoxicating than any perfume. I lean in as if to taste her, but stop just short, my breath warm against her sensitive skin.

"That's the sweetest rose on earth," I murmur, inhaling deeply.

Aria gasps and grasps my head with both hands, trying to pull me against her. But I catch her wrists, gently but firmly removing them from my hair.

"Patience," I say, standing up again.

Frustration flashes across her face, quickly replaced by anticipation as I lean in toward her, my face now level with hers. She tilts her chin up, expecting a kiss. I move closer, until our lips are almost touching, then divert to her ear instead.

"I'd also like to stretch the walls of your pistil," I whisper, making use of the botanical term I’m sure she’s familiar with. "But I'm afraid you're too delicate."

She shudders at my words, her body trembling with desire. I can feel the heat radiating from her skin, calling to me like a siren song. It would be so easy to give in, to take what she's so freely offering. But something holds me back—not just my promise to Paula, but a sense that this isn't what either of us truly needs.

I step away abruptly, putting distance between us. "It's lunchtime," I announce, my voice gruff with unresolved tension.

Aria blinks, confusion replacing desire on her face. "What?"

"Lunchtime," I repeat, more firmly. "We should go eat."

"I'm not hungry," she says, her tone petulant as she remains perched on the table.

"I am." I turn toward the door of the shed. "And we are supposed to go shopping after lunch, remember? At the town center."

Her expression darkens. "I'm not interested anymore."

"That's fine." I shrug, feigning indifference despite the thunder of my pulse. "I'll just go with Belle."

Before she can respond, I step out of the facility, letting the door swing shut behind me. Outside, the fresh air hits my lungs like salvation. I exhale forcefully, as if I can expel the tension and desire that's built up inside me.

That was a close call—too close. I'd meant to teach Aria a lesson, to show her that not everyone would yield to her demands, but I'd nearly succumbed myself.

And despite my best efforts, the image of Aria’s beautiful body is burned into my retinas, a vision I know will haunt my dreams tonight.

I head back toward the farmhouse, taking deep breaths, and trying to clear my head. The farm stretches around me, rows of roses undulating in the gentle breeze, oblivious to the human drama occurring among them. I focus on the scent of earth and growing things, the honest smell of work and patience, so different from the heady perfume of desire that filled the shed.

I haven't gotten far when I hear footsteps rushing behind me and then hear Aria's voice call out, "Greg, wait!" I stop and turn to face her. She’s fully dressed, looking breath-taking in the bright sunshine.

As she reaches me, I ask, "What happened? I thought you weren’t coming."

She gives a playful pout and replies, "I was just joking."

And then she loops her arm through mine and strolls beside me as if nothing unusual has happened between us. Damn. The girl is resilient, no doubt, just like her mother. But as we walk silently toward the farmhouse, I know she isn’t going to give up on me easily despite her apparent nonchalance. As for me, I’m not sure I’m up to another “game” with the sassy girl.


CHAPTER 20
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I drive with the windows down, the spring air washing over us. My rental car—a sensible sedan that feels increasingly out of place in my new life—purrs along the winding road. Belle sits beside me, her blonde hair dancing in the breeze, while Aria commandeers the radio from the back seat, flipping through stations with the casual authority of someone who knows exactly what everyone should be listening to.

"There!" Aria leans forward, pointing between Belle and me. "Turn right at the next light. That's Main Street."

Main Street lives up to its name—the primary artery of Vine Valley's modest downtown. It's lined with buildings of weathered brick and painted wood, structures that hover comfortably between historic and outdated. Hanging baskets overflow with petunias and trailing ivy, swaying gently above the sidewalks where weekend browsers amble past shop windows.

"The town center's just ahead," Belle says. Her voice carries the warmth of someone introducing an old friend. "It's nothing fancy, but it has everything we need."

I spot the Vine Valley Town Center sign, painted forest green with gold lettering that catches the midday sun. The shopping center sprawls across several acres, an open-air collection of stores arranged around a central plaza. I find a parking spot near a fountain where water cascades over artificial rocks, the splashing creating a pleasant background noise to the Saturday shoppers' conversations.

"I'm starving," Aria announces as we exit the car. "Can we eat first? Pretty please?"

I suppress a laugh remembering her earlier sulkiness in the processing shed when she declared she wasn’t hungry.

Belle looks at me, eyebrows raised in question. I nod, suddenly aware of my own empty stomach. "Lead the way to food."

They guide me to a burger place called Valley Grill, its exterior marked by a neon burger sign that flickers even in daylight. Inside, the restaurant buzzes with casual energy—families with shopping bags piled under tables, teenagers hunched over massive milkshakes, and servers navigating the maze with efficiency.

We slide into a booth by the window. The vinyl seat is worn smooth from years of customers, and the tabletop bears tiny scars of countless meals past. I like it immediately.

"Get the Valley Burger," Belle suggests, not even opening her menu. "It's got this aioli that will change your life."

"Life-changing aioli?" I laugh. "That's quite a promise."

"She's not exaggerating," Aria chimes in. "Mom brings us here maybe twice a year as a treat, and Belle always gets the same thing."

I raise my eyebrows. “Our house chef’s favorite? It must be really good. I must give it a try.”

Our food arrives quickly—massive burgers on brioche buns, golden fries sprinkled with herb salt, and sodas in glasses sweating with condensation. Belle wasn't wrong about the aioli. The first bite of my burger sends a wave of flavors across my tongue—charred beef, tangy sauce, the crisp bite of fresh lettuce.

"So," Aria says between bites, "what are we shopping for exactly? Because if you say 'nothing specific,' I'm going to force you to try on every ridiculous hat in that novelty store by the fountain."

"I need some clothes for the farm," I admit. "Something that won't fall apart after a few days of actual work."

"We can help with that," Aria says, her eyes lighting up with the prospect of a fashion challenge. "Can't we, Belle?"

Belle nods, dabbing a napkin at the corner of her mouth. "Men's clothing is easy. Practical, durable, comfortable. None of the nonsense they put into women's clothes."

"Like fake pockets," Aria adds with sudden heat. "Don't get me started on fake pockets."

I hold up my hands in surrender. "I promise all my pockets will be real and functional."

After lunch, they lead me to a store called Outdoor Life, its entrance flanked by mannequins wearing hiking gear and fishing vests. Inside, the air smells of new fabric and leather, with a hint of cedar. I feel out of place among the camping equipment and performance wear, but Belle and Aria move with purpose.

"Lightweight cotton shirts," Belle says, moving to a rack of button-ups in subdued earth tones. "Long sleeves that you can roll up, protection from the sun and thorns."

Aria disappears down another aisle, returning with an armful of pants. "Cargo pants. Lots of pockets for tools, reinforced knees, breathable fabric."

They work as a team, pulling items and holding them up against me, discussing the merits of double stitching and moisture-wicking properties. I follow their lead, trying on shirts and pants in a cramped changing room while they wait outside, demanding to see each outfit.

"Turn around," Belle instructs when I emerge in a pair of khaki cargo pants and a sage green shirt. "Hmm. Not bad."

Aria circles me like a fashion consultant on a photo shoot. "The pants are good. The shirt..." She tugs at the sleeve. "One size up would be better for movement."

An hour later, I leave the store with three shirts, two pairs of cargo pants, a pair of hiking boots that Belle assures me are perfect for the rose fields, and a wide-brimmed hat that Aria insisted would make me look cool if not feel cool in the sun.

"Your turn," I say as we emerge back into the sunlight of the plaza. "Where to next?"

The sisters exchange a glance that communicates volumes without a word.

"H&M," they say in unison.

The store looms before us, its glass front revealing a labyrinth of racks and displays. Music pulses from within, a beat that seems to sync with the movement of shoppers navigating the maze of fashion.

"We'll be a while," Belle warns. "This is our happy place."

Aria nods enthusiastically. "You don't have to come in. There's a bench right there." She points to a wooden bench in the shade of a decorative maple tree. "We'll find you when we're done."

"Take your time," I tell them, settling onto the bench with my shopping bags at my feet. "I've got my Kindle."

As they disappear into the store, I pull out my e-reader and find my place in the novel I started on the flight to California. Two weeks ago, this would have been my ideal scenario—peace, a good book, and no obligations. But after a few pages, my attention wanders.

I never thought I'd be this guy—the man sitting outside a clothing store, waiting for women to finish shopping. In my previous life, shopping was a surgical strike: identify target, acquire, retreat. Online whenever possible. The idea of leisurely browsing was foreign and wasteful.

Yet here I sit, and the strangest part is that I don't mind. There's something oddly satisfying about watching the flow of the mall, the couples holding hands, parents chasing toddlers, teenagers moving in packs like colorful fish in a social stream.

I close my Kindle, deciding instead to simply observe. A young couple shares an ice cream cone, taking turns with a careful precision they've likely practiced for a while. A father juggles shopping bags while his young daughter dances around him, her energy boundless in contrast to his patient exhaustion.

My attention is drawn to a pair of brunettes approaching—a woman and a younger girl, their similar features marking them unmistakably as mother and daughter. The woman walks with the confident posture of someone comfortable in her own skin, despite her petite frame. Her dark hair falls in waves around her shoulders, and her eyes—even from a distance—seem to take in everything at once.

The daughter matches her mother's stride but with a youthful bounce, her similar dark hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She gestures animatedly as they talk, her hands moving through the air like birds in flight.

"Go ahead, honey," the mother says as they near H&M, her voice melodic with a subtle accent I can't quite place. "I'll wait here."

The daughter hesitates, looking between her mother and the store. "Are you sure you don't want to check it out too?"

The mother laughs, shaking her head. "I'm too old for that place."

"No way! They have stuff for moms too," the daughter protests, but without much conviction, already being pulled toward the store by the gravitational force of new clothes.

"I don't need anything," the mother says with fond exasperation. "Take your time, don't worry about me." She makes a shooing motion with her hands.

The daughter relents, giving her mother a quick kiss on the cheek before bouncing toward the entrance. The mother watches her go with a smile that contains equal parts love and amusement, before turning to survey her surroundings.

Her eyes meet mine, and for a moment, we're connected by the shared experience of being the ones left behind. I smile reflexively, and to my surprise, she returns it—a small curve of her lips that transforms her face from merely pretty to something more interesting.

She chooses the bench across the walkway from mine, settling herself with deliberate grace, back straight, ankles crossed. The position speaks of an innate elegance that no amount of casual clothes—she wears a simple blue dress with white prints and a split neck—can disguise.

I return to my Kindle, but the words blur before my eyes. My attention keeps drifting back to the woman across the way, who now checks messages on her phone, her face illuminated by the screen.

A group of teenage girls emerges from the store, laughing and comparing purchases. Both the woman and I look up, automatic responses to check if our waiting is over. When it's clear these aren't our companions, our eyes meet again, and this time her smile carries a hint of conspiratorial understanding.

"It'll be a long wait," she calls across to me, her voice carrying that same musical quality I'd heard earlier. "My daughter loves that place. Last time, I waited for an hour."

I close my Kindle, recognizing the universal language of parents and partners everywhere—the resigned patience of the shopping companion. "Maybe you should join her?" I suggest.

"No," she shakes her head, dark waves catching the sunlight. "I'd rather sit and rest. After a day's work, I'm too tired to shop."

I nod, understanding completely. "Are you visiting the area?" she asks, tilting her head slightly.

"No, I work on a farm," I reply, the words still strange in my mouth. I can't quite bring myself to say I own a farm—the concept remains surreal, a fact I acknowledge but don't fully believe.

She raises one eyebrow, skepticism clear in her expression. "You don't look like a farmer," she observes.

I laugh, glancing down at my city clothes, not yet replaced by my new purchases. "Good observation. I've only been doing the work for about two weeks."

"Which farm?" she asks, curiosity evident in her voice.

"Enchanting Roses," I reply.

Her mouth opens slightly, recognition flashing across her face. "How is Paula doing?" she asks, the question catching me off guard.

"Paula is fine," I say slowly, wondering at the connection. "She's visiting her parents in Napa this weekend. Do you know her?"

"We used to be friends," she says, something unreadable passing across her features.

"I'm Greg, by the way," I offer, suddenly realizing we've been conversing without introductions.

She opens her mouth to respond, but before she can speak, the sound of familiar laughter interrupts us. Belle and Aria emerge from the store, shopping bags in hand—but they're not alone. The dark-haired daughter walks with them, all three engaged in animated conversation.

To my surprise, when the young women spot us, Belle and Aria wave to the woman across from me.

"Odette!" they call in greeting.

I freeze, the name hitting me like a splash of cold water. This is Odette Jones? The shrewd businesswoman trying to buy out the rose farm? The neighbor Paula speaks of with such wariness?

She looks nothing like the calculating predator I'd imagined—no sharp edges or cold eyes, just a petite woman with a warm smile and an accent that now, knowing her identity, I place as French.

As I process this revelation, Aria makes introductions. "Greg, this is my best friend Kaia," she says, gesturing to the dark-haired girl. "Kaia, this is Gregory. He's Adrianna’s son."

Kaia smiles brightly, extending a hand. "Nice to meet you," she says with genuine warmth.

“He’s also our new partner at the rose farm,” Belle adds proudly.

Odette's face lights up with newfound curiosity. "It's a pleasure to meet you," she says as we shake hands for the first time. Her brown eyes sparkle with interest when they meet mine, and I have a feeling it's not just about business.

"Nice to meet you too," I respond. "Paula has told me about you.”

"Oh, really?" Odette's smile widens. "She mentioned me to you?"

"Yes. The work you’ve done with my uncle’s vineyard is truly impressive," I reply, careful not to allude to Odette’s potential plans regarding the rose farm.

"Oh," she dismisses with a wave. "Just doing what I can to get by." As we chat, I notice Aria and Kaia whispering while glancing my way, clearly talking about me.

Feeling self-conscious, I change the subject. "It’s been nice meeting you, but we should get going."

Aria and Belle quickly join me, while Kaia stands with her mother.

Odette wraps an arm around her daughter as she turns to me. “You should visit my vineyard sometime," she says, her invitation carrying the casual confidence of someone used to being obeyed. "See the place your mom grew up on."

I nod, politeness overriding my confusion. "I'd like that," I hear myself say, even as I wonder what Paula would think of this encounter.

Odette smiles, satisfaction mingling with something else in her expression—excitement, perhaps. "Excellent," she says. "We'll arrange it soon."

As she and Kaia depart, their heads bent together in conversation, I'm left wondering how a simple shopping trip managed to introduce me to the very woman Paula had warned me about—and why, despite everything I've heard, I find myself looking forward to seeing her again.


CHAPTER 21
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The bags rustle in the trunk as I navigate the winding road back to the farm. The mood in the car has shifted—shopping euphoria giving way to a thoughtful quiet. I take a quick look at Belle sitting beside me, her face outlined by the scenery whizzing past, and she seems lost in thought.

In the rearview mirror, I catch Aria's eyes, bright with unspoken thoughts. The encounter with Odette and Kaia has left a strange tension humming between us, questions hovering unasked in the warm air of the car.

I drum my fingers on the steering wheel, Odette’s image still a phantom weight in my mind. The silence isn't uncomfortable, exactly, but it's charged with potential.

"So," I finally say, keeping my tone casual, "you two seemed pretty friendly with Kaia and her mother."

Belle turns from the window, tucking a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. "Kaia's been Aria's friend since elementary school."

"Best friend," Aria corrects from the back seat. "We're practically sisters."

This adds another layer of complexity to the situation. "But I thought..." I hesitate, not wanting to repeat gossip. "Paula gave me the impression that Odette was, well, not exactly a friend to the rose farm."

The sisters exchange a glance loaded with meaning. Belle sighs, a sound too weary for someone her age.

"It's complicated," she says eventually. "Mom and Odette have history."

"They used to be close," Aria adds, leaning forward between the front seats. "Like, really close. Odette worked at the rose farm back when we were kids."

"Before she married my uncle Louis?" I ask, trying to piece together the timeline.

Belle nods. "Way before. Odette actually lived with us for a while."

"With you?" I can't hide my surprise. The idea of Paula and Odette sharing a home seems impossible given their current relationship.

"With all of us," Belle confirms. "In the farmhouse. I was really little, but I remember her making crepes on Sunday mornings. She'd sing these French songs while she cooked."

Aria nods enthusiastically. "And she taught Mom how to make this amazing ratatouille that we still have sometimes. Though Mom never admits where the recipe came from."

I try to reconcile this domestic image with the businesswoman Paula described as trying to undermine the rose farm. "What happened? How did she go from making crepes in your kitchen to becoming..." I trail off, unsure how to phrase it politely.

"The enemy?" Belle supplies with a sad smile. "That's part of the complicated bit."

She pauses, gathering her thoughts. The road curves beneath us, golden hills rolling away on either side, vines and orchards creating patterns across the landscape.

"Odette grew up on a vineyard in France," Belle begins again. "Near Bordeaux, I think. Her family had been making wine for generations, but she wanted something different. When she was nineteen, she met an American tourist—a guy from California."

"Kaia's father," I guess.

Belle nods. "They had this whirlwind romance. He was older, sophisticated, showed her parts of France she'd never seen despite growing up there. When he went back to America, they stayed in touch. He'd visit a couple times a year, and their relationship continued like that for years."

"Meanwhile, Odette got pregnant," Aria chimes in. "She had Kaia, raised her alone because her family wasn't supportive. They thought she should marry a local vineyard owner's son, continue the family business. But she was in love with Kaia's dad."

I navigate a particularly sharp turn, processing this information. "So what brought her to California?"

"When Kaia was six," Belle continues, "Odette decided to bring her daughter to America to find her father. She'd saved enough money for the trip, and he'd always talked about how they'd be together someday, once things were 'settled.'"

There's a heavy pause, and I can guess what's coming.

"Let me guess," I say. "He wasn't exactly available."

"Married with two kids and a house in Palo Alto," Aria confirms, disgust evident in her voice. "The jerk had a whole other life he never mentioned during all those romantic visits to France."

"That's..." I search for a word strong enough. "Despicable."

Belle nods grimly. "Odette was devastated. Alone in a foreign country with a six-year-old, barely speaking English, no money to get back home—and her family had basically disowned her for leaving in the first place."

"Odette searched for work at vineyards around Napa and crossed paths with Mom, who was visiting our grandma. Mom took Odette in and brought both her and Kaia to the rose farm. Without hesitation, Adrianna offered Odette a job."

As the road straightens, I take a moment to look at Belle. Her expression is complex—filled with pride for her mother and Adrianna’s generosity, yet tinged with something else, something more elusive.

"Odette stayed with us for almost two years," Belle continues. "She worked hard, learned English quickly, and Kaia and us became friends. Odette was like an aunt to me, and Mom and she were close—they'd stay up late talking after Aria and I were in bed."

"I remember her braiding my hair," Aria says softly. "She did these fancy French braids that none of the other kids at preschool had."

I try to picture it—a younger Paula and Odette, sharing a home, raising their daughters together, finding connection despite their different backgrounds. "So what changed?"

Belle's expression clouds. "She met Uncle Louis at his grandson’s birthday party. He was already a widower at the time—"

I mentally calculate Louis’s age at the time. It must have been about twelve years ago, so my uncle would be in his late sixties then. Odette must’ve been younger than his children. “And they hit it off?”

"Exactly," Belle nods. "Louis was charming, established, and he fell hard for Odette. Within six months, they were married, and she and Kaia moved into his house at the vineyard."

"And that's when things changed with Paula?" I ask, feeling like I'm getting closer to understanding the rift.

Belle hesitates, exchanging another look with Aria.

"Mom never talks about it directly," Belle says carefully. "But from what we've pieced together over the years, I think she felt... betrayed. Like Odette used her to get established, then traded up when something better came along."

"That's not fair though," Aria protests. "Mom makes it sound like Odette was this calculating gold-digger, but she wasn't. She was just trying to make a life for herself and Kaia."

I think about Odette's refined manner, her elegant posture, the confident way she carries herself. It would be easy to see her as opportunistic, especially if you felt hurt by her choices.

"So she married Louis for his money and status, like my mother believed?" I ask, recalling what Paula said about Adrianna.

Belle shrugs, her face troubled. "I don't know. Maybe that was part of it. But she stayed with him until he died, and took care of him through his illness. And she's built Exotic Wines into something special—it wasn't just handed to her."

"Kaia says her mom worked eighteen-hour days for years," Aria adds. "Even when Uncle Louis was alive. She handled everything in the business, harvesting, winemaking, and networking. The vineyard thrived because she made it succeed."

The road dips into a valley, rose fields suddenly visible in the distance, the familiar silhouette of the farmhouse on the horizon. Home, or what's starting to feel like home, despite my short time here.

"But Paula thinks Odette is behind the developers trying to buy the rose farm?" I ask, still trying to connect all the pieces.

Belle sighs heavily. "Mom thinks Odette wants to expand Exotic Wines onto our land. The developers have approached us a few times with offers, and Mom's convinced Odette is pulling the strings."

"Is she?" I ask bluntly.

"I don't know," Belle admits. "It's not like we can ask her. Mom and Odette barely speak anymore, except when absolutely necessary."

"Which is ridiculous," Aria interjects. "Because Kaia and I are best friends. We're always having to sneak around like we're in some Shakespeare play with feuding families."

I remember the whispered conversation between Kaia and Aria at the mall, the conspiratorial laughter. "You don't agree with Paula about Odette?"

Belle's hands twist in her lap, discomfort evident in her posture. "It's not my place to say," she begins cautiously. "But... I think it's more complicated than Mom makes it out to be. I don't believe Odette is actively trying to hurt us."

"Whatever happened between them was a long time ago," Aria adds. "And it's not mine or Kaia's fault, so why should we have to pretend we're not friends?"

"Plus," Belle says, her voice softening, "Odette was good to us when we were little. Whatever else happened, that part is true."

I nod, thinking of the woman at the mall—her intelligent eyes, her thoughtful observations, the way she spoke of adaptation and survival in agriculture. Not the calculating villain of Paula's stories, but a complex woman with her own struggles and triumphs.

"Kaia always says she has the best mom on earth," Aria says firmly. "And I believe her. Odette raised her alone in a foreign country, built a business from scratch, and gave Kaia everything she needed. That's not the action of a bad person."

The gravel of the farm's driveway crunches beneath our tires as I turn off the main road. The rose fields stretch out around us, plants heavy with buds that will soon burst into bloom. I think about Odette's invitation to visit her vineyard and the subtle warmth in her voice when she suggested I come to see the place where my mother grew up.

"So what exactly happened between them?" I ask as I park the car in front of the farmhouse. "Paula and Odette, I mean. There must have been a specific falling out."

Belle opens her door, the scent of roses immediately filling the car. "Like I said, Mom never talks about it directly. But sometimes, when she's had a glass of wine too many, she mentions something about 'betrayal' and 'choosing sides.'"

"All I know," Aria says, gathering her shopping bags from the back seat, "is that it's exhausting being caught in the middle of a grudge that's older than I am."

I help them unload the trunk, my mind still turning over the complicated history I've just learned. The farm spreads out around us, peaceful in the late afternoon light—a stark contrast to the tangled human emotions at play.

"Do you think," I ask carefully, "that Paula would be upset if I accepted Odette's invitation to tour her vineyard?"

The sisters exchange another look—something they seem to do frequently when navigating difficult territory.

“I am curious about my uncle’s vineyard,” I add. “And, of course, how Odette runs it so successfully.”

"Mom probably won’t like it," Belle admits, her expression sympathetic. "But you're an adult. And learning a few things from Odette isn't a bad idea."

"Just maybe don't mention it to Mom right away," Aria suggests with a grimace. "Wait for the right moment."

I nod although I’m not sure whether it’s a good idea. Belle is right. Paula wouldn’t like it. Yet my desire to visit Odette and Exotic Wines is strong—I would like to learn what I can about making a farm profitable in this competitive landscape. It's a professional interest, I tell myself firmly. Nothing to do with the way her eyes crinkled when she smiled, or the musical lilt of her accent.

As we carry our purchases into the house, I find myself caught between loyalty to Paula—who has welcomed me, trusted me, shared her home and her body with me—and curiosity about Odette, the supposed villain who doesn't seem villainous at all.

"Greg?" Belle pauses at the door, looking back at me. "Whatever happened between Mom and Odette, it's their story, not ours. And definitely not yours. You don't have to choose sides. And to tell the truth, I really hope Mom and Odette can at least get together and talk. Odette has been trying, but Mom refuses any chance to reconcile."

“I see,” I say with a nod, wondering why Paula is so unforgiving. It isn’t like her. “I’ll see what I can do, then.”


CHAPTER 22
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I wake to a world of gold. Dawn light filters through the blinds, painting ribbons across Belle's bare shoulder, her honey-blonde hair spread across the pillow like spilled treasure. Her breathing comes in soft, even measures—the rhythm of deep sleep. My arm tingles where it's trapped beneath her waist, but I wouldn't move it for anything. Last night replays in my mind, fragments of passion that make my body respond even now, in the innocent light of morning. I resist the urge to press my lips to her temple, to wake her with desires that haven't quite cooled from the night before.

After we returned home from downtown, Aria decided to have a horror movie marathon and sleepover at Kaia’s house, leaving Belle and me alone. We enjoyed a simple dinner and then indulged in some relaxing spa time. And then we went to Belle’s bedroom early and made love until we tried every position I knew of. I fell asleep with Belle in my arms until she woke me in the middle of the night with a surprise blow job. I made love to her again until she was satisfied.

Belle's face in repose is a study in contradictions—the shy farm girl vanished, replaced by something both vulnerable and powerful. Her lips, slightly parted, show no trace of their usual hesitation. The tiny crease that appears between her brows when she's overthinking something is smoothed away. In sleep, she's unguarded, beautiful in a way that squeezes something deep in my chest.

It's still strange to think that just weeks ago, I was in the east end of the country, drowning in spreadsheets and city noise, with no knowledge that this woman existed. Now I can't imagine a morning without the scent of her skin or the weight of her against me. The inheritance of my mother's rose farm—a burden I'd intended to unload as quickly as possible—has become the unexpected gift I never knew I needed.

I shift slightly, uncomfortably aware of my body's enthusiastic response to these recollections. My morning erection presses insistently against the warm skin of Belle's thigh. She stirs in her sleep, making a soft sound in her throat—something between a sigh and a whimper. Her body moves against mine, an unconscious seeking of friction that nearly breaks my resolve to let her sleep.

Her leg slides between mine, creating the most exquisite torture. I stifle a groan, but not well enough. The sound seems to penetrate her dreams. She moves again, more deliberately this time, though her eyes remain closed.

I can't help myself anymore. I lean down, pressing my lips to her cheek in a kiss that's both tender and hungry. Her eyelashes flutter against her skin like nervous butterflies before lifting to reveal hazel eyes, momentarily confused, then warming with recognition.

"Good morning," she says, her voice husky with sleep. A smile spreads across her face, slow and sweet as honey.

"Good morning, princess," I murmur against her temple. "Who was in your dream?"

A blush spreads across her cheeks, but her smile turns impish. "A hot, older man."

I raise an eyebrow, playing along. "And what was this older man doing to you?"

The blush deepens. She buries her face against my chest, her words muffled. "I can't tell you that."

My hand slides down her spine, tracing each vertebra, coming to rest at the curve of her hip. "Can't? Or won't?"

She doesn't answer, but her body shifts subtly, pressing closer. My hand continues its journey, sliding between us, finding the warm, slick evidence of her arousal. Belle's breath catches.

"Let me guess," I say, my voice dropping lower as my fingers explore her wetness. "You've been doing naughty things with this older man."

Instead of answering, Belle slides down my body, her hair trailing across my chest, my stomach, lower. Her mouth is warm and wet, her technique inexperienced but enthusiastic. What she lacks in practice, she makes up for in attention—she watches my reactions, learning what makes my breath hitch, what draws a groan from deep in my chest.

My hands find her hair, not pushing or guiding, just needing to touch her. "Belle," I mutter, warning and plea wrapped in a single word.

She understands, pulling away with a final, teasing kiss before climbing back up my body. Her eyes hold mine as she positions herself above me. There's a confidence in her movements that wasn't there when we first met—not arrogance, but a woman comfortable in her own desires.

She sinks down, taking me inside her in one slow, steady motion that has us both gasping. Her hands brace against my chest as she begins to move, finding a rhythm that builds steadily. I grip her hips, helping her maintain the pace as it quickens.

The early sunlight catches in her hair, illuminating her like some classical painting of ecstasy. Her head tilts back, exposing the elegant line of her throat. I rise up to taste it, salt and sweetness on my tongue.

The change in angle draws a cry from her, her nails digging into my shoulders. I can feel her tightening around me, the tremors that signal she's close. My own release builds and I feel a pressure at the base of my spine that grows with each movement.

“Oh Greg," she breathes, and hearing my name on her lips like that—reverent, desperate—pushes me over the edge. I pull her down hard against me as I come, and the added pressure triggers her own orgasm. She collapses against my chest, both of us breathing hard, skin slick with sweat, hearts pounding in syncopated rhythm.

We lie tangled together as our breathing slows, trading lazy, satisfied kisses. Her fingers trace patterns on my chest while mine stroke the silk of her hair. There's something unbelievably intimate about these moments after—more vulnerable, in some ways, than the act itself.

The spell breaks with three sharp knocks on the bedroom door.

"Belle!" Aria's voice carries through the wood, impatient. "It's almost eight. I'm starving, and you know I can't cook."

Belle sighs against my neck, but there's no real annoyance in it. "Make some coffee," she calls back. "I'll be up soon to make breakfast."

"Fine, but hurry up. And tell Greg good morning for me." There's a knowing tone in Aria's voice that makes Belle hide a laugh against my shoulder.

We listen to Aria's footsteps retreat down the hall before Belle reluctantly disentangles herself from me, searching the floor for her discarded clothes.

"I thought she was at Kaia's," I say, watching as she slips her T-shirt over her head.

"She was." Belle tosses my boxers at me with a grin. "Horror movie marathon, remember? They probably stayed up until dawn, then Kaia drove her home this morning."

I pull on my boxers, followed by jeans, feeling a twinge of irritation. "She couldn't make herself breakfast? She's in college, not kindergarten."

Belle shrugs, stepping into a pair of cotton shorts. "Trust me, it's better this way. Aria's cooking is a health hazard. Last time she tried to make pancakes, she somehow set off the smoke alarm and gave herself food poisoning at the same time."

"How is that even possible?"

"It's a gift." Belle runs her fingers through her tangled hair, attempting to bring some order to it. "Anyway, I don't mind. Cooking relaxes me."

I pull her into my arms, dropping a kiss on the top of her head. "You indulge her too much."

"Probably," she agrees easily. "But she's my little sister. It's what we do."

I follow Belle to the door, but pause before opening it. "You never told me what the hot older man in your dream was doing," I remind her.

She looks back at me, that impish smile returning. "Who says it was a dream?" she asks, and slips out the door before I can respond.

I stand there for a moment, smiling like an idiot. The scent of coffee drifts up from the kitchen, along with the sound of the sisters' voices—Aria's animated, Belle's gentler tones. My irritation at the interruption fades. This is what mornings are supposed to feel like, I realize. Not the rushed, solitary affairs I'd grown accustomed to in Philadelphia, but this—warmth and light and voices in the kitchen.

I have the ridiculous thought that I never want to leave this farmhouse, this unexpected life I've stumbled into. The thought should terrify me—I've never been one for impulsive decisions or emotional entanglements—but instead, it settles in my chest with surprising comfort, like it belongs there.

I follow the coffee scent and the sound of laughter downstairs, ready to face the day.

After breakfast, the sisters and I are back in the fields. The morning sun beats down on my back as I carefully clip another rose stem, adding it to the collection in my bucket. My fingers have grown calloused over the past week, but there's something satisfying about the work—the sweet perfume of the roses, the quiet concentration of Belle and Aria working alongside me, the sense that we're building something together. I never thought I'd find peace in manual labor, but the farm has a way of settling into your bones.

"You look like a real farmer," Belle says, nodding at my new clothes as she moves down her own row. Her blonde hair is tied back in a messy bun, wisps escaping to frame her face. "Mom will be impressed when she gets back."

"Don't inflate his ego," Aria calls from two rows over. Unlike her sister's practical approach, Aria has somehow made farm work look like a fashion statement. Her cutoff shorts and tied-up blouse shouldn't be practical, but she moves with surprising efficiency. "He's already too cocky."

I snip another bloom. "Says the girl who spent twenty minutes this morning perfecting her 'casual' farm look."

Belle snorts with laughter, and even Aria cracks a smile.

"Some of us have standards," Aria says, but the barb lacks any real heat.

"We should finish this section before lunch," I say, checking my watch. "Then we can get these stored for Tuesday's shipment."

Belle nods, her focus returning to the roses. She's the most diligent of us, her movements are adept and precise. I've noticed she's never happier than when her hands are busy with the farm's work. Aria, on the other hand, approaches each task like it's a creative challenge—which, given her fashion design background, makes sense.

"Are you really going to set up the rose-product workshop Adrianna was so eager about?" Aria inquires as we continue working. 

"Yes, we are. The plumbing work has been scheduled," I reply. "The soap-making equipment is arriving next week, so we can begin production soon." 

"That's great," Aria responds. "Do you have a brand name yet? What will you call your products?" 

Belle and I exchange glances. How did I miss this detail? "I haven't thought about it yet. Did Adrianna have any preferences?" I ask. 

Belle shakes her head. "She didn’t mention any. But we could name it Enchanting Roses." 

I nod in agreement. "That works for me." 

Aria frowns. "Enchanting Roses Rose Water? It sounds a bit dull." 

"Do you have a better suggestion?" Belle asks. 

"Let me think. How about Petal Essence?" 

Belle smiles. "I like it!" 

They both turn to me for my input. "I like it, too. But let's also check with your mom to see what she thinks."

Aria cheers, as if my approval means the world to her, which is flattering. "Can I design labels, too?" Aria asks, twirling a stem between her fingers. "I was thinking something vintage but clean. Maybe with gold accents?"

"Sounds perfect," I say, impressed by her initiative. Despite Paula's warnings about Aria's capricious nature, she's shown genuine enthusiasm for the farm’s future.

The sun climbs higher as we fill our buckets. Sweat trickles down my back, and I find myself glancing at the farmhouse in the distance, thinking about lunch.

"I think that's enough for now," Belle finally says, standing up straight and stretching her back. "We should get these to storage."

We carry our harvest to the process shed, removing excess foliage and making clean diagonal cuts before bundling the roses into commercial units and wrapping them in protective sleeves.

"You're a professional now," Belles says as she observes me, and I feel a flush of pride that has nothing to do with the heat.

Aria checks her phone, sighing dramatically. "Can we please hurry? I'm starving."

Belle rolls her eyes but can't suppress a smile. "I told you to have another slice of toast, but you were worried about your figure."

"You can't blame me, Belle," Aria replies. "I'm trying to pursue modeling."

"Models don't need to be thin."

Aria gasps. "Are you calling me thin? I'm not. I have curves! Right, Greg?"

Uh-oh. I silently curse, not wanting to take sides. "Well," I respond cautiously yet truthfully. "I like you as you are, but I wouldn't mind if you added a few more pounds."

"See?" they say simultaneously and then burst into laughter.

While the sisters banter, we place the flower bundles in buckets of clean water with a solution that will keep them fresh for next week’s shipments before carrying them into a large refrigerated room at the back of the shed.

As we head toward the farmhouse, the rumble of an engine cuts through the quiet. I turn to see a cloud of dust rising from the farm's entrance road, followed by a sleek red sports car tearing down the drive at a speed that makes me wince. Farm roads aren't meant for that kind of driving.

"Who the hell is that?" I ask, watching as the car pulls up in front of the office with a spray of gravel.

Belle shakes her head. "No idea. We're not expecting any deliveries today."

Beside her, Aria has gone rigid, her expression shifting from surprise to something like dread. "It's Sebastian," she says, her voice tight.

"Sebastian?" Belle's eyes widen. "What's he doing here? Didn't you break up with him?"

"I did," Aria confirms, her jaw setting in a hard line. "He's been calling. I've been ignoring him."

Belle puts a hand on her sister's arm. "You need to tell him to leave."

Aria nods, squaring her shoulders. "I know. I will." She starts toward the office, her stride purposeful.

Belle and I exchange a look, and without a word, we follow at a distance. I'm not about to let Aria face this alone, and I can see Belle feels the same.

The car door opens, and a young man steps out—tall and lean with carefully tousled blond hair and the easy confidence of someone who's never had to question his welcome. He's wearing designer jeans and a half-unbuttoned shirt that probably cost more than a week of farm expenses. I can see immediately why Aria fell for him; he has that classic, magazine-ready good looks and an air of careless charm.

He spots Aria and his face lights up with a practiced smile. "Hey, babe!" he calls, striding toward her with his arms outstretched for a hug.

Aria sidesteps him, keeping her distance. "No, Sebastian. You don't get to hug me or call me babe anymore."

His smile doesn't falter. "Why not?"

"Because I broke up with you," Aria says with an exaggerated eye roll.

Sebastian chuckles, as if she's told a mildly amusing joke. "Come on, babe, you aren't serious. You love me, don't you?"

Aria crosses her arms. "Not anymore."

"Why not?" He sounds genuinely confused, which makes me dislike him even more.

"You know why," Aria says, her voice cooling further.

"I really don't." He spreads his hands in a gesture of innocence that feels rehearsed.

Aria's composure cracks slightly. "All those girls you cheated with? Ring any bells?"

Sebastian shrugs nonchalantly, as if she's mentioned something as trivial as a forgotten dinner date. "Do we have to go over this again? I only love you. It was just sex with them."

My fingers curl into fists at my sides. Belle makes a small, disgusted sound beside me.

"That doesn't make it better!" Aria's voice rises. "You shouldn't have had sex with other women while seeing me, and without letting me know."

Sebastian's expression shifts, a flash of frustration breaking through his charming facade. "You can't blame me when you wouldn't have sex with me."

The statement hits me like a cold wave. Beside me, Belle gasps softly, and we exchange a startled look. This is clearly news to her as well.

Aria's mouth falls open, tears welling in her eyes. "Are you saying it's my fault?" Her voice trembles. "Then why are you here instead of with the girls who are willing to fuck you?"

Sebastian curses, his handsome face contorting with anger for a moment before he visibly reins himself in. "I'm here because I miss you," he says, his voice gentling. "I don't care about any other girls. I only love you, Aria."

"Bullshit," Belle mutters under her breath.

I squeeze her shoulder in silent agreement, hoping Aria won't fall for such an obvious lie. But I can see the uncertainty in Aria's posture, the way she's starting to lean toward him despite herself.

"Give me another chance," Sebastian says, his voice honey-sweet. "Please."

Aria hesitates, glancing back at us. I tighten my grip on Belle's shoulder, silently willing Aria to make the right choice. For a moment, our eyes lock, and something shifts in Aria's expression. The fiery woman I've come to know over the past week seems to recede, replaced by someone younger and more vulnerable.

She gives Sebastian a small nod. "Okay."

Sebastian lets out a whoop of triumph and pulls her into his arms, kissing her with a possessiveness that makes my stomach turn. Aria seems to melt against him, her earlier resistance forgotten.

My chest tightens with an emotion I don't want to examine too closely. Aria is a spoiled girl, but she’s my family and I care about her. Watching her surrender to this manipulative asshole makes me sick.

"What the hell?" Belle hisses beside me, her body tensing like a spring. I mutter a curse under my breath, watching Aria melt into Sebastian's embrace. My jaw clenches so hard it hurts. Every instinct screams at me to march over there and pull them apart, but I force myself to stay put.

I need to find a way to help Aria see it before she gets hurt again. But I can’t just step in between them. I don’t have the right, and I will only make things worse.

Belle steps forward, but I hold her back. "She's making a huge mistake," she whispers fiercely.

"She's an adult," I say, though the words taste bitter. "She can make her own choices."

Even as I say it, I know it's not just about respecting Aria's autonomy. Deep down, a part of me suspects this is about yesterday—about the moment in the sorting facility when she tried to seduce me and I turned her away. She acted nonchalantly afterward and went shopping with us, but I felt her resentful glances from time to time.  Is reconciliation with Sebastian her way of lashing out, of proving she doesn't care about my rejection? Or maybe Sebastian's gesture inflated the ego I had intentionally bruised?

I watch Sebastian's hands sliding possessively down Aria's back. A wave of something hot and ugly washes through me—not just protectiveness, but jealousy, raw and undeniable. Jealousy I have no right to feel, considering my relationship with both Paula and Belle.

But then I remember Aria's tear-streaked face the day she arrived home, broken by this same man who now holds her like a prize. I remember the look in her eyes just before she nodded her agreement, that flash of vulnerability that seemed to be calling for someone—anyone—to step in and save her from herself.

"I can't just stand here," I tell Belle. "She's going to get hurt again."

Belle nods, relief evident in her eyes. "Thank god. I thought you were actually going to let this happen."

I start toward the couple, who have finally broken their kiss. Sebastian keeps one arm draped possessively around Aria's shoulders, his fingers playing with a strand of her hair in a gesture that seems deliberately territorial.

Before I can speak, Aria's voice rings out with forced brightness. "Why don't you come have lunch with us at the farmhouse?"

Sebastian's easy smile falters slightly. "I can't, actually. I need to head back to the city."

Aria's expression freezes. "So soon? You just got here."

"Well, that's kind of why I came," Sebastian says, his tone shifting to something more businesslike. "Remember that modeling gig my mom found for you? The shoot starts today. I'm here to take you back for it."

The air seems to crystallize around them. Aria narrows her eyes, stepping slightly back from his embrace. "So that's the real reason you came? For the shoot?"

"No, no," Sebastian backpedals, reaching for her again. "I came because I missed you. The shoot is just... convenient timing."

Understanding dawns on me like a cold shower. Sebastian's mother is the agent who signed a contract with the company hiring Aria. If Aria doesn't show, his mother loses money and credibility. This reconciliation has nothing to do with love and everything to do with business.

I quicken my pace, rage building with each step. By the time I reach them, my voice is steady but hard. "I think you should leave my property," I tell Sebastian. "And I think you should never bother Aria again."

Sebastian turns to me with a frown, his practiced charm sliding into something uglier. "Who the hell are you?" he demands.

Before I can answer, Aria steps forward and takes my arm, pressing against my side. "Greg is my daddy," she says with perfect composure.

Sebastian's mouth falls open, his eyes widening. "I thought you didn't have one."

"Well, she has one now," I say, falling into the role with surprising ease. I level my gaze at him, letting him see exactly what I think of him. "And you'd better get your ass out of here before I kick it like a runaway combine."

A flush crawls up Sebastian's neck, turning his handsome face an unflattering shade of pink. "Okay, pops," he says, already backing toward his car. "No problem. I was just leaving."

"One more thing," I call after him as he fumbles with his car door. "If you come near Aria again, I'll break your neck. Understood?"

He doesn't answer, just slides into his car and starts the engine with a roar that scatters birds from a nearby tree. We stand united—me, Aria still holding my arm, and Belle who has joined us—watching as the red sports car peels out of the driveway and onto the dirt road, leaving a cloud of dust in its wake.

None of us speak until the car disappears from view. The silence stretches, broken only by the distant sound of wind in the rose fields and a meadowlark calling from somewhere near the irrigation pond.

"Well done, Daddy!" Belle finally says, perfectly mimicking her sister's tone from moments before.

Aria laughs, the sound catching on what might be tears. "Stop making fun of me."

"I'm not," Belle insists, though she's still chuckling. She reaches over to squeeze her sister's shoulder. "That was quick thinking."

I'm still processing the strange turn of events, the way Aria's simple declaration shifted everything in an instant. My arm feels warm where she's holding it, her fingers light against my skin.

"Are you okay?" I ask her, searching her face for signs of distress.

She nods, finally releasing my arm. "Yeah. Thanks for stepping in."

"I'm glad you came to your senses," Belle says. "For a minute there..."

"I know." Aria sighs, running a hand through her hair. "I'm sorry I worried you both. I know I shouldn't trust him, but somehow..." She trails off, looking embarrassed.

"He knows how to get to your vanity," I finish for her, keeping my tone gentle.

She looks up at me, surprised. "Yeah. Exactly." She'd denied it the last time we spoke about Sebastian, insisting it was true love. The admission marks a shift, a new self-awareness that makes me proud of her.

"You don't need to worry about being fooled by him again," I say.

"Thanks," she says, her usual confidence returning. She straightens her shoulders, wiping away the last traces of vulnerability. "For everything."

"No problem," I tell her. "It's my job to protect you from now on."

The words come out naturally, as if I've been practicing them for years instead of seconds. Something settles in my chest, a calm certainty that feels right. I may have stumbled into this makeshift family, but I'm starting to think it's where I belong.

"Are we ready for lunch?" I ask, glancing between the two sisters. "I don't know about you, but I've worked up an appetite."

"Yes, Daddy," they say in unison, then dissolve into laughter.

I chuckle, shaking my head as I wrap an arm around each of their shoulders. We turn toward the farmhouse, falling into step together. The sun is high overhead, casting short shadows across the gravel driveway. In the distance, the rose fields stretch in neat rows, sparkling and alive under the May sky.

We reach the farmhouse steps, and I let my arms fall from their shoulders, suddenly conscious of the casual intimacy. "I hope someone knows how to cook," I say, "because I'm useless in the kitchen."

"Don't worry," Belle says with a smile. "I’ll take care of it."

"Let me help you, Belle," Aria adds, her usual spark returning as she bounds up the steps ahead of us.

“Mmm, no thanks.” Belle chuckles, not taking her sister seriously.

“I’m not joking. I know how to make salad.”

I follow them inside, leaving the dust and drama of Sebastian's visit behind.

The screen door closes behind us with a familiar creak, shutting out the world beyond the farmhouse. Inside, the air is filled with the aroma of coffee and the essence of a life well-lived. I take a deep breath, enjoying the peaceful moment, aware that more challenges lie ahead but feeling prepared to face them.


CHAPTER 23
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The sun throws dappled patterns through the leaves above my patio lounge chair, warming my skin to that perfect temperature between comfortable and drowsy. My laptop rests on my thighs, numbers and spreadsheets blurring as my attention drifts to the sounds of the farm – birds calling, distant laughter from the kitchen where Belle and Aria are baking, the soft rustle of rose bushes in the afternoon breeze. This moment feels surreal, as though I've slipped into someone else's life rather than my own.

Lunch had been simple but perfect – sandwiches Belle prepared with fresh ingredients from the local market and the vegetable garden, paired with a surprisingly excellent Pinot Noir Aria brought home after her last night’s visit at Exotic Wines. The sisters had bantered throughout the meal, Aria teasing Belle about her methodical approach to everything while Belle gently countered with comments about Aria's impulsiveness. I'd enjoyed their dynamic, feeling like I was glimpsing a family ritual that had been years in the making.

"Mom's going to be so excited when she gets back and sees the cake," Aria had announced, turning to her older sister. "You've got to teach me how to make it. I want to surprise Mom when she gets home."

Belle had agreed with that soft smile of hers, and they'd disappeared into the kitchen while I retreated to my cottage patio to catch up on some work for the accounting firm. Figures and projections that once consumed my days now seem like intrusions from another world.

The distant sound of their laughter drifts through the open windows of the main house. Something about whisks and flour and a joke I can't quite make out. Their voices blend with the ambient sounds of the farm, lulling me into a state of half-consciousness. I try to focus on the spreadsheet, but my eyelids grow heavy.

Just a few minutes, I tell myself as I close the laptop and set it on the side table. I let my head fall back against the cushion, eyes closing, the warmth of May sunshine settling over me like a blanket.

I'm not sure how much time passes when I hear the giggles drawing closer. My mind registers the sounds, but I hover in that space between sleeping and waking, unwilling to surrender the peaceful feeling. Their voices turn to whispers – hushed, conspiratorial – and then fade from my awareness as I sink deeper into sleep.

Then something jolts me – a warm, wet sensation enveloping my cock. My brain stammers to make sense of it, assuming it's a dream until the feeling becomes too real, too intense to be anything but reality. My eyes flutter open, the world coming into focus through the haze of interrupted sleep.

Green eyes stare up at me, mischievous and bold, as Aria's lips wrap around my erection. My throat tightens at the sight of her, kneeling between my legs, her mouth working with a practiced skill that sends electricity through my nerves. Next to her, Belle kneels, her hazel eyes dark with desire as she watches her sister, her lower lip caught between her teeth.

I'm fully awake now, my heart hammering in my chest. Damn. I knew Aria wouldn’t give up on me easily. But I didn't anticipate her making such a daring move so quickly. The self-satisfied expression on her face clearly shows she's accustomed to getting her way, like the spoiled girl she is.

Groaning, my hands move instinctively to Aria's shoulders, intending to push her away, to say this is wrong, but my muscles betray me. I can't summon the willpower to stop her.

"Jesus," I mutter, my voice rough with sleep and arousal. "Aria..."

She pulls back slightly, those green eyes never leaving mine. "Don't you like it?" she asks, her lips glistening.

I should stop this. Paula's voice echoes in my mind: "She's a little flirt, and capricious…wants whatever Belle has.”

The words replay as I look at her daughter, now running her tongue along the underside of my shaft, making my hips twitch involuntarily. To be honest, I imagined this after our little play in the process shed yesterday, but I didn’t expect it to happen so soon.

"This isn't—" I start, but Aria interrupts.

"Belle, come help me show Greg how much we appreciate him," she says, grinning at her sister.

Before I can gather my thoughts to protest, Belle leans forward, and they begin working in tandem – two pink tongues darting out to lick my length from base to tip, their eyes occasionally meeting in shared mischief. The sight of them, the sensation of their mouths, sends a surge of lust through me so powerful I feel lightheaded.

"Shit," I hiss, my hands now threading through their hair instead of pushing them away. "Naughty girls."

My eyes drop to Aria's shirt – a thin, cream-colored top with a neckline so low I can see the upper curves of her breasts. They're smaller than her sister's or mother's, but perfectly shaped, perky and firm. I want to reach for them, to feel their weight in my palms, but I manage to restrain myself. Barely.

I shift my gaze to Belle, whose clothing is more modest – a light blouse that somehow manages to be even more enticing because it reveals less. The fabric is just sheer enough that I can make out the pattern of her lacy bra beneath and the full curves it contains. The contradiction of Belle – reserved yet passionate – makes my cock twitch in Aria's mouth.

Aria notices my response and doubles her efforts, taking me deeper until I feel the tip of my shaft hit the back of her throat. She doesn't gag, doesn't hesitate – just slides down further until her nose presses against my skin. The skill in her performance makes it obvious she's done this before, many times.

The thought sparks an unexpected pang of jealousy. I have no claim on Aria, no right to feel possessive, and yet the image of her doing this for someone else – for that jerk Sebastian – makes my jaw clench. She's beautiful, passionate, uninhibited. Of course she's had other lovers. But the thought of her with anyone else now feels wrong in a way I can't rationalize.

While I'm lost in these thoughts, Aria increases the suction, her lips creating a tight seal around my shaft as her tongue works the sensitive spot just beneath the head. At the same time, Belle has moved lower, her gentle lips and tongue teasing my balls with delicate attention that contrasts with her sister's intensity.

Pressure builds at the base of my spine, a familiar tightening that warns of approaching orgasm. I don't want it to end this way – not in their mouths, not so quickly. I place a hand on each of their shoulders, applying gentle pressure.

"Stop," I say, my voice more commanding than I'd intended. They both pause, looking up at me with questioning eyes. "I don't want to come in your mouths, girls."

They wait, Aria with impatience, Belle with that quiet anticipation that makes her so endearing.

"Take off your tops," I order, surprising myself with my directness.

Aria's eyes light up with understanding. "You want to fuck our titties?" she asks, the crude question somehow elegant in her eager tone.

"Damn right, I do," I reply, heat coursing through me at the thought.

They don't hesitate. Aria practically tears her top over her head, revealing small, perfect breasts with pink nipples already hardened to tight peaks. Belle is more methodical, unbuttoning her blouse with careful fingers that still manage to convey urgency.

I reach for Belle first, drawing her closer. Her nipples pucker against the lace of her bra, and I unhook it easily, freeing her full breasts. I cup them, feeling their weight in my palms before leaning forward to take one in my mouth. She gasps, arching toward me as I suck and lick, making the sensitive flesh slick and even more responsive.

"On your knees," I tell her, guiding her down. "Hold them together for me."

Belle complies, pressing her breasts together to create a channel. I position myself, sliding my cock between the warm, soft mounds. The sensation is incredible – the sight of my shaft disappearing between Belle's twin mounds, her eyes watching with fascination, her lower lip caught between her teeth.

Aria watches with undisguised hunger, her breath coming faster. "Fuck, this is sooo hot," she says, one hand already cupping her own breast, fingers teasing her hard points. "I want it, too."

I thrust between Belle's breasts several more times before pulling back, turning to Aria. "Your turn," I tell her.

She doesn't wait for further instruction, pushing her perky breasts together and looking up at me with anticipation. I step forward, but instead of immediately thrusting between them, I take a moment to stroke the soft skin, circling her nipples with my thumbs. She shivers at the touch. I increase the pressure gradually, pinching the hardened buds between my fingers until she yelps – not in pain but in unmistakable pleasure.

"You like that?" I ask, pinching again, harder.

"Yes," she breathes, her pupils dilated with arousal.

I position myself and begin thrusting between her breasts. They're smaller than Belle's but firm, creating a different but equally pleasurable sensation. Aria watches, fascinated, as the head of my cock appears and disappears, a drop of precum eventually leaking from the tip.

The sight of both sisters kneeling before me, Belle watching with quiet intensity as I thrust between Aria's breasts, pushes me dangerously close to the edge again. I pull back, steadying my breathing.

"Belle," I say, my voice rough. "Come here."

I sit back on the lounge chair and guide Belle onto my lap, facing me. She understands without words, positioning herself above me, then sinking down slowly onto my cock with a soft moan that makes my heart race. Her warmth envelops me, tight and slick, as she begins to move in a rhythm that quickly builds in intensity.

I hold her hips, guiding her movements as she rides me, her breasts bouncing with each thrust. Over Belle's shoulder, I see Aria watching us, her eyes wide and hungry. She bites her lip, one hand still at her bosom while the other has slipped between her thighs. She squeezes her legs together, clearly trying to manage her own arousal as she watches her sister take me.

"Please," Aria says, her voice breathy with need. "I want you too, Daddy. Take my cherry."

I pause, Aria's request hanging in the air between us like smoke – visible, potent, but not yet settled. Belle shifts on my lap, her body still connected to mine, her breathing quick and shallow. Something tugs at me beyond just lust – a need to put boundaries around whatever is happening here, especially with Aria. Her wildness is intoxicating, but I've seen where unchecked desire leads. If I'm going to do this, it needs to be my way.

I place my hands on Belle's hips, gently lifting her off me. She makes a small sound of disappointment but moves aside, watching as I stand and face Aria. The younger sister looks up at me expectantly, her lips parted, nipples still hard from her own touch.

I clear my throat, struggling to find the right words while my body screams at me to just take her, to give us both what we want. But that would be too easy, too fleeting. Something deeper is at stake.

"Aria," I say, my voice surprisingly steady. "I have to make something clear first."

She tilts her head, a small pout forming on her lips. The gesture is both childish and seductive – a contradiction that seems to define her. "What is it?" she asks, her fingers still absently trailing over her breast.

"First of all, you must understand this isn't a casual thing between us," I tell her, forcing myself to maintain eye contact rather than letting my gaze drop to her body. "I don't do casual, not with you."

There's a flicker of something in her expression – surprise, maybe even disappointment – before she composes herself. She studies me for a moment, as though trying to decide if I'm serious.

"Okay," she says finally, the word carrying a question mark at its end.

"That means you must promise you will not be playing with other men while you are with me," I continue, my tone hardening slightly. "No sucking or fucking another man, not even kissing."

Her eyebrows raise, and I can see her turning this over in her mind. I half expect her to laugh, to tell me I'm being ridiculous, but instead, she nods.

"Okay," she says, her lips curving into a slight grin. "I get it. You want to own me, Daddy."

Something in her tone – playful, mocking – ignites a spark of irritation in me. She's not taking this seriously. She thinks this is a game, and maybe for her, it is. But her casual approach to intimacy is precisely what I'm trying to address.

"I'm serious, sassy girl," I say, my voice dropping lower. "And you'll be willing to share with your sister and your mother."

This catches her attention. She glances at Belle, who's watching our exchange with quiet interest, then back to me. "No problem," she says with a shrug that makes her breasts bounce slightly. "I'm in."

I study her face, searching for any sign of hesitation or discomfort with the arrangement. Finding none, I nod slowly. "Very well. One last thing."

Aria raises an eyebrow, waiting.

"Call me 'sir,' if you still want me to take your cherry."

This is the real test. Not just a test of her willingness to submit, but of her ability to recognize that what's happening between us isn't just physical. It's about trust, about boundaries – about her acknowledging that my experience and authority count for something.

I see the struggle play out on her face. Her eyes narrow slightly, her jaw tightens, and for a moment, I think she might tell me to go to hell. But then she exhales, her shoulders relaxing, and nods. "Yes, sir. Fuck me, please."

The words send a current of heat through me that has nothing to do with physical stimulation. I try to keep my satisfaction from showing too plainly on my face, but a small smile escapes.

"Very well," I say. I help both of them to their feet. "Let's all go inside. My bed is more comfortable."

We walk the short distance to my cottage, the air cool against our heated skin. Once inside, we finish undressing – shoes, pants, underwear falling to the floor in a jumbled trail to the bedroom. I take a moment to appreciate the sight of both sisters, naked and glowing in the late afternoon light filtering through the curtains.

Belle stands with quiet confidence, her body lush and full, the curves of her hips and breasts creating a silhouette that's both soft and strong. Aria is all taut lines and nervous energy, her smaller frame vibrating with anticipation.

I turn to Aria. "Lie down and spread your legs," I tell her.

She complies immediately, climbing onto the bed and positioning herself in the center, knees bent and legs falling open to reveal her sex – pink, wet, and visibly swollen with arousal. The sight of her so open, so ready, nearly breaks my resolve.

I draw in a breath, fighting the urge to mount her immediately. This isn't just about satisfying lust. It's about establishing something more significant between us, something that might temper her wildness without extinguishing it completely.

"I'll get to you in just a minute," I say, forcing my voice to remain calm. "Your sister goes first. You can watch, but you can't interrupt us."

Aria's expression shifts from eager to frustrated in an instant. She starts to protest but catches herself, the memory of our agreement still fresh. "Yes, sir," she mutters, the words clipped with impatience.

I turn to Belle, guiding her onto the bed. "On all fours," I instruct. "Doggy style."

Belle moves into position, her back arching slightly, presenting herself to me. She looks back over her shoulder, her hazel eyes dark with desire, her blonde hair falling across her cheek. I run my hands over the smooth skin of her ass, savoring the contrast between her compliance and her sister's restlessness.

Without warning, I thrust into Belle, eliciting a surprised gasp that quickly transforms into a moan of pleasure. Her body accepts me eagerly, her inner walls gripping me as I find a rhythm – not too fast, not too slow, each stroke deliberate and measured.

Aria watches with rapt attention, her chest rising and falling rapidly. Her hand begins to drift toward her center, but I catch the movement.

"Hold it," I warn her. "And be patient."

"That's torture," she protests, her voice strained.

"That's an order," I counter. "What do you say?"

She swallows, her throat working visibly. "Y-yes, sir."

She redirects her hands to her breasts instead, cupping and squeezing them as she watches Belle and me. I don't stop her – the sight of her pleasuring herself this way adds to my arousal, and technically, she's following my instructions.

I focus back on Belle, who's meeting each of my thrusts with equal enthusiasm, her body moving in perfect counterpoint to mine. The room fills with the sounds of our coupling – the slap of skin against skin, Belle's increasingly urgent moans, the creak of the bed beneath us.

I feel Belle's body begin to tighten around me, her movements becoming less coordinated, more desperate. "That's it," I encourage her. "Let go for me, Belle."

She cries out, her body shuddering as orgasm washes over her. I maintain my rhythm, prolonging her pleasure until her arms give way and she collapses forward onto the mattress, trembling with aftershocks. I pull out of her, still hard, my own release held in check.

Now I turn to Aria, who's been waiting with uncharacteristic patience. Her eyes are wide, hungry, fixed on my cock that glistens with her sister's arousal. I move between her legs, but instead of entering her immediately, I cup her sex with my palm, feeling the heat and wetness there.

"I’ll fuck you now," I say, my fingers sliding through her folds, testing her readiness.”Ready?”

"God, yes," she breathes. "Please, sir."

I position myself at her entrance, the head of my cock pressing against her without penetrating. "This might hurt," I warn.

"I don't mind," she says, her hips lifting to try to take me in.

I enter her with a slow, controlled thrust, feeling the resistance of her virginity. She winces, her body tensing at the intrusion, and I pause, giving her time to adjust. "Breathe," I instruct her.

Aria nods, inhaling deeply, and as she exhales, I push forward, breaking through the barrier that marks her transition from virgin to woman. She cries out – a sound of discomfort mingled with relief – and I hold still inside her, allowing her body to accommodate me.

"Are you okay?" I ask, brushing a strand of hair from her face.

She nods, her eyes watery but determined. "Yes," she whispers. "Keep going, sir."

I begin to move, slowly at first, shallow thrusts that gradually deepen as her body relaxes around me. The tightness of her is almost overwhelming, a vice-like grip that sends waves of pleasure up my spine. I watch her face, tracking her reactions, adjusting my angle and pace to maximize her pleasure.

It doesn't take long before she's responding eagerly, her hips rising to meet mine, her legs wrapping around my waist to pull me deeper. She's a quick learner, finding the rhythm that works for both of us, her body moving with an instinctive understanding of what feels good.

Beside us, Belle has recovered enough to watch, her hand between her legs as she pleasures herself again. The sight of her – flushed, aroused, touching herself as she watches me with her sister – adds another layer of intensity to the moment.

I reach out, one hand finding Aria's breast while the other seeks Belle's, squeezing them simultaneously. The sisters moan in unison, a harmony of pleasure that makes my cock throb inside Aria's tight channel.

The room fills with our sounds – grunts, moans, the slick noises of penetration, whispered encouragements. Aria's nails dig into my shoulders as her movements become more frantic, her breathing irregular. I can feel her getting close, her inner walls beginning to flutter around me.

"Let go," I tell her. "Come for me."

Her body responds instantly, as though she was waiting for permission. She arches beneath me, crying out as orgasm claims her, her sex clenching around me in rhythmic pulses that trigger my own release. I thrust deep, flooding her with my seed as pleasure courses through me in waves.

For a moment, we're motionless like a still image – Aria beneath me, trembling with aftershocks; Belle beside us, her own orgasm washing over her face in an expression of blissful surrender; me, poised above them both, connected to one physically but to both emotionally.

Then the tension breaks, and I collapse to the side, careful not to crush Aria beneath my weight. I gather both women to me, one on each side, their heads resting on my chest, their bodies warm against mine. We lie in silence for a while, catching our breath, and processing what's just happened between us.

Belle speaks first, her voice soft against my skin. "We were coming to ask whether you wanted any dessert," she says with a hint of amusement. "Before... all this happened."

I laugh, the sound rumbling up from my chest. "I think I just had the most delicious dessert of my life," I tell her, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. "I don't want anything else."

They laugh with me, the sound light and genuine, free of the tension that had charged our earlier interactions.

We lie back to rest again until a delicious scent stirs us. “The cake is ready!” Aria says, sitting up excitedly. “Let’s go check!”

“You go on ahead,” Belle says. “I want to stay here a bit longer.”

“Come with me, please,” Aria insists, pulling her sister up. “I can’t handle a disaster by myself.”

“Since when did you get so insecure?” Belle chuckles as she sits up.

“Only when I cook.”

As they’re reaching for their clothes, we hear the sound of a car approaching, its low rumble growing louder as it nears the house.

Aria turns her head to the noise, her eyes wide and curious. "Someone’s coming,” she says, and Belle is already on her feet, her expression shifting to excitement.

“It must be Mom!” Belle says, leaping up. “She’s back!”

We get dressed in a hurry, laughter and anticipation in every hurried movement, as we rush out the door to greet Paula.

Paula is standing by the trunk, rummaging through an assortment of bags and boxes. “Mom!” the girls call out in unison, as if orchestrated. “How’s the trip?”

Paula looks up, a warm grin spreading across her face, her blue eyes sparkling at the sight of us. “It was great! Your grandma and grandpa send their love…”

The girls clamber around her in a lively whirlwind, their hands reaching out to help with the bags, eager for the gifts from their grandparents. I hang back for a moment, letting them have their reunion.

I slip my arms around Paula's waist from behind and pull her close, planting a kiss on her lips. “How was your weekend?” she asks, leaning into me as if she’s been there forever.

“Oh, it’s been fantastic,” I say, thrilled by the way things had unfolded. We walk toward the house, following the girls.

“Really? What have you done?” Paula asks.

“We went shopping yesterday and ran into Odette and Kaia,” I answer, my voice animated. “This morning, Sebastian showed up at the farm and we kicked him out. And—”

“And Greg is officially my daddy,” Aria chimes in.

Paula stops, turns to me, her eyebrow raised and her smile amused. “Quite eventful. Let’s soak in the spa, and you give me the details!” she says, a teasing lilt in her voice.

The girls have gone on ahead, taking the bags inside. “Yes, Ma’am!” I say, excited at the prospect of a private evening. It's been a long two days, and I’ve missed her. My mind spins scenarios of the night to come, and my pulse quickens with anticipation.              


Book 3

Vineyard Heiress


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.


CHAPTER 3
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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
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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
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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.


CHAPTER 17
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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
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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.


Book 4

Sea Lion Girl


CHAPTER 1
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I SIT ACROSS THE MAHOGANY table from Richard as he reviews the documents I've prepared. The Philadelphia morning light filters through the blinds, illuminating the conference room. The starched fabric of my dress shirt feels strange after a month of t-shirts and jeans on the farm.

"So this is it, huh?" Richard looks up, his bushy eyebrows raised in that way they do when he's trying to hide disappointment. "Twenty years of accounting and eighteen years of Taylor & Whitman, and you're trading spreadsheets for... what did you call them? Floribundas?"

"Among others." I can't help but smile. "Hybrid teas, grandifloras, climbers."

"Right." He leans back in his chair. "Never thought I'd lose you to flowers, Greg."

It's been exactly one week since I returned to Philadelphia from California. And every day, I find myself explaining to puzzled colleagues and clients who can't fathom why anyone would abandon a successful accounting practice for rose farming. The truth is more complicated than just flowers, but I keep those details to myself.

"Let's talk about Nathan," I say, redirecting our conversation to the transition plan. "He's handled my clients exceptionally well while I was away."

Richard nods, removing his glasses to clean them with his pocket square—a ritual he performs when shifting mental gears. "The kid's got talent, I'll give him that. Two years with us and he's already thinking five steps ahead."

"He deserves senior associate, at minimum. I've drafted the promotion letter." I slide a folder across the table. "Effective immediately, if you agree."

"With a corresponding salary adjustment, I assume?" Richard thumbs through the proposal, his lips pursed.

"Fifteen percent increase. It's still well below what he'd command elsewhere, but I think the work-life balance we offer holds value for him."

Richard makes a small noise of agreement. "Given his background in teaching, I think he appreciates our more... humane approach." He taps the folder thoughtfully. "Once he wraps up his CPA, I’ll consider making him a partner.”

This surprises me although it’s a reasonable idea. "You sure? We haven't brought on a new partner since..."

"Since Gary walked out with the Hemsworth portfolio?" Richard grimaces at the memory. "That was, what, seven years ago now?"

"Eight," I correct, remembering the betrayal that soured us both on expansion. "And before that, we had David and his midlife crisis."

"And Teresa with her coastal relocation." Richard sighs. “And now, you and your rose farm.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, chuckling. “I hope Nathan will stick around for a while.”

"He should. He's thirty-six, settled with a family, switched careers deliberately. Not some fresh-faced MBA looking to build a resume before jumping ship." Richard replaces his glasses.

I consider this. Nathan Baker came to us after ten years teaching high school math—a career change sparked by budget cuts and a recognition that his analytical mind could earn more in the private sector. In many ways, he represents the kind of stability we've sought but rarely found in younger accountants.

"Let's accelerate his client exposure over the next month,” I say, relieved that Richard has found a potential business partner before I leave the firm, not to mention the choice being Nathan, someone I approve of. “By the time I'm fully transitioned out, he should—"

My phone dings, the sound interrupting my train of thought. I ignore it, but a second notification follows almost immediately. Then a third.

"Popular this morning," Richard observes with a half-smile.

"Sorry." I reach for my phone, intending to silence it, but my eyes catch the notification.

A message from Aria.

My heart does a small, traitorous leap. It's early morning in California—what could be so urgent that she's messaging me during work hours?

I tap the notification, and her photo fills my screen: a selfie taken in the rose fields, her copper-red hair ablaze in the morning sun, green eyes crinkled at the corners from her smile. She's wearing one of those loose t-shirts she favors for fieldwork, a smudge of dirt on one freckled cheek. Behind her, rows of roses stretch toward the mountains.

Something in my chest tightens with an ache that's become familiar over the past week.

"Everything okay?" Richard asks, interrupting my momentary trance.

"Fine." I set the phone face down, forcing my attention back to the matter at hand. "Just California business."

A knowing look crosses Richard's face. "The 'business' that's stealing you away from us?"

I clear my throat. "As I was saying about Nathan's client transition—"

We spend the next thirty minutes reviewing accounts and discussing which clients might need extra attention during the handover. Richard has already begun introducing Nathan to some of my longest-standing clients, easing the path.

"The Peterson audit will need your remote input," Richard notes, making an annotation on his legal pad. "They specifically asked."

"I can handle that from California," I assure him. "And the Lattimer Group's quarterly review."

Richard studies me over the rim of his glasses. "You're really sure about this, Greg? Twenty years is a long time to walk away from. The firm has your name on the door."

My phone vibrates against the table. I ignore it, meeting Richard's gaze steadily.

"I've never been more certain of anything."

Richard holds my gaze for another moment before nodding slowly. "Well then. I suppose we should toast to new beginnings. Dinner at Guillermo's before you go? For old times' sake?"

"Absolutely." I stand, gathering my papers. "Next week? I should be finished clearing out my office by then."

"It's a date." Richard rises, extending his hand. When I take it, he pulls me into a brief, uncharacteristic hug. "I'm happy for you, Greg. Whatever—or whoever—is waiting for you out there must be special."

I feel a warmth in my chest, an uncomfortable heat that I recognize as both gratitude and impatience. "They are."

Back in my office, I begin the task of sorting through nearly two decades of accumulated files, trinkets, and memories. The shelves behind my desk are lined with finance textbooks I haven't opened in years, collecting dust alongside framed certificates and awards from industry associations. Photos from firm retreats and client appreciation events populate one wall—smiling faces at golf tournaments, holiday parties, and charity galas.

It's strange how a life that once felt so substantial now seems so... temporary. Like I've been living in a waiting room all these years.

I pull a banker's box from the supply closet and begin filling it methodically, pausing occasionally over items that trigger particular memories. A paperweight from our tenth-anniversary celebration. A thank-you card from a client whose business we helped save during the recession.

My phone vibrates in my pocket again. This time, I retrieve it immediately.

Waiting for an answer... Do you miss me? Aria's text reads.

I chuckle, glancing at my half-packed office. It feels like a lifetime ago that I was standing among the roses with her, though it's been only a week.

Yes, I type back. I miss you.

The reply comes instantly, as if she's been staring at her phone waiting: another photo. This one makes my breath catch.

It's clearly from last night—Aria and Kaia in bed together, naked from what I can see. Aria is spooning Kaia from behind, their bare legs tangled in sheets, Aria's hand boldly cupping Kaia's breast. Both women are looking at the camera with bedroom eyes, Aria's lips curved in that mischievous smile that's gotten me into so much trouble.

We miss you too, reads the caption.

Blood rushes south so fast I feel momentarily lightheaded. I grip the edge of my desk, cursing silently. These two will be the death of me.

Behave, I text back, my fingers slightly unsteady. I'll call when I get home.

Three dots appear immediately, then: Can't wait. Hurry home, Daddy.

I shove the phone back into my pocket, adjusting my stance and willing my body to calm down. My life in Philadelphia suddenly feels like a dream, and California—with its roses and remarkable women—is the only reality that matters.


CHAPTER 2
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Nathan sits across from me, his notebook open, pen poised above the paper like a conductor ready to lead an orchestra. He's wearing what I've come to recognize as his serious learning outfit: a blue button-down with sleeves rolled precisely to mid-forearm, no tie, and those tortoiseshell glasses he only wears when he's absorbing new information. The intensity of his focus almost makes me laugh—I was never that eager, even when I was new.

"So the Briarwood Holdings audit follows a modified timeline because of their fiscal year," I explain, sliding a folder across my desk. "They'll need their preliminary numbers by February, not April."

"Got it." Nathan makes a note, his handwriting precise and compact—a former teacher's penmanship. "And is there a reason we start their process in December rather than January?"

"Their CFO takes the entire month of January off every year. Some kind of sabbatical in Thailand." I shrug. "We adapted our schedule years ago. It's all in the engagement letter."

Nathan nods, making another note. "What about the Zennor Group? Richard mentioned they can be... particular."

I can't help but smile at the diplomatic phrasing. "Mrs. Zennor founded the company in 1978 and still signs every check personally. She expects quarterly in-person meetings, not phone calls, and she'll offer you these horrible butterscotch candies that taste like they've been in her desk since the Reagan administration."

"And I should eat them?" Nathan asks, looking slightly alarmed.

"If you value the account, yes." I lean back in my chair. "But more importantly, bring physical copies of everything. She doesn't trust 'the cloud' and won't look at digital files."

Nathan continues to write, filling his notebook with the accumulated wisdom of my years with these clients. We've been at it for over an hour, and he hasn't flagged once. It's why Richard and I both see partner potential in him—that rare combination of technical skill and genuine interest in client relationships.

"Listen, Nathan," I say, shifting to a more personal tone, "you've got the technical side down cold. Your work on the Bryson audit while I was away was flawless."

He looks up, his expression cautiously pleased. "Really?"

"Really. But the most important thing with these long-term clients isn't the numbers—it's trust. They need to know you understand their business, their concerns, even their quirks."

"Like Mrs. Zennor's butterscotch candies," he says with a small smile.

"Exactly." I nod. "Richard's already told you we're promoting you to senior associate, effective immediately. But between us, if you get your CPA wrapped up in the next year, partnership is a real possibility."

Nathan's pen stops moving. He looks at me with surprise that quickly turns to something else—determination, maybe.

"I... Thank you. That's... wow." He adjusts his glasses, a nervous habit I've noticed before. "I have just two more courses to take and I'll be eligible to sit for the first exam in six months."

"I know," I reply. "I've been keeping track."

He studies me for a moment, then asks the question I've been waiting for. "Can I ask why you're leaving? If it's not too personal."

I consider how to answer. The full truth—five women, a rose farm, a midlife realization that I've been sleepwalking through existence—seems inappropriate for a mentor-mentee conversation.

"Sometimes life offers you an unexpected path," I say carefully. "And if you're lucky, you recognize it for what it is: a chance to live more authentically."

Nathan nods slowly. "My wife said something similar when I left teaching. Everyone thought I was crazy to start over at thirty-four."

"And now?"

"Now they ask me to do their taxes for free." He grins, then grows serious again. "But I've never regretted it. Not once."

"That's what matters," I tell him, feeling a sudden kinship with this man who understands career pivots. "No regrets."

We wrap up our session with promises to meet again tomorrow for the Lattimer Group transition. As Nathan gathers his materials, there's a knock at my open door.

"Mail delivery," announces a cheerful voice.

Maggie stands in the doorway, her arms full of envelopes and packages. Her auburn hair is pulled into a messy bun, secured with what appears to be a pencil, and she's wearing a bright yellow cardigan over a floral dress—her usual colorful attire that somehow never crosses into unprofessional territory.

"I'll let you get to it," Nathan says, nodding politely to Maggie as he exits.

"Such a serious young man," Maggie comments as she enters, depositing my mail on the desk. Her eyes widen at the boxes scattered around the office. "So it's really happening, huh? You're leaving us for sunshine and flowers?"

"Afraid so," I confirm, sorting through the envelopes—mostly industry publications and a few remaining client communications that haven't been redirected to Nathan or Richard yet.

Maggie perches on the edge of my desk, something she's earned the right to do after nearly a decade as our receptionist. She's in her early forties, a single mother of two teenagers who has been the heart of our office since she arrived.

"Rose farming," she says, shaking her head in disbelief. "In California, no less. Gregory Taylor, certified plant killer, going agricultural."

I laugh, remembering the office fern she gave me three years ago that didn't survive the month. "I'll have help. Expert help."

"Mmm-hmm." She peers at me over her reading glasses, which hang from a beaded chain around her neck. "And would this 'expert help' happen to be about a lovely woman with a smile that turns your brain to mush?"

Heat creeps up my neck. "What makes you think there's a woman involved? Maybe I just fell in love with farming. Or California weather."

"Please." Maggie rolls her eyes. "I've worked with you for nine years, Greg. You don't do impulsive. You once spent three weeks researching coffee makers before buying one for the break room."

"It was an important decision," I protest weakly.

"And suddenly you're moving across the country, leaving the firm you built, to grow roses?" She leans forward, her expression knowing. "You came back from California a changed man. You smile at nothing. You actually said 'good morning' to everyone in the office on Tuesday—including the intern whom you threatened to fire if he wouldn’t stop checking his cell phone at work.”

I wince. "I sound like a jerk."

"My point is," Maggie continues, undeterred, "you've got that look."

"What look?"

"The 'I've been struck by lightning' look." She mimes being electrocuted, complete with sound effects. "The 'I've found my person' look. I had it once, before Marcus revealed himself to be a sentient trash fire."

I can't help but laugh at her description of her ex-husband. Maggie has never been one to mince words.

"So," she presses, "who is she? The woman who's inspired all this?" She waves her hand to encompass the boxes and the general upheaval of my life.

I sigh, accepting defeat. "Her name is Paula. She co-owns the rose farm,” I say, telling her a fragment of the truth.

Maggie's face lights up. "I knew it! Is she beautiful? Smart? Does she make you laugh? Tell me everything!"

"She's..." I search for words that won't reveal too much but will satisfy Maggie's curiosity. "She's remarkable. Strong. Kind. Beautiful, yes, but that's just the beginning. She built something amazing from nothing, and now I get to be part of it."

"Oh my god," Maggie breathes, pressing a hand to her chest. "That might be the most romantic thing I've ever heard you say. And I was there when you dictated that letter to the IRS about depreciation schedules."

I feel my face heating up again. "It's not—I'm not—"

"Yes, you are." She smiles warmly. "You're a romantic, Greg Taylor. You've just been hiding it under all those spreadsheets and tax codes. I always knew it was in there somewhere."

"You did not," I counter, but without heat.

"I did!" she insists. "Why do you think I kept trying to set you up with my friends? I knew once the right woman came along, all that pragmatic arithmetic would melt away."

I think about the women I've dated over the years, including the handful Maggie introduced me to. Nice women, accomplished women, women with whom I had pleasant dinners and adequate chemistry. None of them made me want to upend my entire existence.

None of them were Paula. Or Belle. Or Aria…

"Well," I say finally, "I guess I should thank you for believing in my hidden depths."

"You're welcome." Maggie stands, straightening her cardigan. "For what it's worth, I think it's wonderful. Life's too short to ignore love when it comes knocking."

She turns to leave but pauses at the door. "Oh, and Greg? This Paula woman? She's the lucky one."

Before I can respond, Maggie disappears down the hallway, leaving me with an unexpected lump in my throat. Weird. I’ve never cared so much about the people I work with. Could Maggie be right about the changes that are happening to me?


CHAPTER 3
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The walk home takes seventeen minutes exactly, a journey I've made thousands of times through Center City's familiar grid. Summer has settled over Philadelphia, thick with warmth and the hum of cicadas. Hydrangeas bloom fat and blue along Rittenhouse Square, where café tables overflow and the air smells faintly of roasted peanuts and hot pavement.

My condo building stands where it always has, the converted textile factory's brick facade scrubbed clean decades ago, its arched windows reflecting the late afternoon sun. When I nod to the doorman at the front desk, his eyebrows raise slightly at my early return—5:03 PM, hours ahead of my usual crawl through the door.

"Early day, Mr. Taylor?" he asks, buzzing me through to the elevator bank.

"New priorities," I reply, which earns me a thoughtful look as the elevator doors close.

My key slides into the lock of my unit on the eighth floor, and I step into the space I've called home for twelve years. The late afternoon light streams through the wall of arched windows, painting long shadows across the polished concrete floors. The barrel-vaulted ceilings soar sixteen feet above, the original support beams preserved and integrated into the design. To my left, the open-concept kitchen gleams with barely-used stainless steel appliances and Carrara marble countertops. Beyond it, my living area is a careful curation of mid-century modern furniture, arranged to maximize the jaw-dropping view of City Hall and the downtown skyline.

When I bought this place, it felt like the ultimate achievement—2,000 square feet of urban sophistication that announced to the world that Gregory Taylor had arrived. I remember the pride I felt during that first dinner party, watching my guests' expressions as they took in the floor-to-ceiling windows, the custom lighting system, and the temperature-controlled wine wall. The realtor had called it "industrial chic meets luxury living," and I'd paid a premium for that exact combination.

I drop my briefcase on the kitchen island and loosen my tie, surveying my domain with new eyes. The space that once felt like a perfect expression of my success now seems... excessive. Empty. The cavernous ceiling I used to love now makes me feel small and isolated. The gleaming countertops are pristine because I rarely cook. The artfully arranged coffee table books about architecture and finance have never been opened.

I think of my cottage on the farm—the modest square footage, the worn but comfortable furniture, and the way the morning light filters through simple curtains. The cottage never felt empty, even when I was alone. Something about its proportions, its warmth, and its connection to the land outside made it feel like a home rather than a showcase.

Standing in my Philadelphia palace, I suddenly miss the farmhouse kitchen with its bubbling pots and the scent of whatever Belle was baking. I miss the hot spring. I even miss the creak of the porch chair.

Twelve years in this condo, and nothing in it holds a candle to one month in that cottage.

I haven't listed the unit for lease yet, though it's on my to-do list for the evening. The thought of strangers living in my space should bother me more than it does, but all I feel is impatience—another task to complete before I can return to California, to the farm, to Paula and her daughters.

To my new life.

My workout clothes are where I left them, folded neatly in the drawer of the built-in closet system that cost more than my first car. I change quickly and head to the small gym I've set up in what was meant to be a flex room. The equipment is top-of-the-line—a full rack of dumbbells, a cable machine, a Peloton bike—that arrived shortly after I moved in and has been used religiously ever since.

I work through my usual routine, pushing perhaps harder than necessary, as if I can somehow exhaust the restlessness I've felt since returning to Philadelphia. The familiar burn in my muscles brings some comfort, a reminder that some things remain constant even as everything else changes.

After an hour, I'm sufficiently exhausted and sweaty. I place an order through my phone for delivery from Golden Dragon, my go-to Chinese restaurant for the past decade. The woman who answers recognizes my voice and confirms my usual: steamed dumplings, kung pao chicken, and lo mein. "Twenty minutes," she promises, as she always does.

The shower in my en-suite bathroom is a marvel of modern plumbing—multiple jets, a rainfall showerhead, digital temperature controls. I stand under the hot spray, letting it pound against my shoulders, and find myself thinking of the cottage’s simple shower-tub combo and slightly temperamental water heater. There, a hot shower felt like a small victory. Here, it's just an expected luxury.

By the time I towel off and dress in a pair of lightweight drawstring cotton pants and a t-shirt, the doorbell rings announcing my dinner. I tip the delivery guy generously and carry the familiar white paper bags to my kitchen island. The containers inside release their steamy aromas as I open them: ginger, garlic, soy sauce, and chilies.

I eat standing at the counter, not bothering with a plate. The food is exactly as it always is—reliably good, predictably seasoned, utterly familiar. But something has changed. The flavors that once satisfied me now seem flat and one-dimensional. The sauce is too glossy and uniform—evidence of cornstarch and maybe MSG- not the kind of slow, careful reduction Belle used, where heat and patience did the thickening.

Belle's cooking. God, I miss it. The memory of her roast chicken with herbs from the kitchen garden makes my mouth water even as I'm eating. The way she'd whip up a simple pasta dish with vegetables from the garden, each ingredient tasting intensely of itself. Even her breakfast pancakes, slightly uneven in shape but perfect in texture, with maple syrup that came from actual trees rather than plastic bottles.

I set down my chopsticks, my appetite suddenly diminished. Without consciously deciding to, I reach for my phone and type a message to Belle.

How's everything going at the farm? Workshop setup progressing?

I stare at the sent message, feeling strangely vulnerable. It's a simple question, nothing revealing in it, and yet I find myself watching for the three dots that would indicate she's typing a response. Nothing appears.

Of course. It's around three in the afternoon in California. Belle is likely busy in the workshop with Aria and Hazel, making rose products or setting up equipment.

The labels had arrived via email two days ago—a perfect embodiment of what Belle had described. Vintage design with gold accents, the brand name "Petal Essence" in an elegant script. Aria's artistic talent had brought Belle's vision to life beautifully. They make a good team, those two, despite—or perhaps because of—their differences.

I store the leftover food in the fridge, knowing I'll probably forget it exists until the smell reminds me days later. My condo, once a point of pride, now feels like a waiting room—a place to exist until I can return to where I actually want to be.

I've just finished clearing the kitchen counter when I realize Belle still hasn't responded to my text. Instead of waiting, I decide to try FaceTiming her. My finger hovers over her name in my contacts, and I feel a ridiculous flutter of anticipation, like a teenager calling his crush rather than a grown man checking in on a partner. But Belle is so much more than that, and we both know it.

The FaceTime ring sounds three times before the screen flickers and Belle's face appears, a sheen of sweat covering her forehead. She's in the rose product workshop, her blonde hair pulled back in a practical ponytail, a few wisps escaping to frame her face. She's wearing a white shirt I don't recognize, and there's a smudge of something pink on her cheek.

"Gregory," she says, her voice warm despite the slightly harried look in her eyes. "I'm sorry I didn't respond to your text. We're in the middle of making the soaps."

"No problem," I assure her, settling onto one of the kitchen island stools. "Bad time?"

"Never for you." Her smile reaches her eyes, creating those tiny crinkles I've come to adore. "Let me show you what we've been doing."

The camera view wobbles as Belle turns her phone around. The room looks more or less as I last saw it: the rose water production line dominates the center of the room. But I also notice some brand new industrial shelving units lining the walls, already stocked with bottles, jars, and what look like raw ingredients in clear containers.

"Wow," I breathe. "You've been busy."

“Yup. Me and Hazel haven’t left the place since lunch. But we’re having fun.”

As she pans the phone, I spot Hazel at one of the work tables, bent over what looks like a large stainless steel pot. She's wearing protective goggles pushed up on her head, her short black hair tucked behind her ears in concentration. Steam rises from whatever she's stirring.

"What's she making?" I ask.

"Soap paste," Belle replies, moving closer to Hazel. "We're testing different formulations." She positions herself beside Hazel, who looks up briefly and waves with a gloved hand before returning to her careful stirring.

"I'm adding lye to the oils," Hazel explains without looking up. "It's the saponification process—basically turning fats into soap. You have to be careful with the lye because it's caustic."

"Hence the goggles," Belle adds. "Safety first."

I watch with fascination as Hazel continues to stir methodically. The mixture in the pot is gradually changing consistency, becoming thicker and taking on a glossy appearance.

"Once it reaches 'trace'—when it's thick enough that a dribble leaves a visible trail on the surface—we'll add the rose essential oil and dried petals," Belle explains, clearly having absorbed a considerable amount of soap-making knowledge. "Then it goes into the molds over there."

She turns the camera toward a row of rectangular molds lined up on another table. Some are already filled with a pale pink substance.

"Those are yesterday's batches," Belle continues. "After they set up overnight, we'll cut them into bars and move them to the curing racks."

The camera pans again to show what looks like a series of open shelves along one wall. A few bars of soap are already laid out there, each a different shade of pink or cream.

"Curing is when the soap fully hardens and mellows," Belle explains. "It takes about four to six weeks before they're ready to use or sell."

"That long?" I ask, surprised by the timeline.

"Good things take time," Belle says, and I can hear the smile in her voice.

She flips the camera back to her face, and I'm struck again by how at home she looks in this new role—confident, purposeful, slightly flushed from the work.

"We've got rose water already bottled, three dozen of them," she continues. "That process is much quicker. And Hazel has been experimenting with a rose petal bath salt that's promising."

"You two make a good team," I observe.

Belle's eyes flick over to Hazel, and there's a genuine fondness in her expression. "We do. We always have. And speaking of teams, the website is ready. It came together faster than expected."

"Really? That's fantastic."

"I'll text you the link after we hang up. It turned out beautifully—Mike's photos are stunning, and Liam did an amazing job with the layout. Even Mom was impressed, and you know how particular she is."

I do know. Paula's standards are exacting, whether for roses or business ventures. Her approval is not easily won.

"I can't wait to see it," I tell her honestly.

Belle looks off-camera briefly, then back to me. "I should get back to help Hazel with the next batch. She's ready to pour this one into the molds."

"Of course. Don't let me keep you."

She hesitates for a moment, then says quietly, "We miss you around here, Gregory."

Something warm unfurls in my chest. "I miss you too. All of you."

"Come home soon," she says, and then adds quickly, "Bye," before ending the call.

I stare at the blank screen for a moment, processing her words. Come home soon. Not "come back soon" but "come home." The distinction matters.

My fingers seem to dial Paula's number of their own accord. I need to hear her voice too, to complete this long-distance connection to what has become, in a startlingly short time, the center of my world.

Paula answers on the second ring, her face filling my screen. She's outside, the brim of her straw hat shading her eyes from the California sun. Behind her, I can see rows of roses stretching toward the mountains.

"There you are," she says, smiling. “How's Philadelphia treating you?"

"It's still standing," I reply. "Though I'm doing my best to extract myself from it as quickly as possible. How are you holding up?"

Paula adjusts her position, finding shade beneath what I recognize as the old oak near the eastern fields. "Busy, but good busy. Spoke to Derek, the guy from Precision Irrigation, and finally scheduled the installation. It’ll be on the tenth of January. Belle and I both think it’s the best time of the year for the project. The roses are fully dormant, pruning hasn’t started yet, and the weather isn’t too wet.”

"That's fantastic," I say, genuinely impressed. The irrigation system had been in planning stages when I left, a significant investment that should pay for itself within two years through water savings.

"And I've been working on the new section for Odette’s wedding flowers," Paula continues. "I've marked out about an acre on the north side near the farmhouse. Adrianna left it out from planting roses because she got more than she could handle. But it gets plenty of sunshine and is covered by the main irrigation line. should be perfect for dahlias, peonies, carnations, lavenders, baby’s breath, etc."

I nod, admiring her strategic thinking. “Have you hired the person in charge yet?” I ask, trying to recall the term. “The horticultural specialist?”

“I have, actually,” she says, smiling. “Her name is Sadie. She’s very experienced and has worked on a flower farm in Texas for many years.”

“Wonderful,” I say.

“Yup. She’s someone quite special…well, you’ll see. She shall be here in a few weeks. I’m getting the land ready in the meantime.” She pushes her hat back slightly, revealing more of her face. "Belle mentioned she just spoke with you. The workshop is coming along nicely, isn't it?"

"It's incredible. You must be proud of what she and Hazel have accomplished in such a short time."

Paula's expression softens. "I am. Both my girls have surprised me lately." She doesn't elaborate, but I know she's referring to the enthusiasm Belle and Aria have shown in promoting the farm and its products.

"And how are the farm tour plans progressing?" I ask.

"Kaia and Aria are working on it together—they've plotted out the walking route, identified talking points, and are developing what Kaia calls the 'narrative arc' of the tour." Paula chuckles. "They're focusing on your mother's story—how she transformed a vineyard into a successful rose farm when everyone said it couldn't be done."

"It's a great story," I agree. "Visitors will connect with it."

"Odette's been helping too," Paula adds. "She brings a perspective from the wine tourism angle that's been invaluable."

I raise an eyebrow in mock jealousy. "Sounds like Odette's over there quite a bit these days."

Paula laughs, the sound warming me even through the digital connection. "Don't tell me you're jealous of Odette. She's just making up for lost time, I think. Our friendship was important to both of us before..."

"Before she married your uncle for convenience," I finish, reciting the complicated history Paula had shared with me often during my last visit.

"Yes, well. Not only for convenience. Anyway, water under the bridge now." Paula's expression turns thoughtful. "Actually, Odette is heading east next week for a wine expo in Philadelphia. She might spend some time with you while she’s there."

"Really?" This surprises me. The prospect of having a visitor from the farm thrills me. "That would be... nice, actually."

"I told her you'd say that." Paula smiles. "She'll text you details once her schedule is confirmed."

"Will you come too?" I ask, already knowing the answer but hoping nonetheless.

Paula's expression turns regretful. "I wish I could, Gregory. But I can't leave the farm right now, especially with all the new projects happening."

"I understand," I say, because I do. Her commitment to the farm is part of what I admire about her.

"It won't be long before you're back here," she says softly. "Unless you're having second thoughts?"

"None," I reply firmly. "I miss you. I miss everyone." I gesture vaguely, encompassing not just Paula but everything she represents—the farm, her family, our future together.

"We miss you too," she says, and there's a weight to the 'we' that encompasses Belle and Aria as well. "It's strange how quickly you became essential to us."

"The feeling is mutual," I assure her, and it's true. In one short month, these women have become the center of my universe, the magnetic north to which my internal compass now points unerringly.

"Good," Paula says simply. "Then hurry back to us, Gregory. Your roses are waiting."


CHAPTER 4
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After ending the call with Paula, I turn my attention to the rental listing I've been procrastinating.

I pull my laptop from my briefcase, sit on the couch, and open a real estate website. Time to list this beautiful, empty shell of a home for lease, so someone else can appreciate its soaring ceilings and perfect views. Someone who doesn't yet know that spaces like these, impressive as they are, can't compare to a simple cottage surrounded by roses and filled with love.

The photos from the professional shoot I had done when I bought the place still look good—the condo hasn't changed much in twelve years, a testament either to timeless design or my own stagnation. I enter the details methodically: 2-bedroom loft in historic factory conversion, 2,000 square feet, all amenities included, available for 12-month lease minimum. I set the rent slightly below market value, prioritizing a quick transaction over maximum profit. And then I’m done: Another step toward California, the farm, and my new life.

My phone chimes with a text from Belle as I'm submitting the listing: Website is live! www.EnchantingRoses.com. Let me know what you think.

I click the link immediately, watching as my laptop screen fills with a stunning hero image—a panoramic view of rose fields at sunrise, the mountains purple in the background, and morning mist hovering just above the blooms. The logo floats above it in elegant script: "Enchanting Roses," with a subtle rose motif incorporated into the capital E. Clean, sophisticated, inviting.

I scroll down, admiring the professional layout. Liam has done excellent work translating our discussions into reality. I remember the day he and Mike visited the farm to plan the site and take photos—just two weeks ago, though it feels like another lifetime.

Belle and I had prepared a site plan in advance, outlining the necessary sections: wholesale information for commercial buyers, retail pages for individual customers, details about our growing practices, and the crucial "About Us" section that Liam insisted was vital.

"Customers connect with faces, with stories," he said. "They want to know who grows their roses and the hands that tend them."

Mike, the photographer, nodded in agreement. "We'll need individual portraits, group shots, and action photos of everyone working. Show the process and the care that goes into each bloom."

I recall how Aria flirted with Mike that day and how I fought an irrational surge of jealousy watching him direct her into various poses among the roses.

Mike said Aria was photogenic and told her he would love to do a photoshoot with her, and her pleased smile twisted something in my chest.

Now, scrolling through the website, I can see that Mike's eye for composition is undeniable. The photos capture the essence of the farm beautifully—close-ups of dewy roses in every hue, wide shots of the fields stretching toward the horizon, and intimate glimpses of hands carefully pruning, grafting, and harvesting. And yes, Aria appears in many of them, her vibrant presence adding life and scale to the landscape.

I click on the "About Us" page and find a group photo of all of us on the farmhouse porch—Paula center-front, Belle and Aria flanking her, with me positioned slightly behind, my hand resting lightly on Paula's shoulder. We look like a family, I realize with a start. Like we belong together.

The individual portraits are equally compelling. Paula in the fields at golden hour, her gaze direct and confident. Aria in the processing shed, focused on selecting blooms for drying. Belle laughing in the greenhouse, surrounded by seedlings. And me, looking more relaxed than I've ever seen myself in a photograph, leaning against the fence with the fields behind me.

Below the photos are brief bios edited by Belle. Mine reads: "Gregory Taylor, Business Partner and Farm Manager, brings financial expertise and strategic vision to Enchanting Roses. A recent transplant from Philadelphia, Gregory oversees farm operations and business development."

It's strange seeing myself described this way—my new identity formalized in pixels. Yet it feels right, more authentic than any professional bio I've had in the past.

The product pages are equally impressive, already showcasing the rose water bottles with their vintage-inspired Petal Essence labels that Aria designed. There are placeholder images for the soaps and other products still in development, along with an email signup form for customers who want to be notified when they become available.

My phone rings, interrupting my website tour. I stand up to get the phone from the kitchen counter where I left it. Aria's name appears on the screen, and I feel that familiar flutter of anticipation as I answer the FaceTime call.

"Hey there, city boy," she greets me in a playful way, her face filling my screen. She's in her bedroom at the farmhouse, lounging against her pillows. Her copper hair is loose around her shoulders, and she's wearing what appears to be an oversized t-shirt—one of mine, I realize with a jolt.

"Hey yourself," I reply, settling back on my couch. "Isn't that my shirt?"

She grins, unrepentant. "Finders keepers. You left it in the laundry hamper, remember? It smells like you."

I shake my head, though I'm secretly pleased. "How's your day been?"

"Busy," she sighs dramatically. "I was up at dawn with Mom in the fields, then Kaia and I spent hours plotting out the farm tour route. We've decided to start at the main entrance, then along the path through the main fields, the processing shed, the workshop, then circle back through the greenhouse."

"Sounds logical," I nod. "Your mom told me about your ‘narrative arc.’ Care to share it with me?"

"Hmm. Actually, we’re still working on that. But it’s all Kaia’s idea. She thinks we should have an interesting story," Aria says. "So we’ll tell the story about how Adrianna converted her share of the vineyard into a rose farm. Kaia thinks visitors will connect with the whole 'visionary woman defying expectations' angle. Plus, it ties in with Mom's and your determination of keeping the farm instead of selling it—how the farm keeps attracting people who are willing to risk everything for what they believe in."

There's a surprising depth to her analysis that reminds me, once again, not to underestimate Aria's intelligence beneath her flirtatious exterior.

"That's... actually very insightful," I tell her.

She rolls her eyes. "Don't sound so surprised, old man. Some of us have talents beyond spreadsheets."

“Did you just say I’m old?” I pretend to be upset. “I thought I was a city boy.”

“Yes I did, Mr. Hot Silverfox,” she says with a flirty giggle that sends lust rippling through my groin. “You’re whatever I want you to be.”

"Where is everyone?" I ask, my own voice growing rougher.

"I told you. Mom and Kaia are at the vineyard, helping with a wedding. Belle and Hazel are downstairs, but they're deep in some discussion about essential oil percentages." Aria shifts, the camera angle changing to reveal more of her—and the fact that the t-shirt is apparently all she's wearing. "I'm all alone up here. Bored. Missing you."

I swallow hard, glancing at my condo's open layout with its wall of windows. "Aria..."

"What are you wearing?" she asks, ignoring my hesitation.

"Pants and a t-shirt," I reply, deciding to play along. "Nothing special."

"Take off the shirt," she commands, her green eyes glinting with mischief.

I raise an eyebrow but comply, setting the phone down momentarily to pull my t-shirt over my head. When I pick it back up, Aria's expression has grown appreciative.

"Much better," she purrs. "Now I wish I could touch you. Run my hands over those shoulders, down your chest..." She demonstrates on herself, her fingers trailing down her neck, stopping at the collar of my shirt on her

"What would you do if I were there?" I ask, my voice low.

Aria's smile turns wicked. "First, I'd kiss you—not gently. I'd bite that lower lip of yours, the way that makes you groan." She traces her own lip with her finger. "Then I'd work my way down, leaving marks where no one but you would see them."

The image she's painting makes my pants uncomfortably tight. I shift, adjusting myself discreetly.

"Show me," she says suddenly.

"Show you what?"

"How hard you are for me right now."

I hesitate for only a moment before angling the phone down, showing her the obvious bulge in my pants.

Aria makes an appreciative sound, almost a purr. "Take them off. I want to see all of you."

The command in her voice sends a thrill through me. I stand, propping the phone against a lamp, and remove my pants and underwear in one motion. When I sit back down, fully naked now, Aria's eyes have darkened with desire.

"God, I miss that," she breathes. "Stroke your big cock for me, Daddy. Slowly."

I wrap my hand around myself, watching her watch me. The exhibitionism of it is surprisingly arousing.

"That's it," she encourages. "Now imagine it's my hand. Or my mouth."

I groan at her words, my grip tightening involuntarily.

"My turn," she says, and without warning, she peels off my t-shirt, revealing her naked body beneath. The sight of her—small, perfect breasts with dusky tips already hard, the flat plane of her stomach, the copper curls between her thighs—nearly undoes me.

"You're beautiful, Aria. I miss you, too," I tell her, my voice rough with desire. “Now touch yourself for me.”

She doesn’t have to be asked twice. Her fingers slowly brush over the swell of her breast, stroking and squeezing her nipple. She does the same with the other breast while gazing at me intently. Her eyes shimmer with lust, and her lips part slightly as she moans.

I groan and stroke myself faster.

"Show me how much you miss me," she challenges, her hand sliding between her legs. "Show me what you'll do to me when you come home."

I pause for a moment. This isn’t my first phone sex. I’ve done it before—when I was much younger. I prefer face-to-face when it comes to sex, mainly because I’m not very good with words. But I don’t have any choice, do I?

I clear my throat. “I’ll taste every inch of you, Aria,” I say. “Until you beg me.”

Aria isn’t letting me off the hook easily. “That’s so vague, Daddy. What do you mean by every inch? Where exactly? I want details.”

Fuck. I curse silently. Thinking slows me down. “Okay, you got it. I’ll suck your little titties until you’re all full and ripe. And…I’ll lick your little pussy until you’re dripping and aching for me…”

“Oh that’s so hot,” Aria coos. “I’m dripping now, see?”

She moves the phone down between her legs, letting me see her beautiful, glistening folds. She scoops up a drop with her other hand and brings it to her lips. “Mmm, I taste good.”

I mutter a curse. She’s good at it. I can only imagine how many poor lads she’s driven crazy with that naughty gesture.  “What do you want? Tell me!” I urge her, compelled by the tension building up inside me.

“I want you, Daddy. Fuck me, please!”

“Spread your legs wider,” I tell her, imagining she’s right next to me. “Daddy is going to fill you and stretch your pussy with his big cock. It’ll hurt. Ready?”

She gasps. “Yes, Daddy. Fill me, stretch me!” she says, her voice raspy and her breathing rapid.

"Are you close?" I ask, fighting my own building orgasm.

"Yes.” Her breath hitches. Her fingers work quickly, rubbing circles on her clit. "God, yes. I wish you were here, inside me."

"I will be soon," I promise. "I'll fuck you in good order then, until you can't remember your own name."

She moans at that, her back arching. "Now, Daddy. I'm coming now."

The sight of her orgasm—her eyes squeezing shut, her lips parting, her body tensing—pushes me over the edge. My release comes in powerful waves, pleasure rushing through me as I groan her name.

For a moment, we just breathe together, the digital connection somehow insufficient for the intimacy of what we've just shared.

"Well," Aria says finally, a satisfied smile playing on her lips as she pulls my t-shirt back on. "That should hold me until you get back."

I chuckle, reaching for tissues to clean up. "I should hope so."

"When will that be, by the way?" she asks, suddenly serious. "When are you coming home?"

Home. The word hits me squarely in the chest—the same word Belle used earlier.

"Soon," I promise. "Another two weeks, maybe three at most. Just need to finish the transition here."

She nods, then glances off-screen. "I should go. I think I hear Belle calling me." She blows a kiss at the camera. "Sweet dreams, Daddy. Think of me."

The call ends before I can respond, leaving me alone in my empty condo, naked and thoughtful. I clean up and pull my clothes back on, then return to my laptop where the Enchanting Roses website is still open.

I click through the pages again, lingering on the photos of the farm, the fields, the women who have so completely captured my heart. In one image, the farmhouse stands bathed in golden evening light, roses climbing its weathered siding, the porch swing moving slightly in an unseen breeze.

Home. No longer a place I'm leaving, but a place I'm going to. Not just a farm or a business venture, but a new life waiting to be lived, with women who challenge, support, and desire me in equal measure.

I close my laptop, suddenly impatient for morning, for the next steps that will bring me closer to home.


CHAPTER 5
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I stand at the edge of Exotic Wines' booth, my hands in my pants pockets as I watch Odette work the room. The Pennsylvania Convention Center hums with the particular energy of people who take their pleasure seriously—wine enthusiasts in business attire swirling, sniffing, and occasionally spitting into brass buckets. Two weeks back in Philadelphia, and somehow I've ended up here, watching a woman I barely knew a month ago charm potential clients with the same effortless grace she used to seduce me.

The Thursday afternoon crowd has thinned slightly as the clock pushes past five, but the serious buyers remain. They're easy to spot—notepads out, business cards at the ready, carefully pacing their alcohol intake. The hall stretches before me, a sea of white tablecloths and burgundy banners, the air thick with the mingled scents of oak, fruit, and ambition.

Odette stands at the center of Exotic Wines' display, pouring a ruby-red cabernet for a pair of sommeliers in pressed shirts. She wears a charcoal gray dress that hugs her figure like a jealous lover—professional enough for business, provocative enough to ensure no one forgets she's a woman in a traditionally male-dominated industry. Her dark wavy hair frames her face, catching the overhead lights as she gestures animatedly.

"The terroir at Exotic Wines is quite literally in my blood now," she tells them, her French accent more pronounced than usual—a calculated move, I suspect. "My late husband's family, the Joneses, they understood something fifty years ago that others are only now beginning to appreciate. The microclimate in our corner of California is exceptional."

She doesn't look tired, though I know she must be. Paula mentioned yesterday that Odette had booked a red-eye, landing in Philadelphia at some ungodly hour this morning. Unlike the two young sales representatives flanking her booth—a man and woman who look like they're running on caffeine and desperation—Odette appears fresh, focused, unstoppable.

"Alex Jones—Gregory's grandfather—he had vision," she continues, gesturing toward me with a smile that makes the sommeliers turn in my direction. I nod professionally, trying to look like I belong in this narrative of family legacy. "Alex chose that land when everyone told him it was folly. His wife Jeanne, she supported him when the banks wouldn't. Three generations later, we're still proving them right."

I watch her pour another taste, her wrist turning with precision, her sleeve pulling back just enough to reveal the slender bones beneath her skin. The sommelier takes the glass, swirls, sniffs, sips, and his eyes widen slightly—the reaction Odette waits for, the silent confirmation that her wines stand out among the dozens being sampled today.

"And after my husband Louis passed," she continues, her voice softening appropriately, "I merged traditional French techniques—my birthright—with the innovative approach the Jones family pioneered. The result?" She gestures to the glasses. "Balance. Complexity. Character."

I can't help but admire her performance. This isn't the first time I've seen Odette work her magic. At the Vine Valley Food and Wine Festival two weeks ago, she moved through the crowds like a conductor, orchestrating encounters, cultivating connections. Today's event may be more formal, the setting less glamorous than the rolling hills of California, but her effectiveness remains undiminished. The mailing list signup sheet beside her register fills steadily with names and email addresses—potential customers captured in her web.

When the sommeliers finally move on, promising to be in touch about wholesale opportunities, Odette catches my eye and motions me closer with a subtle tilt of her head. The movement is intimate and familiar—a reminder of how quickly we've progressed from strangers to... whatever we are now.

"Thank you for coming," she says, her voice lower than the one she uses for clients. She's close enough that I catch the faint scent of her perfume beneath the wine aromas saturating the air.

"No problem," I reply, straightening my tie. "It was a pleasant surprise when Paula mentioned you'd be here. I didn't even know they held wine expos in Philly. I thought these things mostly happened in Lancaster."

Odette shrugs, her shoulder rising and falling in that distinctly French way. "I haven't been to the ones in Lancaster, but I've attended several in New York. This one is rare—a pilot program, perhaps. I was skeptical at first. Hadn't planned to come at all."

"What changed your mind?" I ask, though I suspect I know the answer. There's something in the way she looks at me—a heat that has nothing to do with wine appreciation.

She pauses, touching a burgundy-painted fingernail to her bottom lip. "I just didn't want to miss out on the event."

Her eyes tell a different story—there's a light in them, playful and dangerous. I've seen that look before, on her patio at the vineyard, on the pool deck with Paula, in moments when propriety was the furthest thing from our minds.

"Is that it?" I press, lowering my voice. "There has to be more to motivate you to take time from your busy schedule at the vineyard."

Odette laughs softly, the sound private despite the public setting. "Do I really have to say it out loud?" she chides, her voice dropping to a near-whisper. "You're a smart man, Gregory."

"Yes," I tease back, unable to resist the pull of this flirtation. I know what hides behind her confident, cool facade—a fiery woman whose passion extends far beyond viticulture. "I need to hear it."

Her eyes narrow slightly, challenging. "Not now," she says, glancing around at the thinning but still present crowd. "And not unless you buy me dinner."

"No problem," I agree immediately, feeling a surge of anticipation warm my chest.

She turns to her exhausted employees, suddenly all business again. "I'm heading out for the evening. The after-hours tasting starts at six in the hotel lobby. You don't have to attend if you'd rather rest, but I'll expect you both here tomorrow morning at nine sharp."

They nod with visible relief as Odette retrieves her handbag and a small carry-on suitcase from beneath the table. I offer my arm, and she takes it with a smile that promises complications I should probably avoid but won't.

As we head towards the exit, the convention center's tall glass ceiling mirrors the late afternoon sky. Philadelphia in summer surrounds us as we step through the doors—crisp air, early darkness, the rumble of traffic replacing the genteel murmur of wine talk. Odette walks close to me, her heel clicks sharp against the pavement, matching the quickening rhythm of my heart.

It's still too early for dinner, which suits us both fine. "My room first," Odette suggests, her voice carrying an edge I recognize immediately. "I need to freshen up." The way her eyes linger on mine makes it clear that freshening up is the last thing on her mind.

The Pennmark Hotel stands just two blocks from the convention center, a glass and steel tower reflecting the setting sun like fractured diamonds. I follow her through the revolving doors, her suitcase in my hand, my pulse already quickening with anticipation.

The lobby gleams with polished marble and tasteful lighting — a business-class hotel that caters to convention attendees and corporate travelers. Odette strides to the front desk with the same confidence she showed at the wine expo, though the glance she throws over her shoulder at me carries a different kind of promise.

"Checking in. Jones, Odette," she tells the receptionist. Her last name—my uncle's name—still catches me off guard sometimes. The family connection should probably give me pause, but any hesitation evaporated weeks ago at my farewell dinner party.

The check-in process feels interminable. The receptionist taps at her computer and explains the breakfast hours, the gym location, and the Wi-Fi password. Odette nods and smiles, the very picture of a business traveler, while her foot gently brushes against my ankle. When the receptionist finally hands over the key card with a cheerful "Enjoy your stay," Odette takes it with well-disguised impatience.

We make a beeline for the elevators, neither of us pretending we're here for any reason but one. The doors open with a soft chime, revealing an already crowded car. Odette steps in, and I follow, positioning her suitcase against the wall. As more people enter behind us, we're forced deeper into the corner.

Her body presses against mine—hip, shoulder, back. I place my hand on her waist, ostensibly to steady her, but we both know better. My fingers itch to slide lower, to cup the curve of her ass that's now flush against my thigh. I resist, barely. The recollection of our last evening together overwhelms me—Odette and Paula, both vying for my attention by the pool, their bodies on display. We became entwined in a fervent embrace, the flavor of wine lingering on their skin, and the rhythm of their breathing in unison.

A businessman checks his watch. A couple discusses dinner plans. The elevator stops at the fourth floor, the sixth floor, and people are filtering out gradually. Odette shifts subtly against me, the friction deliberate and maddening. My body responds, and I know she feels it. Her lips curve in a secret smile.

By the time we reach her floor—the eleventh—I'm already half-hard and completely distracted. The doors open, and I guide her out with my hand still at her waist, the suitcase trailing behind us like an afterthought.

The hallway stretches before us, a carpeted tunnel of identical doors that seems to extend into infinity. Odette's room is near the end, and every step is a test of restraint. The air between us crackles with unspoken intentions.

"How was your flight?" I ask, attempting normal conversation while my mind races with decidedly abnormal thoughts.

"Long," she replies, her accent thickening the way it does when she's tired. Or aroused. "But worth it."

We reach her door, and she opens her purse to retrieve the key card. She rummages through it, a small frown creasing her brow.

"I just had it," she murmurs, digging deeper.

I shift my weight, acutely aware of the growing tightness in my pants. "Need help?"

"No, no. It's here somewhere." She continues searching, her movements deliberate, unhurried.

A realization dawns on me as I catch the slight quirk at the corner of her mouth. "You're doing this on purpose," I accuse, keeping my voice low.

She glances up, eyes wide with mock innocence. "I'm forgetful when I don't sleep well on planes."

"Bullshit," I mutter, stepping closer. "You're teasing me, Odette."

"Am I?" she challenges, still not producing the card I know she has. "What exactly are you going to do about it, Gregory?"

"If you don't open this door in the next five seconds," I warn, my voice rough with need, "I might not be responsible for my actions."

She bites her lower lip, and finally—finally—produces the key card. "I'm counting on it," she says, sliding it into the slot. The light turns green, and she pushes the door open.


CHAPTER 6
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The moment the door closes behind us, I press her against it, my mouth finding hers with desperate urgency. She tastes like the wine she's been sampling all day, rich and complex. Her purse and my briefcase hit the floor simultaneously, forgotten. Her hands slide up my chest to my shoulders as she arches against me, meeting my hunger with her own.

When we break apart, her eyes are dreamy and unfocused. "You look so hot in your business clothes," she murmurs, running a finger down my silk tie. "Very Philadelphia accountant. Very respectable."

"Should I keep the shirt on?" I ask.

She chuckles, a sound that vibrates against my chest. "As much as I appreciate the Brooks Brothers aesthetic, I prefer you shirtless." Her fingers work at my buttons with effortless grace.

I reach behind her for the zipper of her dress, drawing it down slowly. The charcoal fabric parts like a curtain, revealing the canvas of her skin beneath. I let it fall, pooling around her feet in a dark puddle. She stands before me in matching black lace—bra and panties that contrast starkly with her golden skin.

"Christ, Odette," I breathe, taking in the sight of her. My shirt is half-unbuttoned, forgotten as desire surges through me. Her body is a masterpiece of curves and angles—full breasts straining against lace, the dip of her waist, the flare of her hips. At thirty-eight, she carries herself with the confidence that only comes with maturity, with knowing exactly what she wants and how to get it.

She finishes with my buttons and pushes the shirt from my shoulders. Her hands roam across my chest, fingers threading through the hair there, tugging slightly in a way that sends sparks down my spine. I pull her closer, one hand at the small of her back, the other cupping her breast through the lace of her bra. Her hard tip jabbing against my palm, I push the fabric down to taste her.

She groans as my mouth closes around her nipple, her head falling back against the door. Her hands stroke my shoulders, my back, my hair—restless, greedy touches that betray her need. I suck harder, using my teeth just enough to make her gasp.

"God, Gregory," she breathes, her voice thick with desire. Her hands move lower, working at my belt with increasing urgency. I continue my attention to her breasts, switching from one to the other, as she manages to unfasten my pants.

Then she's sinking to her knees, looking up at me with those piercing brown eyes as she tugs my trousers and underwear down in one fluid motion. My cock springs free, already fully hard, and her expression turns dreamier still.

"I've missed this," she says, wrapping her hand around the base. "God, I've missed you. My toys have been so... inadequate since I had a taste of you two weeks ago." Her accent thickens the words, making them even more erotic. "Just as I predicted."

My breath catches in my throat. "It's all yours," I urge, threading my fingers through her dark waves. "Take what you want."

She doesn't hesitate, wrapping her lips around the head of my cock, her tongue swirling in a way that makes my knees weaken. Despite her confident demeanor, there's a certain clumsiness to her technique—an endearing awkwardness that reminds me she's not as experienced at this particular act as one might expect. She makes up for it with enthusiasm, taking me deeper with each bob of her head.

I groan as I feel my tip reach the back of her throat. My hands tighten on her shoulders, guiding her rhythm. There's something profoundly arousing about seeing her like this—the sophisticated businesswoman on her knees, her lipstick smudged, her perfect composure unraveling because of me.

"Tell me, Odette," I manage, my voice rough with desire. "What's the real reason you decided to come to the convention?"

Her answer is muffled, her mouth still working me with dedicated attention.

"I can't hear you," I insist, gently lifting her chin so my cock slips from her lips.

She looks up at me, her eyes challenging despite her position. "Why don't you guess?" she suggests, her hand still stroking me.

"Is it because you missed me?" I ask.

She nods vehemently, then returns to her task, sliding her mouth up and down my length until I feel myself begin to tense, my release approaching too quickly. She must sense it too, because she pulls back, releasing me with a wet sound that sends a shudder through my body.

"Yes, Greg," she confirms, her voice husky with desire. "I'm here because I miss your big cock. Fuck me, please." She rises gracefully and moves to the bed, lying back against the pristine white hotel duvet, her dark hair fanning out across the pillows.

I remain standing, transfixed by the sight of her. Odette Jones—vineyard owner, businesswoman, my uncle’s widow—sprawled across the bed like a fantasy made flesh, waiting for me. My cock throbs with need, but I hold back, wanting to prolong this moment.

"Show me how much you miss me," I command softly.

She bites her lip, a flash of teeth against rouge, and reaches behind her to unhook her bra. She shrugs it off, revealing breasts that defy gravity despite her age. Her nipples are dark and hard, begging for attention. Then she lifts her hips, shimmying out of her panties with a dancer's grace, and spreads her legs.

"See how wet I am?" she asks, her voice throaty and raw. She runs a finger through her folds, gathering moisture that glistens in the hotel room's soft lighting. The sound—slick and needy—drives me to the edge of my control.

I swallow hard, and my mouth suddenly feels dry. "What do you do when you miss me?" I ask, stepping closer to the bed but not joining her yet.

She demonstrates without hesitation, sliding two fingers into herself while her thumb circles her clit. Her back arches slightly, her breath catching. "I think about you," she admits. "About your hands, your mouth, your cock. I imagine you're there with me."

"And Paula?" I ask, my voice strained. "How does she help you out?"

A slow, sensual smile spreads across Odette's face. "Paula," she says, drawing out the name like a caress, "uses her tongue. Right here." She touches herself more deliberately. "Sometimes her fingers. She knows exactly how to touch me—where to press, how fast to go."

The image of the two women together sends a surge of heat through me—Paula's blonde head between Odette's thighs, Odette's fingers tangled in Paula's hair. I've seen it firsthand, but the memory is still intoxicating.

"Please, Gregory," Odette begs, her fingers moving faster. "I'm going to self-combust if you don't fuck me soon."

I can't resist any longer. I strip off my remaining clothes and climb onto the bed, positioning myself between her spread thighs. She's glistening with arousal, her entrance pink and swollen, inviting. I guide myself to her opening, teasing her by rubbing the head of my cock against her clit.

She whimpers, lifting her hips to chase the contact. "Don't tease," she pleads. "I need you inside me."

I push forward slowly, watching her face as I enter her inch by inch. Her eyes flutter closed, her lips parting in a silent gasp as I stretch her. She's tight but slick, her body welcoming me like a homecoming. When I'm fully seated, I pause, savoring the sensation of being completely enveloped by her heat.

"God, you feel perfect," I murmur, leaning down to kiss her neck, her jaw, finally capturing her mouth again.

She wraps her legs around my waist, pulling me deeper. "Move," she commands against my lips. "Fuck me like you mean it."

I mutter a curse as I obey her wishes. I’m hungry, more hungry than her because at least she has Paula back home. Not to mention her toys. The only thing I’ve had in the past weeks is a few FaceTime sessions with Aria. I draw back and thrust forward again with more force. Odette moans, her hands clutching at my back, nails digging half-crescents into my skin that sting in the best possible way. I establish a rhythm—not too fast, but deep and deliberate, hitting that spot inside her that makes her eyes roll back.

"Yes, just like that," she encourages, meeting each thrust with a roll of her hips. "Harder, Gregory. I need to feel you now, tomorrow, and days after."

I comply, increasing the power behind my movements, the bed frame protesting beneath us. Sweat beads on my forehead as I lose myself in her—in the wet heat of her body, the sound of our flesh meeting, the increasingly desperate sounds she makes as she approaches her peak.

Her inner muscles begin to flutter around me, signaling her approaching orgasm. I reach between us, finding her clit with my thumb and circling it in time with my thrusts. She comes apart beautifully—back arching, thighs trembling, a stream of French expletives falling from her lips as she contracts around me.

The sight and sensation of her pleasure triggers my own. I drive into her one final time, burying myself to the hilt as my release crashes over me. I empty myself inside her with a groan that seems torn from the depths of my chest, her name a prayer on my lips as pleasure radiates through every nerve ending.

Afterward, I collapse beside her, our breathing gradually slowing in tandem. She curls against my side, her head on my shoulder, her leg thrown possessively over mine. For a moment, we exist in perfect silence, the sounds of the city muffled by the heavy hotel curtains.

"So," I finally say, tracing lazy patterns on her bare shoulder, "you flew across the country just for this?"

She laughs softly, the sound vibrating against my chest. "Worth every mile," she replies, pressing a kiss to my collarbone. "You're very good for my stress levels, Gregory Taylor."

I smile at the ceiling, wondering what Paula would say if she could see us now. Wondering, not for the first time, how I ended up here—tangled in hotel sheets with my uncle's widow, feeling more content than I’ve had in weeks.

"We should probably still get that dinner," I suggest, glancing at the bedside clock. "After all, I promised."

Odette stretches against me like a satisfied cat. "In a bit," she murmurs, her hand trailing down my chest with renewed interest. "I'm not nearly done with you yet."

“How about we finish it in the shower?” I suggest.

She grins. “Sounds good.”


CHAPTER 7
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I buckle my belt and straighten my shirt collar, then run a hand through my damp hair before sitting on the edge of the bed, anticipating Odette's exit from the bathroom.

The hotel room feels generically comfortable—beige walls, tasteful abstract prints, and a view of Philadelphia's skyline that could be from any floor of any downtown hotel. But there's nothing generic about what happened between Odette and me. In less than thirty minutes, we had a quickie and a shower sex. Odette is incredibly ravenous. So am I. After a month’s feast followed by nearly two weeks’ famine, her presence feels like an oasis in the desert.

The bathroom door clicks open, and I glance up, expecting Odette in the same conservative charcoal gray dress she wore to the wine expo. What I see instead stops my breath mid-inhale.

"Jesus," I mutter, the word escaping before I can contain it.

Odette stands in the doorway, transformed. The sequined blue cocktail dress she's wearing catches the late afternoon light that filters through the half-drawn curtains, throwing tiny prisms across the room. But it's not the sparkle that has me speechless—it's how little of her the dress actually covers. The neckline plunges in a deep V that ends just above her navel, revealing the inner curves of her breasts and a stretch of toned stomach that makes my mouth go dry. The hem barely skims the tops of her thighs, and when she shifts her weight, I catch a glimpse of even more.

My jaw hangs open as I take in the bold, glamorous vision before me. Steam from the bathroom curls around her bare shoulders, giving her the appearance of some fantasy emerging from a dream. The dress hugs every curve, emphasizing the body I've just been intimate with but somehow making it seem like new, forbidden territory.

Odette tilts her head, amusement dancing in her eyes. "Well? Don’t just stare. Say something."

I try to form words, but my brain has short-circuited. The sequins catch the light with every breath she takes, drawing my eyes repeatedly to the rise and fall of her chest.

"You look stunning," I finally manage, my voice coming out raspier than intended.

A smile spreads across her face, pleasure at my obvious reaction softening her features. "Thank you. I spent a fortune on this dress a few years ago, but this is the first time I've actually worn it." She turns around slowly, giving me a full view. "What do you think?"

The back view stops my heart for a different reason. There is no back to speak of—at least not on top. The fabric dips all the way to just above her tailbone, leaving her entire back exposed. The smooth curve of her spine disappears into the tight fabric that cups her ass like a second skin.

"Are you sure that's a dress and not lingerie?" I ask, only half-joking. I stand up, drawn to her like a magnet.

Odette laughs, the sound rich and warm. "Yes, it's a dress. An expensive one."

I place my hands on her bare shoulders, feeling the warmth of her skin. "I can't let you go out like this," I say, my thumbs tracing small circles at the base of her neck.

"Oh?" Her eyebrow arches in challenge.

"The dress is too sexy, and you aren't wearing a bra." I run a finger along her exposed spine, watching goosebumps rise in its wake. "Men won't take their eyes off you. They'll all be praying for it to fall off."

Odette turns to face me, pressing her body against mine. "There's a built-in bra, and trust me, this dress isn't going anywhere unless I want it to." She leans in, her lips brushing against mine. "But your reaction is worth every penny I spent on it."

Her kiss is deep and unhurried, tasting faintly of mint toothpaste. The sequins scratch lightly against my shirt as she presses closer.

Twenty minutes later, we're walking into the Grill and Bar on the hotel's main floor. The restaurant buzzes with early evening energy—business travelers on expense accounts, tourists, and what I assume are other wine expo attendees filling nearly every table. The lighting is dim enough to be flattering but bright enough to see that Odette's dress is having exactly the effect I predicted.

As we wait to be seated, I sense the shift in the room's attention. Conversations pause mid-sentence. A waiter nearly drops a tray of drinks. Two businessmen at the bar swivel on their stools, making no effort to hide their stares.

I'm both flattered and annoyed, a contradictory tension that tightens my jaw. On one hand, there's a primal satisfaction in knowing I'm the one who will take her back upstairs later. On the other hand, every lingering glance feels like an intrusion.

Odette seems either oblivious or unbothered. She scans the room with the practiced eye of someone used to evaluating social spaces, occasionally nodding at people she recognizes from the expo. Her hand rests lightly in the crook of my elbow, her thumb occasionally stroking the fabric of my jacket.

I can't keep my eyes off her either. The plunging neckline of her dress draws my gaze like a magnetic force. Every time she laughs or shifts her weight, I get a new angle on the deep valley between her breasts, and I have to force myself to look away before I'm as obvious as the other men in the room.

Damn it. I should have made her wear something else. But even as the thought forms, I recognize its absurdity. What right do I have to dictate what she wears? This woman might have begged me to fuck her less than an hour ago, but she doesn't belong to me. She's a free spirit, the widow of my uncle, a successful businesswoman in her own right.

"Taylor, party of two?" the hostess calls, pulling me from my thoughts.

We follow her through the restaurant, and I notice how conversations quiet down as we pass. Odette walks with confidence, her hips swaying slightly, the sequins catching the light with each step. The hostess leads us to a small table against the wall in a corner, intimate in its seclusion but still visible to the room.

Once seated, our knees touch under the small table. The contact sends a jolt of awareness through me, reminding me of how her legs felt wrapped around my waist earlier.

"We could go somewhere else," I suggest, glancing around at the crowded restaurant. "Somewhere quieter, roomier. I know a great steakhouse a few blocks from here."

Odette shakes her head, her dark hair brushing her bare shoulders. "I prefer it here. Besides," she adds, leaning forward slightly, giving me another glimpse down her dress, "most of the expo participants are staying at this hotel. It's a good opportunity to network."

The waiter appears, taking our drink orders with professional politeness despite his wandering eyes. When he leaves, I open my menu, but the words swim before me. All I can think about is the woman across from me, how her skin felt under my hands just an hour ago, and how many other men in this room are imagining the same thing.

When our drinks arrive, Odette raises her glass. "To unexpected pleasures," she says, her eyes holding mine.

I stifle a groan and echo her teasing toast, "To unexpected pleasures." I clink my glass against hers.

We've barely set our glasses down when a shadow falls across our table. I look up to see a man standing beside us, his eyes fixed on Odette with an intensity that immediately sets my teeth on edge.

Odette's smile freezes on her face, the warmth I've grown accustomed to suddenly replaced with a brittle tension. I follow her gaze to the man approaching our table—tall, lean, with the easy confidence of someone used to getting what he wants. His tailored suit speaks of money, his clean-shaven face and styled hair of careful grooming. But it's the way his eyes lock onto Odette—completely ignoring my existence—that sends a current of unease through me.

"Hi Dette," the man says in a mellow voice that somehow manages to sound both casual and intimate. "I thought you weren't coming to the expo."

Dette. The nickname lands like a slap. It's too familiar and comfortable, as if he's staking a claim on her past.

Odette's fingers tighten around her wine glass. She takes a breath, visibly composing herself, but her eyes betray a storm of emotions I can't fully decipher.

"Hi Charles," she says tersely. "I wasn't, but I changed my mind."

Charles chuckles, the sound both warm and condescending. "Still as capricious as ever," he says, resting one hand on the back of Odette's chair, leaning into her space. "Well, I'm glad you're here. It'd be a shame for you to miss out on such an important event."

I watch their interaction silently, studying Charles more carefully. There's something familiar about him—the shape of his jaw, the directness of his gaze. I can't place it, but I feel certain I've seen these features before, just arranged differently.

Odette shifts slightly, angling her body away from Charles and toward me. It's a subtle gesture, but one I appreciate as she finally makes the introduction.

"Charles, this is Greg Taylor, my late husband Louis's nephew," she says, her voice steadier now. She turns to me, something apologetic in her expression. "And Greg, Charles is Kaia's dad."

My jaw drops before I can control it. A curse dances on the tip of my tongue, but I swallow it. No wonder he looks familiar—Kaia has his straight nose and square jaw, features I've adored. The realization barrels through me with unexpected force.

This is the man who got Odette pregnant during a business trip to France, all while hiding the fact that he was married. The man who led her to move to America, searching for him, only to discover his deception. The man who, by all accounts, has been an absent father to Kaia for most of her life.

An unexpected protectiveness surges through me. I stand to shake his hand, forcing my face into a mask of polite interest.

"Nice to meet you," I say, the lie bitter on my tongue.

"Likewise," Charles replies, his handshake firm but brief, his attention already sliding back to Odette. "That's quite a dress, Dette. You always did know how to make an entrance."

The comment hangs in the air, loaded with past intimacy. Odette doesn't respond, taking a long sip of her wine instead. The silence stretches uncomfortably between the three of us, but Charles seems oblivious to the tension—or perhaps he enjoys it.

"So, Greg," he says finally, reluctantly acknowledging my presence. "Are you in the wine business as well?"

"No," I answer, keeping my voice even. "I'm a CPA. I co-own an accounting firm here in Philly."

"Ah, numbers." Charles nods. "Must be nice having a steady profession. The wine business can be so volatile." He smiles at Odette. "Though some of us thrive on that volatility, don't we, Dette?"

Odette's smile doesn't reach her eyes. "Some of us just work hard and adapt."

Charles laughs as if she's made a charming joke. "Always so dedicated." He turns back to me. "Did you know Odette's vineyard produces some of the most interesting new blends coming out of California? She has a gift."

"I'm aware," I say, resisting the urge to add that I know quite a bit about Odette these days. "I've visited Exotic Wines. Impressive operation."

Charles doesn't seem to register the implication that I've been to Odette's home. "There's a private wine tasting happening in the hotel's conference room after dinner," he says to Odette, ignoring me again. "Limited attendance. You should join me. There are some people you really should meet."

Odette shakes her head. "Thank you, but Greg and I have plans for the evening."

I’m not aware of other plans we have, but I don’t question her. I feel a rush of satisfaction at her refusal.

Charles, however, isn't deterred. "Just for an hour," he persists. "It won't take long."

When Odette doesn't immediately respond, he changes tactics, gesturing across the restaurant. "See that table over there? By the window?"

Odette and I both look where he's pointing. A table of six—four men and two women, all in business attire, all with the polished look of people who are used to expense accounts and first-class flights.

"That's Martin Reeves," Charles continues, his voice dropping as if sharing a secret. "Buyer for Windham Group. They supply over three hundred high-end restaurants across the East Coast. He's also a social media influencer with about half a million followers who trust his wine recommendations." Charles leans closer to Odette. "He specifically mentioned being interested in smaller boutique vineyards with unique stories. Like yours."

I see the change in Odette's expression—a flicker of professional interest breaking through her personal discomfort. I understand it; she's a businesswoman first, and this is a networking opportunity that could significantly benefit her vineyard.

"I could introduce you now," Charles says, pressing his advantage. "Just a quick hello, plant the seed for later."

Odette hesitates, glancing at me with an apologetic expression. "Would you mind terribly? Just for a few minutes?"

The rational part of me understands this is business. The irrational part wants to grab her hand and keep her at our table, away from Charles and his obvious designs.

"Of course not," I say, because what else can I say? "Go ahead."

Odette stands, smoothing down her dress. "I'll be right back," she promises, then follows Charles across the restaurant.

I watch them go, Charles's hand hovering near the small of her back but not quite touching it. He leans in to say something, and Odette laughs politely. Every male head turns to watch her progress through the restaurant, the blue sequins catching the light with each step.

I take a long pull of my drink, unsettled by a jealousy I have no right to feel. I've known Odette for only a few weeks, not nearly long enough to stake any claim on her. Not long enough to know what her current relationship with Charles really is.

I wonder whether Paula knows about Charles. Alone at the table, I pull out my phone to check messages. There's the usual assortment of work emails and texts from Richard about client matters that can wait until tomorrow. I scroll to find messages from Paula.

Paula sent a text about an hour ago, when Odette and I were in the shower. How's your day going? Have you connected with Odette?

Simple enough, but I can read between the lines. Paula wants to know if I've seen Odette, if we're spending time together. I type a response: Yes, we're having dinner together at her hotel. Trade show seems successful.

I pause, my thumb hovering over the send button. Should I mention Charles? It feels important, but also not my place to tell. Whatever history exists between Odette and Charles—and whatever is happening now—Odette should be the one to share that information with Paula.

I send the message without mentioning Charles and set my phone down, watching as Odette stands at the other table. She's in full business mode now—back straight, smile bright, gesturing occasionally as she speaks. Charles stands beside her, his eyes rarely leaving her face, his expression a mixture of pride and possessiveness that makes me want to walk over and insert myself between them.

Instead, I signal the waiter for another drink and resign myself to wait, wondering what exactly I've stumbled into with this complicated woman who seems to grow more complex by the hour.


CHAPTER 8
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When Odette returns to our table, her business smile fades into something more genuine. Her shoulders visibly relax as she slides back into her seat, our knees touching beneath the small table. I bite back the questions burning on my tongue—what did Charles say, what does he want from you, what is he to you now? It's not my place to interrogate her about past relationships, no matter how curious I am. No matter how much that curiosity feels like something sharper, more possessive.

Odette takes a long sip of her wine, her throat working as she swallows. She sets down the glass with deliberate care, tracing its rim with one manicured finger.

"I should explain about Charles," she says, surprising me by broaching the subject herself.

"You don't owe me any explanations," I say, meaning it despite my curiosity.

"No, but I want to give you one." She meets my eyes directly. "It's not what you might think."

I lean back, giving her space to continue. Across the room, I can see Charles has returned to his own table, but his eyes occasionally drift in our direction.

"Like I said, when I first married Louis, the vineyard was barely surviving," Odette begins, her voice low. "Louis was considering selling the property. I couldn't bear the thought of losing it—not just for the business, but I loved the vineyard. It was my new home and I wanted to live there for a long time.”

She pauses as our waiter approaches with breadsticks, waiting until he's gone to continue.

"I reached out to Charles. We hadn't spoken in years, but I knew he had connections in the industry. I told him he owed Louis a favor, since Louis was raising his daughter." Her eyes flick up to mine. "That might have been manipulative, but I was desperate."

"Did it work?" I ask, genuinely interested in the business aspect despite my lingering unease about Charles.

Odette nods. "Better than I expected. Charles agreed to help distribute our wines nationally. He brought me to trade shows like this one, and introduced me to buyers and critics. He helped save the vineyard."

She breaks off a piece of breadstick but doesn't eat it, just crumbles it between her fingers. "I want to be clear about something, Greg. Nothing happened between Charles and me after I found out he was married. And I didn't cheat on Louis. Ever. Our relationship was strictly business."

The reassurance warms me more than it should. I have no claim on her past. "I believe you," I say.

Her smile turns relieved, softening the elegant angles of her face. "Thank you."

“Does Paula know about Charles?” I ask.

“Yes,” Odette says. “He called last week when I was with Paula to ask whether I would attend the conference.”

I feel relieved knowing that Odette hasn’t kept Charles a secret from Paula. “What about Kaia?”

“She knows about him, too,” Odette says. “I told her only recently, after she turned eighteen. But she wasn’t interested in meeting Charles. Kaia loves Louis and thinks he is her only dad.”

The comment warms my heart. It’s just like Kaia—sweet and loyal to her loved ones, even when they’re no longer alive.

“I didn’t tell Louis though,” Odette says with a sigh. “I didn’t want to hurt his pride. I knew he would refuse help from Charles. I still feel guilty about it, although it has been strictly business between us, like I said.”

I reach for her hand and hold it. “You need not feel guilty,” I say. “You did what you could to save the vineyard. Not telling my uncle was the right thing as well. You saved him some difficult choices to make.”

“You think so? Thank you. I’m so relieved to hear that,” she says with a grateful smile.

I glance across the room at Charles, who's now engrossed in conversation with the wine buyer he introduced to Odette. Even from here, I can read the energy in his body—the way he leans forward when Odette's name is mentioned, the proprietary way he speaks about her wines.

"He's not over you, though," I observe, keeping my voice neutral. "Just from the way he looks at you... it's like he wants to undress you right here."

Odette's lips quirk up in a small smirk. "You look like you want the same thing," she counters, her eyes flickering down my body before returning to my face.

I grunt, not bothering to deny it. "Can you blame me? That dress barely qualifies as clothing."

“Even so,” Her voice drops to a murmur that forces me to lean in. “You can’t wait to undress me, can you?”

Heat creeps up my neck at the memory. Under the table, Odette's hand lands on my thigh, her fingers tracing idle patterns that gradually move higher. I shift in my seat, suddenly uncomfortable in my tailored pants.

"Careful," I warn, but there's no force behind it.

Her hand continues its journey, eventually brushing over the growing hardness beneath my zipper. Her touch is light but deliberate, a seasoned tease.

"You're playing with fire," I tell her, my voice dropping to match hers.

"I'm counting on it," she replies, giving me a gentle squeeze that makes my breath catch.

Two can play this game. I move my chair so we’re right next to each other, and then I reach below the table, finding the bare skin of her thigh just below the hem of her dress. Her skin is warm and smooth under my fingertips as I trace slow circles, gradually working my way upward.

Odette's breath quickens almost imperceptibly. She takes another sip of wine, but I notice a slight tremor in her hand. Encouraged, I continue my exploration, sliding my hand higher along the outside of her thigh, then inward, expecting to encounter the barrier of underwear.

Instead, my fingers find only more bare skin, the curve where thigh meets hip, and then—

"You're not wearing panties," I hiss, shocked despite our earlier intimacy.

Odette's smile is wicked. "Panty lines would show in this dress."

My mouth goes dry. "You've been sitting here, in a public restaurant, completely..."

"Accessible?" she suggests, her eyes dancing with mischief.

I groan softly. "That's a dangerous choice."

"Maybe," she concedes, shifting slightly to press against my exploring fingers. "But now it feels like a mistake. I'm so wet I'm worried I'll stain the dress if I'm not careful."

The blunt admission sends a surge of heat through me. My fingers confirm her statement, finding slick evidence of her arousal. I trace the seam of her sex lightly, watching her eyelids flutter as she struggles to maintain her composure.

We're saved—or interrupted, depending on how you look at it—by the arrival of our entrees. I withdraw my hand reluctantly, and Odette releases her hold on me as well. The waiter sets down our plates with a practiced flourish, oblivious to what's happening beneath the tablecloth.

"Can I get you anything else?" he asks.

"No, thank you," I manage to say with reasonable steadiness.

When he leaves, Odette and I exchange heated looks over our steaming plates. I pick up my fork, needing something to occupy my hands before I do something inappropriate for a public setting.

“What about Charles’s wife?” I ask, finding the perfect question to distract me. “Does she know you and Kaia exist at all?”

“I have no idea,” Odette says, cutting into her salmon with precise movements. “But she and Charles divorced over five years ago.”

I frown as realization dawns on me. "Is that why he's hanging around? Because he's single now?"

Odette's silence is answer enough.

"Has he tried to get back together with you?" I press, surprising myself with my boldness.

"He's made overtures," she admits, meeting my eyes. "But I don't have those feelings for him anymore—if I ever truly did. Youth and inexperience made me mistake infatuation for love once. I won't make that mistake again."

I believe her, but it doesn't stop me from noticing Charles's persistent gaze from across the room. His eyes track Odette like laser beams, the gray in them cold as steel. Even from this distance, I can feel the weight of his jealousy.

"He doesn't seem like the type to give up easily," I observe.

"He isn't," Odette agrees. "But that's his problem, not mine."

We finish our meal in companionable silence, punctuated by occasional brushes of knees and feet beneath the table. When the check comes, I insist on paying despite Odette's protest.

"I’m your host," I say, sliding my credit card into the leather folder. “And I promised to buy you dinner, remember?”

“Thank you, Greg,” Odette says. “You’ll have dinner at my house when you return to California.”

As we wait for the waiter to return, I ask, "What are your plans for the rest of the evening?"

Odette toys with her dessert spoon, considering. "I should probably do some mingling with potential clients in the conference room. Charles wasn't wrong about the networking opportunities here."

The mention of Charles, combined with the way his eyes still occasionally flick toward our table, sparks something territorial in me. I picture Odette "mingling" with him for the rest of the night, his hand on the small of her back, leaning in to whisper in her ear, perhaps suggesting they continue their conversation in his room.

"That sounds boring," I say before I can stop myself.

Odette narrows her eyes, but there's amusement in them. "Oh? Do you have a better suggestion?"

"As a matter of fact, I do." I sign the check and tuck my wallet back into my jacket. "This is your first time in Philadelphia, right? Let me show you the city."

"Sightseeing?" She raises an eyebrow.

"Why not? It's a beautiful evening, and there's plenty to see within walking distance."

Odette considers for a moment, then smiles. "That sounds lovely, actually." She stands, smoothing down her dress and drawing eyes throughout the restaurant. "Lead the way, Mr. Taylor."

As we pass Charles's table, I place my hand lightly on Odette's lower back—partly to guide her through the crowded restaurant, partly in a gesture of possession I have no right to make. Charles's eyes narrow, but he makes no move to intercept us.


CHAPTER 9
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Outside the hotel, I hail a cab, watching Odette's face as she takes in the city lights coming alive against the darkening sky. Philadelphia wraps itself in twilight blues and artificial golds, a sight I've seen a thousand times but never really noticed until watching her reaction to it. The cab pulls up, and I open the door for her, catching her skirt ride up as she slides into the back seat. Recalling that she isn’t wearing anything beneath makes my blood go south. "Franklin Square first," I tell the driver as I settle in beside her.

I keep a distance between us, not trusting myself. It’s tempting to scoot over, rest my hand on her bare thighs, and check her out. There isn’t any barrier, after all…  No. I stop my filthy thoughts. Making out in a cab only happens in books and movies, not in real life.

As if she can read my mind, Odette moves closer to me, so close our thighs touch. My breath hitches as she takes my hand and places it on her thigh. Fuck. I curse silently and gaze at her. She smirks and spreads her thighs slightly apart, inviting me. I groan and resist the urge to take the bait, too aware of the driver’s face in the rearview mirror.

Odette is soon distracted by what goes on out on the street and watches it all with curious eyes, occasionally asking questions about landmarks we pass.

"Is this your first time in Philadelphia?" the driver asks, catching her enthusiasm in the rearview mirror.

"Yes," Odette answers. "I'm from California. Wine Country."

"Ah, that explains it," the driver says with a knowing nod, as if her West Coast origin explains everything from her accent to the daring cut of her dress.

We arrive at Franklin Square, its historic fountain illuminated against the deepening blue of evening. I pay the driver and help Odette out, conscious of how many eyes turn to watch her blue sequined form emerge from the cab.

"It's beautiful," she says, taking in the carousel, the miniature golf course, the sprawling green space bordered by trees strung with fairy lights.

"This is one of the city's five original squares," I tell her, slipping into tour guide mode as we begin to walk. "It was designed by William Penn in the 1680s."

Odette listens attentively as I share bits of history, her arm linked through mine, her body occasionally brushing against my side as we navigate around other evening strollers. The casual contact stirs embers that never fully cooled after our afternoon together.

We walk down 6th Street toward the Delaware River, the city opening up around us. When we reach Race Street Pier, Odette's pace quickens, drawing me forward onto the long, modern pier that juts out into the river.

The pier stretches before us, a study in modern urban design. Two levels connected by a gentle slope, lined with wooden benches and trees that seem to glow in the strategically placed lighting. Despite the hour, the space is alive with activity—joggers circling the perimeter, couples huddled on benches, tourists with cameras capturing the suspension cables of the Benjamin Franklin Bridge lit up against the night sky.

"This used to be a shipping pier," I explain as we walk out over the water. "They redesigned it about a decade ago."

Odette doesn't respond, her attention captured by the view. The river flows dark and mysterious below us, reflecting the lights of Camden across the water and the illuminated arch of the bridge above. A circle of college-aged kids sits cross-legged near the pier's end, sharing a pizza and laughing. Two elderly women walk slowly past us, their linked hands speaking of decades together.

We stop at the railing near the bridge, our shoulders touching as we lean forward to gaze at the panorama before us. The city skyline rises behind us, while ahead, the massive span of the Benjamin Franklin Bridge stretches across the Delaware, its cables transformed into strings of light.

"It's beautiful," Odette says softly. "I've been to New York, San Francisco, Seattle... I didn't expect Philadelphia to outshine them." She turns to me, her profile illuminated by the bridge lights. "It's more romantic than I imagined."

I chuckle, surprised by her assessment. "Romantic isn't a word I usually associate with Philly."

"That's because you haven't been paying attention." Odette turns fully toward me, her sequined dress catching the light like ripples on water. "When was the last time you took an evening stroll along the river like this?"

I try to remember and come up blank. "Never, I guess. I prefer staying home when I'm not working."

"Then you've been missing out." Her eyes shimmer with reflected light, and I feel mesmerized. "I'm glad I came."

"Me too," I say simply, meaning it.

The moment hangs between us, fragile and perfect. Then I lean forward, closing the gap, and kiss her. Her lips are soft against mine, tasting faintly of the wine we shared at dinner. She responds immediately, her body melting against mine, her hand coming up to rest against my chest.

Unlike our urgent coupling in the hotel room, this kiss is unhurried and exploratory. My hands find the bare skin of her back, tracing the delicate knobs of her spine. She makes a small sound of pleasure against my mouth, pressing closer.

The kiss deepens, her tongue meeting mine, her fingers now twined in my hair. I let my hand slide lower, following the curve of her back to where the fabric of her dress begins again, just above the swell of her backside. My other hand moves to cup her face, then trails down her neck to her shoulder, then along the plunging neckline of her dress.

My fingers brush the side of her breast, exposed by the daring cut of the dress, and Odette moans softly, writhing against me. Emboldened, I let my hand drift lower, along her thigh and then under the short hem of her dress to cup her bare ass.

The feel of her soft skin and plump flesh makes me grunt. I break the kiss, suddenly aware of our surroundings. "We should stop," I mutter against her lips. "Public indecency is still a crime in Pennsylvania."

Odette makes a small sound of protest, her body still pressed against mine. "Take me home, then," she says, her voice husky.

"What about sightseeing? There's Spruce Street Harbor Park, and Boathouse Row…”

"I want nothing more than a tour of your condo," she interrupts, her eyes dark with desire.

My heart races as I process her words. "That's... a great idea," I manage. "But I should warn you, it's not particularly romantic."

Odette smiles, a slow curve of her lips that promises wicked things. "It will be when we get there."

I don't need further convincing. Taking her hand, I lead her back along the pier at a pace just short of unseemly haste. We catch another cab on Delaware Avenue, and I give the driver my address in Center City, trying not to be too obvious about the way my hand rests on Odette's thigh during the short ride.


My condo building stands tall among the others, its glass and steel facade gleaming in the city lights. The doorman nods a greeting as we enter, his professional demeanor not quite hiding his appreciation of Odette's appearance. We ride the elevator in charged silence, standing closer than necessary, her hip brushing against mine.

The doors open on the seventh floor, and I lead her down the hallway to my unit, fumbling slightly with the key as her hand traces patterns on my back. Once inside, I flip on the lights, watching her reaction.

Odette steps past me, her jaw dropping as she takes in the floor-to-ceiling windows that dominate the far wall. The city spreads out below, a carpet of lights with City Hall illuminated at the center, its clock faces glowing against the night sky.

"You said this wasn't romantic," she accuses, turning to me with wonder in her eyes. "How could you say that with this view?"

I chuckle, seeing my home through her eyes for the first time. "I guess it depends on the person. You bring the romance with you."

"I'll take that as a compliment." She kicks off her heels, padding barefoot across the hardwood floor to press her palm against the cool glass. "I've always wanted to live in a place like this. A room with many windows and a view that takes your breath away."

I move to stand behind her, close enough to feel her warmth but not touching. "You're welcome to stay here for the night." The offer is casual on the surface, but we both know what it means.

Odette turns, and her back is now against the window, the city lights creating a halo effect around her dark hair. "Thank you," she says simply. Then she leans forward and kisses me again, her hands stroking my back.

I reach for the dimmer switch on the wall, lowering the lights until the room is illuminated primarily by the glow from outside. Then I move to the small bar cart in the corner. "Drink?"

"Please. Whatever you're having."

I pour us each a finger of good scotch and join her at the window. We sit on the wide windowsill seat, our backs against opposite sides, facing each other with the city as our backdrop.

Odette raises her glass. "To Philly, home to — the Liberty Bell."

“And cheesesteaks,” I add, clinking my glass against hers.

We sip in companionable silence, our legs touching on the window seat. Odette's dress has ridden up, exposing more of her thighs, and she doesn’t move to adjust it. I resist the urge to feel her.

The moment is broken by a chiming sound from Odette's small purse. She retrieves her phone, smiling at the screen. "It's Paula, asking how my day has been."

A pang of something like guilt flickers through me, quickly replaced by a strange warmth. Paula knows where Odette is and what we've been doing. There's no deception here.

Odette taps the screen a few times and then holds up the phone. "Do you mind if I call her? On FaceTime?"

"Not at all," I reply, suddenly eager to hear Paula’s voice.

Odette initiates the call, angling the phone so that it captures her but not me. Paula answers almost immediately, her face filling the screen, her blonde hair pulled back in a casual ponytail, her smile warm.

"There you are!" Paula's voice comes through the speaker, bright with affection. "How was your day?"

"Productive," Odette replies, her own smile matching Paula's. "I'm with Greg now, in his condo." She turns the phone to include me in the frame.

"Hi Paula," I say, raising my glass in greeting.

Paula's eyes widen appreciatively as she takes in Odette's appearance. "That dress! My God, Odette, I wish I was there to strip it off you myself."

Odette laughs, the sound rich and unself-conscious. "Thanks. Greg's been wanting to do that all night."

I feel my face warm, but I don't deny it.

"I bet he has," Paula says with a knowing smirk. "How was the expo?"

Odette fills her in on the day's events, including the unexpected encounter with Charles. I watch Paula's face grow serious at the mention of Kaia's father.

"Be careful around him," Paula advises. "I don’t trust the man."

"I know," Odette assures her. "But it was fine. Business only. Besides, Greg is here to protect me."

Odette is being playful, but Paula takes her comment seriously. "You should stay with Greg tonight," Paula says. "Don’t give Charles any chance at all."

"Greg's already invited me," Odette replies, her eyes meeting mine over the phone. "And I've accepted."

Paula's smile returns. "Good. Well, I'll let you two enjoy your evening. Call me tomorrow before your flight?"

"Of course," Odette promises.

"Goodnight, Greg," Paula adds, her eyes finding mine through the screen. "Take care of her."

The call ends, and Odette sets her phone aside, turning her full attention back to me. The city continues to glow behind her, but now all I can see is her.


CHAPTER 10
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After putting her phone away, Odette swirls the remaining scotch in her glass, her eyes reflecting the city lights. There's a moment of silence between us, comfortable yet charged with anticipation. Then she looks up at me, her expression softening into something that catches me off guard with its vulnerability. "I should confess something," she says, her voice quiet against the backdrop of faint traffic sounds from below. "The main reason I decided to come to this trade show wasn't business. It wasn’t because I missed you either, although I did miss you. It was Paula's idea."

I tilt my head, confused. "What do you mean?"

Odette sets her glass on the windowsill, her fingers trailing along the rim. "Paula was worried about you. She said you must’ve been lonely living all by yourself." A small smile plays at her lips. "She suggested I should come to Philadelphia to spend time with you. The trade show was just a convenient excuse."

My mouth opens in surprise, the implication sinking in slowly. "You came all the way across the country just to keep me company?"

"Yes." She meets my eyes directly, no trace of regret or hesitation in her gaze. "And you're worth it."

Something shifts in my chest—a warmth that spreads outward, catching me off guard with its intensity. I've been alone for so long that I've forgotten what it feels like to be the focus of someone's genuine care and attention. That Paula and Odette coordinated this, that they both thought of my happiness, leaves me momentarily speechless.

"I don't know how to thank you for that," I finally say, my voice rougher than intended.

Odette's smile turns wicked, the vulnerability of the moment giving way to heat. "What about by fucking me properly?" she suggests, her tone casual as if asking me to pass the salt.

The blunt request sends a surge of lust through me, my breathing quickening in response. "It would be my honor," I reply, only half-joking.

“Not an appetizer that leaves me hungry, but a full course, okay?” Odette sets her glass beside mine on the windowsill, then moves closer, her knees brushing against my thighs. She leans in, her hands coming to rest on my shoulders as she kisses me.

This kiss is different from the ones we've shared before—deeper, more deliberate. Her lips are soft but insistent, asking for things her words haven't yet articulated. I respond in kind, my hands finding her waist, feeling the contrast between the cool sequins of her dress and the warm skin beneath.

Her tongue traces the seam of my lips, and I open to her, tasting scotch and desire. One of her hands slides up to cup the back of my neck, her nails scraping lightly against my scalp in a way that sends shivers down my spine. My own hands wander, one tracing up her bare back while the other finds the curve of her hip.

I play with the thin strap of her dress, my fingers brushing against her shoulder as we kiss. Slowly, deliberately, I push it off her shoulder while my lips trail down her neck. The dress shifts but stays in place, defying gravity through some miracle of modern tailoring.

Odette chuckles against my ear. "It's about time you did that," she murmurs. "You've been staring at this dress all night."

"Can you blame me?" I reply, pulling back to look at her. "It's been driving me crazy."

I turn her slightly, so she's facing me more directly, and look at her—really look at her, taking my time. Then I push the other strap off her shoulder, watching as the dress finally loses its battle with gravity and falls, revealing her breasts to my gaze.

One side of her dress has fallen completely, exposing one perfect breast. The contrast between the sequined fabric pooled at her waist and her bare skin is almost artistic in its sensuality. I don't wait for an invitation, covering the exposed breast with my lips, drawing a soft moan from her.

"What about public decency?" she asks playfully, her fingers threading through my hair as I suck gently. "Aren't you worried about being seen?"

I groan, my mouth not leaving her skin as I glance briefly at the city sprawled below us. We're eight stories up, taller than the nearby buildings, and the lighting in the room is dim. Even if someone could see us, we'd be nothing more than silhouettes against the interior light.

"I don't care," I murmur against her skin, surprising myself with the truth of it.

I've always been cautious and measured, a man who calculates risks before taking action. But tonight, with Odette, I feel bold—romantic even, in a way I've never experienced. I don't care who might see us; I only care about the woman in my arms and the way she makes me feel.

I slide the other strap off her shoulder, watching as the top of her dress falls completely, pooling at her waist and leaving her topless before me. The city lights play across her skin, highlighting the curves and valleys of her body in a chiaroscuro effect that takes my breath away.

I lavish attention on her other breast, drawing it into my mouth, feeling its tip harden against my tongue. Odette arches into my touch, her head falling back, exposing the elegant line of her throat. Her hands grip my shoulders, nails digging in slightly through the fabric of my shirt.

"God, your mouth," she sighs, the words barely audible.

I alternate between her breasts, using my hands where my mouth isn't, pinching and rolling her nipples the way I've learned she likes. Her breath comes faster, little gasps escaping with each new sensation. The sounds drive me higher, my own arousal straining against my pants.

Wanting better access, I slide off the window seat onto my knees before her. She watches me with hooded eyes as I move, her lips parted, her chest rising and falling rapidly. I turn her gently, so her back presses against the cool glass of the window while she faces me.

"Spread your legs," I instruct, my voice barely recognizable to my own ears.

She complies without hesitation, her thighs parting, the sequined dress riding up to expose her completely. I place my hands on her knees, pushing them wider still, then lean in to press my lips to the inside of her thigh.

I take my time, kissing my way up her leg, occasionally nipping gently at the sensitive skin, enjoying the way she squirms in anticipation. When I finally reach her center, I pause, looking up to meet her eyes. She's watching me, her bottom lip caught between her teeth, her hands gripping the edge of the window seat.

Without breaking eye contact, I lean in and taste her. She's as wet as she claimed earlier, her arousal coating my tongue as I explore her folds. Her head falls back against the window with a soft thud, a moan escaping her lips as I find her clit and circle it slowly.

Odette's hands find my hair, her fingers tangling in it as she guides me subtly, showing me what she wants. I follow her lead, alternating between broad strokes of my tongue and more focused attention on her clit. Her thighs tremble on either side of my head, her breathing growing more ragged with each passing moment.

"Right there," she gasps when I hit a particularly sensitive spot. "Don't stop."

I have no intention of stopping. Mouthing not leaving her, I reach up to palm her breast with one hand while the other slides between her legs, teasing her entrance. She's so wet that my finger slips in easily, and her inner walls clench around it immediately.

"More," she demands, her hips moving against my face.

I add a second finger, curling them inside her to find the spot that makes her cry out. When I hit it, her back arches away from the window, her thighs clamping around my head momentarily before relaxing again.

I build a rhythm between my fingers and tongue, feeling her getting closer to the edge. Just as her breathing reaches a frantic pace, I pull back slightly.

"Would you like to move to the bedroom?" I ask, my voice husky.

Odette shakes her head, her eyes wild with desire. "No. I want you to fuck me right here, while I enjoy this view."

The request sends a jolt of pure lust through me. I nod, standing up and beginning to unbutton my shirt.

"Turn around and get down on your knees," I tell her, surprised at my own boldness. "Elbows on the windowsill."

She obeys without hesitation, slipping off the window seat and turning to kneel on the floor, her elbows resting on the wide ledge. The position causes her to arch her back, presenting her ass to me in a way that makes my mouth go dry. She looks over her shoulder, her hair falling across her face, and deliberately wiggles her hips.

"I've missed the feel of your rough hands on me," she says, her voice a purr.

I give her what she wants, delivering a light spank to her right cheek. She squeals with delight, the sound transforming into a breathy "More."

I continue, alternating between spanking and stroking, watching her skin flush pink under my attention. Each impact draws a fresh sound from her, encouraging me to continue. I run my hand along the cleft of her ass, teasing her sensitive spots, feeling her shiver under my touch.

Odette coos with pleasure, then reaches for her handbag on the windowsill. "Don't stop," she urges as she digs inside, eventually producing a small toiletry bag.

She empties the contents onto the windowsill, and I inhale sharply at what tumbles out—a small bottle of lube and a string of graduated pink anal beads with a ring at one end.

"You brought your toys with you on a business trip?" I ask, both shocked and aroused.

Odette laughs, the sound rich with anticipation. "Well, it's now a pleasure trip, isn't it?" She pushes the items toward me. "Lube the beads and put them inside me."

I pick up the bottle, warming it in my hands for a moment before coating the beads with a generous amount. Odette watches over her shoulder, her eyes dark with desire, her lips parted in anticipation.

"Start slow," she instructs as I position the smallest bead at her entrance.

I press gently, watching in fascination as her body accepts the first bead, then the second. Odette moans with each new stretch, her forehead dropping to rest on her arms as I continue. By the time the final bead disappears inside her, leaving only the ring exposed, she's panting, her thighs trembling.

"Now your cock," she demands, her voice strained. "I need you inside me."

I don't need to be told twice. I free myself from my pants, positioning my engorged shaft at her entrance. She's impossibly wet, her arousal coating her inner thighs. I slide in with one slow thrust, both of us groaning at the sensation.

"Fuck," I curse, pausing to savor the feeling. The beads create bumps and ridges I can feel through the thin wall separating us, adding a new dimension to the pleasure. It's almost too much, too intense.

I begin to move slowly, each thrust careful and measured. Odette pushes back against me, taking me deeper, her internal muscles clenching around me in a rhythm that threatens to undo me completely.

As I thrust, I find myself gazing past Odette's arched back to the city spread below us. Philadelphia looks different from this angle, from this moment—magical in a way I've never appreciated before. The familiar grid of streets, the illuminated landmarks, the river in the distance—they all seem transformed, as if I'm seeing them for the first time.

I must have slowed down unintentionally, because Odette complains as she pushes into me. “Please, Greg. Don’t stop. Faster,  deeper, oh dear God. Fuck you feel so good, there, there, yes, yes!” Her words are barely coherent, but I have no trouble understanding her.

Her enthusiasm is irresistible, and it only intensifies my hunger. I reach for her tits and pinch her nipples. Odette moans louder, and her channel gets wetter instantly. Her juices are releasing at a greater volume, making her more slippery. My urge to come is getting stronger, and I can barely hold it.

“I’m gonna come,” I murmur against her neck as I increase my pace. I grip  her hip with one hand while reaching around to find her clit with the other.

"Me, too," she gasps, her voice tight with approaching release. "Pull the beads out slowly, when I tell you."

I continue thrusting, feeling my own climax building at the base of my spine. My fingers work her sensitive spot in tight circles, matching the rhythm of my hips. Odette's moans grow louder, her body tensing beneath me.

"Now," she manages. "Pull them out now."

I grasp the ring and begin to pull slowly, feeling the resistance as each bead passes through the tight ring of muscle. As the beads are halfway out, Odette cries out, her body convulsing, her inner walls clamping down on me with incredible force.

The sensation is too much. With a guttural groan, I follow her over the edge, my release pouring into her in hot pulses. For a moment, the world narrows to just this—our joined bodies, the shared pleasure, the perfect connection.

I collapse forward, my chest against her back, both of us breathing hard. We stay like that for a minute, connected and complete, the city continuing its nighttime dance below us.

"I'll remember this night forever," Odette murmurs eventually, her voice soft with satisfaction. "Philadelphia will always be my favorite city in the world."

I look out at the skyline, seeing it through new eyes—her eyes. "Me too," I say simply, meaning it more than she could know.

In the space of one evening, my familiar city has become something else entirely—a place of romance and possibility, transformed by the woman in my arms. And I, too, feel transformed, opened to experiences and emotions I had forgotten existed.

A few moments later, we find ourselves tangled up in my king-sized bed, wrapped in each other’s arms as we admire another breathtaking view through the bedroom window. “You really ought to keep the condo,” Odette remarks. “Don’t even think about leasing it out.” I laugh, amused by her apparent fondness for the place. “Are you planning on living here sometimes?” I ask.

“No,” she responds, laughing. “I know it might sound a little crazy—and not exactly financially wise in your opinion—but you could hold onto it as a vacation home for when we visit the East Coast, whether for business or pleasure.”

I weigh my alternatives. It certainly isn’t the best business decision, yet the idea holds its appeal. “I suppose leasing can wait,” I say with a smile.

“Thank you,” she replies, leaning in to kiss me on the lips. “Now fuck me again.”

“So soon?” I ask playfully as my hand drifts toward her ass. “I wouldn’t want you to be too sore to stand at the trade show tomorrow.”

She laughs. “Never. I want that soreness—it's exactly what I desire. I want to feel it for days, until I see you again. Who knows how long that might be?”

I caress her soft, silky skin. “It won’t be long. Two weeks at the most.”

“Damn. That is a long time,” she pouts. “Is there any way you can speed things up a bit?”

I chuckle at her impatience. “I get it. You're already missing me."

She bites her lip, hesitating as she searches for the right words. “Actually, it’s not just about me. Paula and the girls... they need you, too.”

“I know,” I admit, suddenly filled with longing. “Like I said, I’m doing my best…”

She cuts me off. “Paula is pregnant.”

My hand freezes against her backside as I absorb her words. “Seriously? Since when?”

“Two days after you left the farm,” she explains. “She asked me to wait on telling you because she didn’t want you to feel pressured to return.”

“Nonsense,” I reply, my heart racing with excitement, almost reaching for the phone. “How’s she doing? Is she…?”

“She’s doing great,” Odette reassures me. “But she does need some help, of course. And don’t call her now—call her tomorrow and celebrate this news with her alone, okay?”

“Okay,” I agree. “Thanks for letting me know.”

“You’re welcome,” she whispers. “Now give me more of that amazing seed. I want a baby too.”

I grin. “I’ve already given you three loads.”

“I’m not getting any younger, Gregory, in case you haven’t noticed. And I need a lot more to boost my chances.”

“Yes ma’am,” I reply, the desire in her eyes igniting my passion once again. “Let’s make sure you get knocked up before the night’s over.”


CHAPTER 11
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The Uber curves along the familiar road, and my heart beats faster as we approach the farm. Three weeks away have felt like three years. Philadelphia, with its concrete and glass, seems like a distant memory now—a place I visited in a dream. What matters is here: Paula, her daughters, and the new life growing inside her. Our baby. The thought still catches me off guard, sending a wave of warmth through my chest that makes me shift in my seat.

"Almost there, sir," the driver says, glancing at me in the rearview mirror.

I nod, trying to contain my excitement like a grown man should. But the truth is, I feel like a kid coming home for Christmas. I've wrapped up what I needed to in Philadelphia—transferred my clients to Nathan and the other associates, signed the preliminary resignation papers. The legal process might drag on for months, but I don't need to be physically present for that. Richard understood. He wasn't happy, but he understood.

"Not leasing the condo?" he had asked, eyebrows raised in that way that always made junior accountants nervous.

"No," I had replied. "Keeping it."

Richard had smiled and said that it was a smart decision since I could move back in case I changed my mind. I merely shrugged and didn’t bother to tell him the real reasons I was keeping the condo: Odette’s whimsical suggestion and my own eagerness to return to California. Searching for suitable tenants needed patience, but I lost mine when Odette broke the news that Paula was expecting. I couldn't delay any further.

Frankly, I don’t really know whether it was a smart decision at all. In fact, it seems ridiculous. A condo in Philadelphia when I live in California? Odette's suggestion had seemed impulsive, excessive—not the kind of financial decision a forty-two-year-old accountant should make. But then again, I don't need the cash. The mortgage is long paid off, and the property value in Center City only goes up. Plus, the idea of having a place to return to from time to time, a foothold in my old life, feels comforting in a strange way.

The Uber slows, and there it is—the sign I've only seen in photos until now.

"Welcome to Enchanting Roses," I murmur.

The sign is everything Paula described and more. Carved wood with the letters burned in, surrounded by a frame of delicately painted roses that look almost real. A small trellis arches over it, waiting for the climbing roses Paula plans to train across it once spring comes. The whole thing sits atop two posts of river stone collected from the creek that runs along the back of the property. It's rustic without being kitschy, artistic without being pretentious—just like Paula herself.

"That's new," I say to the driver.

"Beautiful property," he replies. "Are you visiting?"

"Coming home, actually. I own it with my—" I pause, not sure what to call Paula. Partner? Girlfriend? Those words seem inadequate. "—with the mother of my child," I finish, and the words feel right in my mouth.

The road between the fields makes me catch my breath. Rows of roses stretch out on either side, their late blooms still showing color. The farmhouse sits at the end like a promise, with its wraparound porch and cheerful blue trim. I've lived here barely a month, but the sight fills me with a sense of belonging I've rarely felt. Not in my father's second family's home, not in my mother's rose farm in northern California, and certainly not in my sterile Center City condo.

This is home. It's as simple and as complicated as that.

A six-person golf cart appears around a bend in the distance, headed our way. As it approaches, I recognize the flash of copper-red hair—Aria—and beside her, the honeyed brown of Kaia's longer locks. The cart is filled with people I don't recognize—tourists, I realize. Part of the farm tour business we have been developing.

Both vehicles slow. I lower my window and wave vigorously, probably looking like an overeager fool, but I don't care.

"Hi Greg, welcome back!" Aria shouts, her voice carrying across the distance between us, bright with genuine excitement. She looks happy to see me, which makes something in my chest expand. Kaia gives a more reserved but equally warm wave.

The driver edges past the cart carefully. "Family of yours?" he asks.

"Yes, family," I say, and the word feels right. "They’re running farm tours here—it's an extension of the vineyard tour next door."

"The vineyard?" The driver perks up. "Exotic Wines, right? I've been there. Great tasting room."

"That's the one," I confirm, a touch of pride in my voice. "We're partnered with them—the rose tours are a natural extension. People come for the wine, stay for the roses."

"Smart business," the driver nods appreciatively as we pull up to the farmhouse. "You're a lucky man to have such a beautiful place."

"I know," I say, and I mean it.

The car stops, and I can barely wait to get out. I pay quickly, adding a generous tip, and haul my suitcase from the trunk. It's larger than I needed—I didn't bring much from Philadelphia, just some clothes I might need later. The bulk of the space is taken up with gifts. For Paula, for the girls, for the baby that's still just a cluster of cells but already feels like the center of my world.

The gravel crunches under my feet as I drag the suitcase toward the porch steps. The air smells different here—earthy and floral. And something else—something delicious wafting from inside. My stomach rumbles in response.

Belle must be cooking, I think as I ring the doorbell. Paula had texted that she'd be in the house when I arrived, probably working on farm accounts or planning the next phase of the tour business. She's always planning, always three steps ahead—it's one of the things I love about her.

The door swings open, and I blink in surprise. Paula stands in the doorway, but not the Paula I expected—the businesswoman with soil on her boots and determination in the set of her shoulders. This Paula wears an apron over her jeans and simple white blouse, her blonde hair pulled back in a loose ponytail, her blue eyes bright with welcome. It's only the second time I've seen her in an apron, and the domestic image does something strange to my insides.

"Surprise," she says, a smile spreading across her face. "Belle's busy with the workshop, so I thought I'd try my hand at dinner."

I drop my suitcase handle and step forward, pulling her into my arms. She fits against me just right, her head tucking under my chin, her body warm and solid. I breathe in the scent of her—roses, yes, and beneath them, a note that’s unmistakably Paula, a note I've missed every night in Philadelphia.

"I missed you," I murmur into her hair.

"Me too," she says against my chest. "The farm isn't the same without you."

I pull back just enough to kiss her, savoring the softness of her lips, the familiarity of her mouth. When we part, her eyes are shining.

"How was the flight?" she asks.

"It was lengthy," I respond. "But worth every minute."

She laughs, that warm sound that first drew me to her. "Come in, then. Tell me everything."

I follow her inside, suddenly aware that I've come home to something I never even knew I wanted—a family, a future, roots in the ground as deep and enduring as my mother’s most treasured roses.

Inside, the farmhouse wraps around us like a familiar blanket. Paula glances at my oversized suitcase and raises an eyebrow, a small smile playing at the corner of her mouth. "Planning to stay awhile?" she asks, nodding toward the luggage that seems excessive for a man who supposedly lives here. Something about her teasing tone makes me feel sixteen again—a good feeling at forty-two.

"That's the plan," I say, wheeling the suitcase into the living room. "No more Philadelphia trips for a while."

"Must be a lot of suits in there," she says, following me.

I laugh. "Actually, no. Turns out not much from my Center City life seems useful for farm living in California." I unzip the top of the suitcase. "I brought some sweaters and jackets for when it eventually dips below seventy degrees around here. But mostly—" I open the case fully, revealing packages wrapped in tissue paper and gift bags with ribbons. "I brought these."

Her eyes widen. "Greg, you didn't have to—"

"I wanted to," I interrupt, reaching into the case. "This is for you." I hand her a small, neatly wrapped package.

She opens it carefully, revealing a silk pregnancy gown in a soft shade of blue that matches her eyes. It's elegantly cut, designed to accommodate a growing belly while still looking beautiful. "Oh," she breathes, running her fingers over the fabric.

"There's more," I say, reaching back into the case. Next comes a bottle of prenatal vitamins—the expensive kind, with additional omega-3s and folate. Then I pull out the items I spent the most time selecting: a soft yellow baby blanket with tiny embroidered roses along the edge, a white onesie with "Daddy's Little Tax Deduction" printed across the front, and a small stuffed elephant with oversized ears.

I watch Paula's face as I place each item on the coffee table. Her expression shifts from surprise to amusement and then something deeper—her eyes growing bright with unshed tears even as her smile widens.

"Greg," she says, her voice catching. "This is so sweet, but it's—it's so early. I'm only five weeks along."

I take her hands in mine. "It's not too early for me. I'm forty-two years old, Paula. I never thought I'd have this chance." I place my palm gently against her stomach, still flat beneath her blouse. "I can't believe I'm going to be a dad."

She places her hand over mine. "You're going to be an amazing father."

The moment seems suspended in time—her warm hand on mine, both of us connected to the microscopic miracle happening beneath our touch. Then I pull her to me, wrapping my arms around her, breathing in the scent of her hair, her skin, the subtle smell of whatever she's been cooking.

"I can't believe I missed you this much after only three weeks," I murmur.

"Imagine how it'll be if you go away for a month," she teases, but her arms tighten around me.

The front door bangs open, breaking our moment. "Daddy!" Aria's voice calls out. "Where are you?"

Paula and I separate just as Aria bounds into the living room, followed more sedately by Belle. Aria's copper-red hair is windblown from the golf cart ride, her green eyes bright with excitement. Belle, always more reserved, offers a warm smile that transforms her face from merely beautiful to radiant.

"Welcome back," Belle says, stepping forward to give me a quick hug.

Aria, never one for restraint, practically jumps into my arms. "Did you bring us presents?" she asks, eyeing the open suitcase.

I laugh. "As a matter of fact, I did. Philadelphia specialties." I reach into the suitcase and pull out boxes of cookies from Reading Terminal Market, specialty cakes from my favorite bakery, and several packages of Goldenberg's Peanut Chews.

"Yes!" Aria exclaims, grabbing a package of the peanut chews. "I loved these when Odette brought them back."

"Save some room," Paula warns. "Dinner's almost ready."

"You cooked?" Belle asks, eyebrows rising.

"Don't sound so surprised," Paula shoots back, but there's no heat in it. "I can follow a recipe."

"I'll help set the table," Belle offers, heading toward the kitchen.

Soon we're all seated around the dining table, plates filled with a surprisingly delicious pasta dish that Paula has prepared. The conversation flows easily, filling me in on everything that's happened during my absence.

“I saw the sign on my way in,” I say. “It’s beautiful.”

"I know, right?" Aria adds. "I designed it.”

“It cost us a fortune just to make that little sign,” Belle chimes in.

Paula smiles. “It’s worth the money. We've had people stop just because they saw it from the road."

“And the website?” I ask. “How many orders have you gotten today?”

Belle and Aria exchange a look. “Not so many. Just a few bouquets.”

"And the rose products?" I ask, turning to Belle. “Sold any soap, or rose water?”

Belle shakes her head. "Not yet. We're still working on product photography and listings."

"We’re learning to run ads," Paula adds. "Google, Facebook, Instagram."

"And we're planning to set up an Amazon shop," Aria chimes in.

I nod, considering. "What about physical stores? Have you contacted any beauty-product retailers or spas in the region?"

The ladies exchange a glance. "No," Belle admits. "It seemed... too ambitious. We've barely started the workshop."

"We don't have that much inventory yet," Aria adds.

I lean forward, resting my elbows on the table. "It's not too early to start showcasing your products. If you believe in what you're making—and you should, it's excellent quality—then you need to get it out there."

"You think we're ready?" Belle asks.

“You might not get big orders right away," I tell her, thinking back to business school and what I've seen work for my clients. "Which is probably a good thing while you're still scaling up. But if you start building relationships now, you'll be top of mind when they're ready to place larger orders.”

A slow smile spreads across Belle's face. "I could put together some sample packages."

"I actually know some spa owners in the valley," Paula adds thoughtfully. "They order rose petals from us from time to time."

Belle’s eyes brighten. “You mean the shop in the town center? Mr. and Mrs. Weerawat?”

“Yes,” Paula nods. “How about I give them a call?”

“Yes, please, Mom!” Belle says.

"Perfect," I say. "And I can help with the business side—pricing structures, wholesale agreements, that sort of thing."

"Team Enchanting Roses," Aria says, raising her water glass in a toast.

We all clink glasses, and I feel a surge of belonging that still surprises me.

"We should call Odette," Paula suggests. "Let her know you're home."

I pull out my phone and initiate a FaceTime call. Odette answers on the third ring, her dark wavy hair pulled back from her face, a slight flush to her cheeks suggesting she's been working.

"Greg! You made it back," she says with a genuine smile.

"Just got in," I confirm. "Wanted to say hello."

"Welcome home," she says, then glances off-screen. "Kaia and I are in the middle of a wedding venue service—it's chaos here. We can't join you for dinner tonight, but you must all come over tomorrow. I'll cook."

"Sounds perfect," I reply.

"Good to see you," she says. "Tomorrow at seven." Then she's gone, back to her organized chaos.

I put the phone down, and Paula gives me a knowing look. "So, Odette convinced you to keep the condo, huh?"

I feel a faint heat in my cheeks. "She said she loved the view."

Paula laughs. "Odette can be quite idealistic for someone with such a practical business mind."

"And she said I should keep it as a vacation home," I admit. "Which seems crazy given the distance."

"Not that crazy," Aria interjects. "I can't wait to visit! It looked so cool over the video call."

"Anytime," I tell her, meaning it. "Maybe during Christmas break? We could go to New York for shopping and sightseeing, then swing down to Philly."

The table erupts with enthusiastic planning—Belle wants to see the Liberty Bell, Aria is already making a list of New York stores to visit, and Paula sits back with a contented smile that makes my heart skip.

"So you're really staying," she says quietly while the girls debate the merits of different Manhattan neighborhoods.

I reach for her hand under the table. "Wild horses couldn't drag me away."

Her fingers intertwine with mine, warm and strong, and I know with absolute certainty that I've made the right choice. Philadelphia was a life I built carefully, piece by piece, like a meticulous accounting spreadsheet. But this—this sprawling, messy, beautiful life—is what I've been balancing my books for all these years without
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After dinner, Belle and Aria disappear into the study, already deep in conversation about online advertising strategies and promotional photos. I can hear Aria's excited voice as they go: "We should do a time-lapse of the soap-making process. People love that behind-the-scenes stuff." Their enthusiasm is contagious, but right now, all I want is time alone with Paula. We clean the kitchen in comfortable silence, our movements synchronized like we've been doing this for years instead of weeks.

"The girls seem excited about the marketing," Paula says, handing me a plate to dry.

"They're naturals," I reply, carefully setting it in the cabinet. "Belle knows the products inside and out, and Aria has the creative vision."

Paula nods, a faint smile tugged at her lips. "And now they have an accountant with business talent."

"At your service," I say with a mock bow that makes her laugh.

When the kitchen is spotless—Paula wouldn't have it any other way—she turns to me with a gleam in her eye that sends a pleasant shiver down my spine. "Hot spring?" she suggests. "You must be tired from the flight."

"God, yes," I groan. "I've been dreaming about that hot spring for three weeks."

The evening has settled around the farm, and the sky has been painted in deep purples and blues. We walk hand in hand to the hot spring in the back of the cottage in bathrobes. It's one of the farm's hidden treasures—a feature that adds immeasurable value yet doesn't appear on any balance sheet.

Paula slips into the water first, and I take a moment to admire her—the gentle curves, the slight roundness of her belly that might be my imagination, knowing what I know. She's beautiful in a way that transcends conventional standards, a beauty that comes from strength and determination and the capacity for joy.

I follow her into the water, sighing as the heat envelops me. "God, I missed this," I say, settling onto an underwater rock beside her.

"Just the hot spring?" she teases, echoing our earlier conversation at the door.

I slide my arm around her shoulders. "No. I missed you. Every part of you. Every part of this place." I gesture vaguely to indicate the farm beyond the walls. "My life in Philly felt... hollow."

She turns to face me, water lapping gently around her shoulders. "Even with Odette visiting?" she asks playfully.

"That was nice," I admit, "And thank you for that. But this is home." I cup her cheek in my palm. "You are home."

Her eyes soften in the lantern light, and she leans forward to press her lips against mine. It's a gentle kiss at first, a reconnection after separation, but it quickly deepens. Her mouth opens under mine, and I taste the subtle sweetness of the wine she had with dinner. Her hand finds my chest, fingers tracing patterns against my skin.

When we part, her eyes are darker, the blue deepened by desire. "Turn around," I say softly. "Let me help you relax."

She complies, presenting her back to me. I gather her damp hair and move it over one shoulder, exposing the elegant line of her neck. Starting at her shoulders, I begin to massage, my thumbs finding the knots of tension that come from saving a failing farm.

"Oh," she sighs, head dropping forward. "That's perfect."

I work slowly, methodically, moving from her shoulders down her spine, applying pressure where she's tense, gentler strokes where she's sensitive. Her skin is slick from the mineral-rich water, and my hands gliding easily across the landscape of her body. I lean forward occasionally to press kisses to her neck, the shell of her ear, the sensitive spot where her shoulder meets her throat.

"I missed touching you," I murmur against her skin. "Missed the way you feel under my hands."

She makes a small sound, something between a sigh and a moan, that sends heat through me unrelated to the spring's temperature. My massage becomes less therapeutic and more exploratory, my hands sliding to her sides, then around to her stomach.

"Yes," she sighs with satisfaction. "Please don't stop."

Encouraged, I let my hands wander higher, cupping her breasts. They're fuller than I remember from just three weeks ago, and more sensitive too, judging by the way she gasps when my thumbs brush across her nipples. I circle them slowly, feeling them harden under my touch, each tiny movement pulling another beautiful sound from her throat.

One hand remains at her breast, while the other slides downward, across the slight curve of her belly—our child, our future—and lower still. She parts her legs in invitation, and I find her, hot and ready even in the water. I stroke gently at first, finding the rhythm she likes, the pressure that makes her breath catch.

"Greg," she whispers, her head falling back against my shoulder. "I missed you so much."

"I'm here now," I promise, increasing the pace of my fingers. "I'm not going anywhere."

Her hips begin to move with my touch, seeking more. I hold her against me, my own arousal pressing into her lower back, but this moment is for her. I focus on the sounds she makes, the way her body responds, and the increasing urgency of her movements.

When I feel her getting close, I whisper in her ear, telling her how beautiful she is, how much I want her, how I've thought of this moment every night we were apart. My words combined with the steady rhythm of my fingers send her over the edge. She shudders against me, a cry escaping her lips that echoes in the small space.

Before she's fully recovered, she turns in my arms, her eyes heavy-lidded but intent. "I want you," she says simply, directly—Paula never minces words.

We adjust positions, the water making us nearly weightless. She turns, gripping the edge of the spring, and I position myself behind her, mindful of her comfort, of the precious cargo she carries. Our bodies find each other with smooth familiarity, and I enter her slowly, savoring the sensation of coming home in the most primal sense.

"Perfect," I murmur against the nape of her neck. "You feel perfect."

I establish a gentle rhythm, different from our usual passionate encounters but no less intense. My hands caress her everywhere I can reach—her sides, her breasts, the sensitive spot at the small of her back. I'm acutely aware of her pregnancy, moving carefully, letting her set the pace.

"More," she urges, pushing back against me. "I'm not going to break, Greg."

I smile against her shoulder, increasing my tempo slightly but maintaining control. My hand finds its way between her legs again, adding to her pleasure. The dual sensations soon have her gasping, her inner muscles tightening around me in a way that threatens my composure.

"God, Paula," I groan. "You're incredible."

The steam, the water, the lantern light, the woman in my arms—everything combines into a moment of perfect connection. I whisper in her ear, words I'd be embarrassed to say in the light of day, telling her exactly what she does to me, how she makes me feel, what I want to do with her, for her.

My words push her toward a second climax, and I feel her begin to tighten around me. The sensation is too much to resist. We come together, her name on my lips, mine on hers, our bodies locked in an ancient dance made new by the depth of feeling between us.

Afterward, we stay connected for long moments, the water lapping gently around us, our breathing slowly returning to normal. Eventually, I help her turn in my arms, holding her close, her cheek against my chest where she can surely hear the steady beat of my heart.

"Welcome home," she murmurs, and I can hear the smile in her voice.

"Best welcome I could imagine," I reply, pressing a kiss to the top of her head.

We soak a while longer, not speaking, just enjoying each other’s presence. The world fades around us—farm work, sales, harvests, soap formulations—they are things to be worried about tomorrow.

When the night air begins to chill, we reluctantly leave the spring. I’m about to kiss her goodnight in front of the cottage when she says, “I think it’s time you move in with me.”

My mouth opens slightly. I’ve given it some thought. We are not exactly living under one roof. “Are you sure? I thought you might want some space.”

“I did,” she says. “But you’re worth giving up the space.”

I grin. “Do you want me tonight?”

She nods. “Unless you want to stay in the cottage longer. I know it means a lot …”

I consider, knowing what she means. I feel a connection with the mother I didn’t know well. “I can still use it as an office,” I say.

“Sounds good,” she says. “Grab your pajamas. I’ll be waiting for you.”

"I'll be quick," I assure her, planting a quick kiss on her lips before rushing into the cottage.
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I wipe sweat from my brow with the back of my gloved hand, careful not to let the thorns catch on my skin. Over a month of doing this, and I still haven't mastered the art of harvesting roses without occasionally drawing blood. The July sun beats down on my neck as I reach for a particularly stunning Distant Drums hybrid, its apricot center fading to a smoky lavender at the edges. Beside me, Aria moves with surprising grace between the rows, her copper hair catching fire in the sunlight. Her basket is already brimming with perfect blooms.

"We need three more Moonlight Sonatas," she calls out, checking her phone list. "And then two Jupiter's Daughters for the Johnson order."

I squint at the seemingly identical white roses. "Which ones are the Moonlight again?"

Aria sighs dramatically but smiles. "The ones with the hint of cream at the base of the petals. Not the pure whites—those are Snow Queens." She points toward a section ten yards away. "Over there."

Our garden cart sits half-filled with carefully arranged buckets of water, each holding different varieties. It's still strange how quickly the online business has taken off since we launched the website two weeks ago. Not a fortune by any means—five orders a day, averaging around a thousand dollars total—but promising for something we've only been doing for two weeks.

"The Carmichael order wants three dozen Jupiter's Daughters," Aria says, checking her phone again. "That's our big one today—two hundred fifty."

I nod, remembering how the pricing works now. Twelve roses for a hundred dollars minimum, two dozen for a hundred eighty, and three dozen maxing out at two-fifty.

"We're probably going to need to group the varieties better once we start getting more orders," I say, thinking about efficiency. "It takes forever to trek all over the farm for specific flowers."

“So it’s a workout for you.” Aria makes a non-committal sound. "But I like wandering. Each section has its own personality." She bends to snip a deep burgundy bloom. "Besides, look how gorgeous these Midnight Secrets are up close."

I watch her work, struck again by the change in her. When I first met Aria two months ago, she wanted nothing to do with the farm. Now she moves through the roses like she was born among them, recognizing each variety without hesitation, treating each stem with care.

"You've really taken to this," I say.

She glances up, her green eyes catching the light. "Surprised?"

"A little," I admit. "You weren't exactly farm-enthusiastic when I arrived. You hated harvesting."

Aria laughs, the sound bright in the quiet field. "That's because it was quite boring." She carefully places another bloom in her basket. "But this is different. This is... creating something beautiful."

I smile. The various new projects have undoubtedly changed her attitude toward farm work.

It takes us over an hour to harvest all the flowers for today’s orders, traipsing from one corner of the farm to another. The roses are planted by variety rather than convenience, which means a lot of walking. By the time we load the last stems into our baskets, my shirt is sticking to my back with sweat.

"Let's get these processed," Aria says, hoisting her basket onto the garden cart.

“Yes, ma’am,” I say teasingly, loving to see her enthusiasm.

Inside the processing shed, the temperature drops by fifteen degrees thanks to the industrial-grade cooling system. The space has been transformed since the online business began—it has been divided into two parts. Aria leads me to the smaller section where a sorting table runs down the middle, with shelves along one wall dedicated to packaging materials and order forms.

Aria sets down her basket and pulls on a fresh pair of gloves. "Watch and learn, accountant man," she says with a wink.

“Can’t wait.” I place my own basket down and prepare to receive my education in floral arrangement.

"First rule," she begins, selecting a rose with a flourish, "strip the excess foliage." Her fingers move deftly, removing leaves from the lower portion of the stem. "Leaves rot in water, and nobody wants slimy stems in their vase."

I mimic her movements, though my fingers lack her grace. Where she flows, I fumble.

"Now trim the stems at an angle," she continues, demonstrating with quick, confident snips. "This gives them more surface area to drink." The precision in her movements speaks to a natural talent I wouldn't have expected from someone who once claimed to have no interest in the family business.

After trimming, Aria arranges a dozen roses into a perfect spiral, creating depth and dimension where I would have just bunched them together. She wraps the stems in damp paper towels, secures them with a rubber band, then envelops the entire bouquet in plastic wrap with a skillful twist.

"The moisture keeps them fresh during shipping," she explains, reaching for a sheet of decorative paper—cream-colored with the Enchanting Roses logo embossed in gold. The transformation is immediate; what was merely beautiful becomes elegant.

"For the finale," she says, sliding the wrapped bouquet into a sturdy cardboard box and tucking packing foam around it. "Keeps them from bouncing around during shipping."

"You're a pro," I tell her, genuinely impressed. “Where did you learn to do this?”

“YouTube. You can find everything there.” Aria grins, her green eyes bright with pride. "But it took me about a week of practice to get it right." She seals the box with packing tape. "Never thought I'd enjoy packing bouquet roses, but there's something satisfying about seeing the whole process through."

My first attempt at packaging is clumsy by comparison. The stems are uneven, the spiral loose, but I manage to get it boxed without causing permanent damage to either the flowers or my dignity.

"Not bad for an accountant," Aria says, inspecting my work with a critical eye before nodding with satisfaction. "You'll do."

Her approval feels unexpectedly good. "What would Richard say if he could see me now?" I wonder aloud, thinking of my business partner back at Taylor & Whitman.

"The stuffed shirt who made you work remotely when you were last here?" Aria asks. "He'd probably have a heart attack."

I laugh, picturing Richard's face. "Eighteen years building a CPA practice together, and here I am packing roses in a shed."

"Oh, I almost forgot the best part," Aria says, pulling out a small stack of elegant cards. "For the gift orders." She sorts through them, a smile playing on her lips. "This one's my favorite today."

She hands me a card where she's carefully transcribed a message: "To my darling wife—After twenty years, you still make my thorns rise. Happy Anniversary, you magnificent bloom. Love, Your Gardener."

I laugh out loud. "Well, that's... direct."

"Isn't it perfect?" Aria grins. "That's what I want when I've been married twenty years."

My chest tightens unexpectedly at the thought of Aria married to someone, growing old with someone. The feeling catches me off guard.

"FedEx will be here in about thirty minutes," she says, oblivious to my momentary discomfort. "We should finish up."

I return to my clumsy packing, aware of how far I am from the life I'd planned. The numbers and clients of Taylor & Whitman feel like a past life now, fading like forgotten tax codes. My hands smell of roses instead of paper and ink, and somehow, I don't miss my old life as much as I thought I would.

My hands move mechanically through the packing process as my mind drifts back to another day in this same shed—Aria standing before me wearing nothing but strategically placed roses, a "gown" of her own design. The petals had clung to her skin like they were growing there, a living garment that left little to the imagination. I suppress a smile, still amazed at the contrast between that impulsive seductress and the focused professional beside me now.

"What are you laughing at?" Aria asks, glancing up from the bouquet she's wrapping with refined craft.

"Nothing," I say, trying to focus on the stems in my hand. "Just thinking about how much you've grown in just a few weeks."

She pauses, considering this. "Yes, sometimes I can't believe it myself." Her hands resume their work, but her expression remains thoughtful. "The farm is a much more fun place now. It's not just harvesting roses or killing bugs anymore—it's making gifts, giving tours, telling stories..." She looks up at me, her green eyes softening. "It's all thanks to you, you know."

Before I can protest, she leans in and plants a quick kiss on my cheek. My skin burns at the contact—not from embarrassment, though there's that too—but from the unexpected intimacy. I glance toward the door, though I know we're alone and far from the other workers.

"Whatever happened to that rose gown Kaia and I saw you make?" I ask, changing the subject. "The one from right before my Philadelphia trip."

"Oh, that." Aria's fingers pause on the ribbon she's tying. "It's just hanging in my closet. Nothing special."

"That's a shame," I say, genuinely disappointed. "It was gorgeous work, Aria. You should submit it to fashion design competitions."

She looks up, surprised. "Thanks, but it's pretty amateurish. It wouldn't win any prizes."

"Nonsense," I counter, warming to the idea. "There must be competitions for newcomers or fashion students. You should try."

I watch as the idea takes root, her eyes lighting up with the possibility. The roses in her hands are momentarily forgotten.

"You really think so?" There's a vulnerability in her voice I rarely hear.

"I'm certain of it," I reply confidently. "You have talent, and even an honorable mention would enhance your portfolio."

Aria's smile blooms slowly, transforming her face. "I'll look into it. Promise." She returns to her work with renewed energy, then pauses again. "I'd need to name it, though. Fashion designers always name their creations before entering them in competitions."

"I can't help you there," I admit. "Naming things isn’t really my strong suit."

She tilts her head, considering. "What about..." She moves closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "Daddy's Little Rose?"

My throat goes dry. The name sends a jolt of heat through me, unwanted memories flooding back—Aria in that dress, urging me to claim her, Kaia's eyes wide with desire, the three of us tangled together in a moment of abandon I still can't quite believe happened.

"You can't be serious," I manage to say, my voice rougher than I intended.

Aria leans closer, her breath warm against my ear. "Just thinking about that dress makes me horny," she whispers. “I’ve gotten off in it many times, recalling what you did to me.”

Holy shit. I clear my throat, stepping back slightly. "If you want the judges to take you seriously, you might want to consider a more... appropriate name."

She laughs, the sound both innocent and knowing. "I'm just kidding. You should see your face right now." Her eyes dance with mischief. "You look like you're about to pass out."

"Christ, Aria," I mutter, running a hand through my hair.

"Are you going to punish me?" she asks, her voice playful but with an underlying heat. "Like you did last time right here?"

Memory flashes through me—Aria sitting on top of a sorting table, my hand... No. I swallow hard and force the image away.

"I have something more dangerous in mind," I say, the words escaping before I can stop them.

Her eyes turn dreamy, gazing at me with naked want. "I can't wait," she breathes.

It takes every ounce of willpower not to give in to the electricity crackling between us. I take a deep breath and glance at the clock.

"We need to hurry," I say, my voice steadier than I feel. "FedEx will be here soon."

Aria holds my gaze for one more heart-stopping moment, then turns back to her work, a small smile playing on her lips. The silence between us pulses with unspoken promises.

A few minutes later, she speaks again. "I think I'll call it 'Passion,'" she says quietly, not looking up from her work.

The name lingers in the air between us, simple yet loaded with meaning.

"I like it," I say, and return to my packing, aware that we're talking about much more than a dress made of roses.

“I’ve got to go,” Aria says as soon as she seals the last box and places it on the pile. “Kaia needs me for the tour. FedEx should be here soon. You okay by yourself?”

Before I can properly respond, she's vanished into the July heat, leaving me alone in the cool sanctuary of the processing shed. I don't mind—there's something meditative about preparing flowers for their journey into the world.

I spend another hour packing wholesale orders with the other farm employees. These bundles are less ornate than our online packages—twenty stems wrapped together, no fancy paper or foam—but they still require care. The rhythmic snip of scissors and rustle of cellophane fills the quiet space until my phone buzzes against my hip.

Paula's text is characteristically direct: Meet me at the new growing section. Need to discuss planting plans with you and Sadie.

Sadie. The horticultural specialist Paula mentioned hiring while I was in Philly. I've heard the name but know nothing about the person attached to it. I set down my clippers, peel off my gloves, and step outside.
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The midmorning sun hits me like a physical blow. July has arrived with vengeful heat, turning the air into something you swim through rather than breathe. By the time I'm halfway to the new section, my shirt sticks to my back like a clingy partner.

The plot sits at the farm's northern edge, a half-acre that curves around a gentle rise. It's too far from the main rose fields and the processing shed, but quite close to the farmhouse.  Adrianna had never planted roses here. I recall it being quite weedy before I left for Philly, but now the land has been cleared, the soil overturned, and enriched with what looks like compost. No weed remains, just open possibilities.

I scan the area for Paula's blonde waves but instead spot a taller figure kneeling in the dirt. Her platinum hair catches sunlight, throwing it back with interest. She hasn't noticed me yet, absorbed in whatever soil sample she's examining, and I find myself stopping to watch her. She's wearing a simple white cotton shirt painted with blue flowers—cornflowers, maybe, or forget-me-nots—and faded jeans that hug curves generous enough to make a man believe in divine providence. A straw hat shields her face, but I can see concentration in the set of her shoulders.

I'm about to announce myself when she straightens, removes her gloves, and wipes her forehead with the back of her wrist. She takes off her hat to fan herself, revealing a face that makes my breath catch somewhere between my lungs and my throat. Then, as if the universe isn't already feeling generous enough, she unbuttons one more button on her shirt, exposing a triangle of tanned skin that makes my mouth go dry.

That's when she sees me.

Her eyes—gray as storm clouds with just as much electricity—lock onto mine. I raise my hand in greeting, feeling suddenly self-conscious of my sweat-stained shirt and dirt-smudged jeans. She rises with a fluid grace that suggests her body and the earth understand each other, and waits as I close the distance between us.

"Hi," I say, brilliantly.

"Hello there," she responds, and her voice carries a soft Texan drawl that slides down my spine like warm honey. Up close, she's even more devastating—healthy tanned skin that seems to glow from within, platinum hair that captures light in ways that defy physics, and those dreamlike gray eyes that seem to see right through me.

"I'm... Gregory," I manage, tongue suddenly thick in my mouth. "Co-owner of Enchanting Roses."

She extends a hand that's somehow remained clean despite her soil work. "Sadie Wilson. Your new flower specialist."

Our hands connect, and I swear I feel electricity arc between us—not the metaphorical kind, but an actual current that zings from her fingertips to mine and then races up my arm to settle somewhere decidedly south of my heart. My eyes drop involuntarily to where her shirt gapes open, revealing the curve of breasts that would make Renaissance painters weep.

Sadie follows my gaze, color blooming across her cheeks. "Lord, it's hot out here," she says, fingers moving to close the button. The gesture only draws more attention to what's being concealed.

I turn slightly away, adjusting my stance to hide what's becoming an embarrassingly obvious physical response. "July in California," I say lamely. "Takes some getting used to."

She chuckles and is going to respond when a movement nearby catches our attention. "Mama! Mama! Look what I found!"

The high-pitched voice cuts through the tension like a merciful knife. A small boy, perhaps five years old, comes barreling across the field, cupped hands extended before him like an offering. His hair is the same platinum as Sadie's, his eyes a matching gray, his cheeks flushed with excitement.

"Tony, honey, what have you got there?" Sadie crouches down, and I exhale in relief at the distraction.

The boy opens his hands to reveal a beetle with an iridescent shell. "It's a jewel bug!"

"That's a Japanese beetle," Sadie says. “They’re pretty but not great for farms.”

“Can I keep him?” the boy asks.

“I don’t know.” Sadie glances at me, smiling. “You have to ask Gregory.”

Tony's eyes widen as he looks at me. "Are you the boss?"

I laugh, kneeling to his level. "One of them. I'm Gregory."

"I'm Tony. I'm five and three-quarters." He thrusts out his hand with such formal seriousness that I can't help but shake it.

"Very pleased to meet you, Tony of five-and-three-quarters." I peer at his bug. "Want to know something cool about beetles? They have special wings hidden under their hard shells."

Tony's mouth forms a perfect O of wonder. "Like a secret superhero cape?"

"Exactly like that."

I glance at Sadie, noticing her hands are bare of rings. Her expression as she watches us is soft, vulnerable in a way that makes me want to know every story behind those gray eyes.

"So, how long have you lived in Texas?" I ask. "Paula said you’ve worked on a farm over there.”

She smiles, and something in my chest tightens. "For most of my life, except…a few years when I was actually in California."

"No kidding!" I find myself genuinely surprised. "Which part—"

"Gregory! Sadie! I see you two have met!"

Paula's voice cuts across the field as she appears on the path, waving like she's hailing a taxi. Her timing, as always, is impeccable—and in this case, possibly saving me from making an even bigger fool of myself over a woman I've known for all of five minutes.

"Well, isn't this a cozy family picture," Paula says as she approaches, her smile knowing in a way that makes heat climb up my neck. She's wearing a loose-fitting linen dress that’s perfect for the hot weather. Her eyes flick between Sadie and me with an assessment I'm not ready to decode.

"Just getting acquainted with our new specialist and her son," I say, aiming for casual and landing somewhere in the vicinity of obvious deflection.

Paula's smile widens, and I wonder if she's jealous. But I doubt it—Paula is the most generous and understanding woman I’ve known. Didn’t she convince Odette to go to the wine expo in Philly and spend time with me?

Paula steps forward and wraps Sadie in a warm hug. "Thank you for coming all the way from Texas to take this job. I can't tell you how much we need your expertise."

"Are you kidding?" Sadie returns the embrace with equal warmth. "Thanks for offering me the job. I love the rose farm, and I've always wanted to come back here."

I blink, confusion replacing guilt. "Come back?"

Paula turns to me, her blue eyes bright with amusement. "Sadie lived on this farm from when she was six until she was eight. His dad worked here. It was before my girls and I came along."

My mouth hangs open at this revelation. Sadie knew my mother—knew her better than I did, having lived on the farm while Adrianna was still actively running it.

“It doesn’t look like Greg has properly introduced himself to you, Sadie,” Paula says. “But he is Adrianna’s son.”

Sadie’s mouth falls as well. “Oh, I’m so sorry, but I thought he was supposed to be on the East Coast.”

“I was,” I say. “But I moved here…just recently.”

"It’s so nice to meet you,” Sadie says. "My daddy worked for Miss Adrianna for three years. We lived in the little cottage behind the main house."

The cottage where my mother later lived until she passed away, and where I stayed for over a month during my last trip. The connection hits me with unexpected force, creating an instant bond that has nothing to do with her gray eyes or the way her shirt clings to her curves.

"Sadie came back to visit a few years ago, when I was around," Paula continues. "So we've known each other for a while. Her dad started a flower farm after they returned home to Austin. She was the first person who came to mind when I wanted to find a flower specialist. I didn’t think she would be interested in the job, but I asked anyway." She shrugs, as if the serendipity speaks for itself.

“I’m so glad you did,” Sadie says. “It was a godsend to me.”

Her remark piques my interest. What events unfolded in her life? Why was she in such urgent need of a job? What became of Tony's father? I suppress the impulse to inquire about these things, aware that it's not my place to do so, at least not for now.

"We should discuss what we're planting," Paula says, bringing us back to business. "Sadie, what do you recommend for July planting?"

Sadie's demeanor shifts, professional knowledge replacing the nostalgic softness. "For summer heat, we have several good options. Dahlias would be beautiful—they come in so many colors and sizes, perfect for wedding arrangements. Marigolds are heat-resistant and add those gorgeous orange and yellow pops."

She walks a few steps, gesturing to different sections of the cleared plot. "Lavender would do well here where it's a bit higher and drier. Sunflowers along this back section would create a stunning backdrop. Dusty miller, cosmos, and zinnias are all heat-tolerant and popular in bouquets."

"What about the classics?" Paula asks. "Carnations, peonies, buttercups, baby's breath?"

Sadie shakes her head. "Those should wait until fall. Especially peonies—they need a cold period to establish themselves. Carnations can be temperamental in extreme heat. And buttercups would just fry in this July sun."

"Orchids?" I ask, remembering how popular they are in wedding arrangements.

"Those we can do anytime," Sadie says, "but in pots, in the greenhouse. They need controlled conditions." She lowers herself to examine the soil again. "With this heat, I'd recommend starting with seedlings for most varieties rather than seeds. They'll establish faster."

Tony has wandered a few feet away, carefully setting his beetle on a leaf. His small movements are precise, deliberate in a way that reminds me of Sadie's hands in the soil.

"Let's go to the office," Paula suggests. "We can order what we need right away. I want to make the most of what's left of this growing season."

"Sounds good," Sadie replies. "Let me just check if I locked the storage. I checked it out earlier." She heads towards the barn, with Tony trailing behind her. Once they're out of hearing range, Paula grins. "Looks like you've taken quite a liking to her."

I can't help but blush. "You're very observant, Paula. But who could blame me? She's amazing and clearly knows her stuff."

"Absolutely," Paula agrees with a decisive nod. "We're fortunate to have Sadie here; she'll do a fantastic job."

"Is she raising her kid alone?" I ask, unable to contain my curiosity.

Paula nods solemnly. "Yes, she's divorced. I don't know all the details, but she's definitely been through some tough times."

"I see." A blend of sympathy and curiosity stirs within me as I watch Sadie with her son.

As we walk back toward the farm office, I find myself beside Sadie, Tony skipping ahead with Paula. The proximity makes my skin prickle with awareness.

"What was it like?" I ask, unable to contain my curiosity. "Living here with Adrianna?"

Sadie's smile turns wistful. "It was magical for a little girl. Your mama let me help with the roses even though I was just a kid. She taught me about soil pH and pruning techniques. She had this way of talking to the plants like they understood her."

"Were she and your father..." I trail off, not sure how to phrase the question.

"Together?" Sadie nods. "For those three years. My daddy, Dylan, and Miss Adrianna were quite the pair. He was the quiet type, and she was—"

"A force of nature," I finish, knowing this much about my birth mother.

"Exactly." Sadie's gaze finds Tony. "She was like a mother to me. I've had three mothers in my life: my birth mama, who left when I was three; my stepmama, who married my daddy when I was twelve; and Adrianna, who was never legally anything to me but felt closest of all."

The revelation sits heavy in my chest. This woman beside me shared years with my mother that I never experienced. The unfairness of it mingles with gratitude that someone else holds these memories.

We reach the crossroads where the path splits—left to the offices, right to the farmhouse. I need to head back to the cottage to have a web conference with Richard and Nathan, but something makes me hesitate.

"I really should head over to the farmhouse," I mention, "but honestly, I'm thankful you're here, Sadie." My words seem insufficient to convey my true feelings. 

"Oh, Greg, I appreciate it so much!" Sadie looks at me, her eyes shining with unshed tears.

Before I can overthink it, I pull her into a quick hug. "Welcome back," I murmur. "You're like family here."

She stiffens momentarily in surprise, then returns the embrace. When we separate, her cheeks are pink, and I suspect mine match.

"Where are you staying?" I ask, realizing I know nothing about her current situation.

"A motel in town for now," she says. "I'm looking for an apartment, but the rental market here is tighter than I expected."

"You can return to the cottage if you'd like," I blurt out, unable to hold back. "I’m using it as an office and I've got some things there, but I can clear it out for you quickly." 

"I really appreciate it, Greg, but I wouldn't want to intrude—"

Paula, who has been pretending not to notice our exchange, turns back. "You're not imposing, Sadie. We'd be happy to have you stay with us."

“Okay then, let me sleep on it. And thank y’all kindly for the hospitality,” Sadie says, her voice wavering just a little.

“You’re very welcome, Sadie,” Paula says. “Also, I meant to tell you about Vine Valley Farm School. They have great programs for kids Tony's age. Belle and Aria both went there."

Something flickers across Sadie's face—hesitation, or perhaps calculation. "I'll consider it, too," she says carefully. "But would it be alright if Tony comes to work with me for a few weeks? Just until we get settled?"

"Of course," Paula and I say in unison, then share a surprised glance.

Tony looks up at the sound of his name, his gray eyes—so like his mother's—wide with anticipation. "I can help with the flowers," he announces. "I'm a good helper."

I laugh softly at the sincerity in his expression. "I'm sure you are, Tony," I reply, gently patting his head. After that, I bid farewell to the women and the child and walk away, their cheerful faces lingering in my thoughts.


CHAPTER 15
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It’s Tuesday afternoon, and we’re on our way to San Francisco. Belle grips the steering wheel tightly, her shoulders taut as we cruise down the highway. Though she tries to maintain a light conversation, her usually steady hands reveal the anxiety she's attempting to hide. Beside her in the passenger seat, Hazel rummages through her folder of notes, muttering reminders to herself about price points and production capacity. Two weeks back on the farm, and somehow I've found myself in the middle of their budding business venture.

When I suggested they approach retailers directly, I never expected to be conscripted into this roadshow, but Belle had insisted.

"You can't just drop business advice and disappear, Greg," she'd said last night, her voice taking on that no-nonsense tone that reminds me of Paula. "This was your idea. You're coming."

I agreed, though I hadn't simply "dropped business advice and vanished" as she claimed. Over the past few weeks, I've supported them by sending emails and making calls to potential business partners in the Bay Area. However, I choose not to argue. I want their success just as much as they do.

Aria can’t join us because of the farm tours, but she has done her part to prepare for the sales pitches. For example, she designed the tote bag with the Petal Essence logo for use to carry the samples. She also designed the business cards and assigned titles for us. Belle is the Workshop Director, Hazel is the Product Formulator, while I’m the Business Consultant.

The two girls are taking the adventure seriously. They've rehearsed their presentation several times the day before. They are also dressed in professional attire. Belle dons a tailored blue dress and styles her blonde hair into a bun, while Hazel sports a blazer over a silk blouse and suit trousers, exuding a businesslike demeanor, even with the pink tips she has recently added to her short black hair.

"I think we should lead with the rose water for Luminous Day Spa," Belle says, her hazel eyes flicking to the rearview mirror to catch my gaze. "Their clientele skews toward natural skincare enthusiasts."

Hazel nods, a lock of her short black hair falling across her forehead. "Agreed. But for Serenity Haven, we emphasize the bath salts. Their whole brand is about relaxation rituals."

"You've both done your homework," I say, feeling a swell of pride that surprises me.

The sedan climbs up a hill, and the San Francisco skyline emerges through the windshield. Belle takes a deep breath that moves through her whole body.

"We've got this," Hazel says, reaching over to squeeze Belle's arm. "Two appointments today, two tomorrow. We only need one yes to make this trip worthwhile."

"But ideally four," Belle adds, her smile tight.

"Realistically, two or three," I chime in from the back seat. "Which would be amazing for your first outing."

Hazel turns to look at me, her green eyes dancing with something like amusement. "Listen to Mr. Business Consultant back there. Two months ago, he was a CPA who probably thought rose water came from a spreadsheet."

"I'll have you know I was very familiar with luxury skincare products even in Philadelphia," I protest, making both women laugh.

The tension in the car eases a bit as we merge into the city traffic. Belle navigates the congested streets with focused precision, her eyes not leaving the road. From the backseat, surrounded by carefully packed sample boxes, I observe the dynamic between the two friends. Belle is all careful consideration and measured words, while Hazel buzzes with kinetic energy, her hands gesturing expressively as she reviews their pitch one more time.

"Remember," Hazel says, "we're not just selling products. We're selling Enchanting Roses—the experience, the story."

"The fact that we know every petal that goes into each product," Belle adds. "That matters to people."

I flip through my phone, reviewing the email confirmations for our appointments. "Luminous Day Spa is at two. Their purchasing manager is named Janet Chen. According to her LinkedIn, she's been with them for three years and previously worked at a natural products distributor."

"Perfect," Hazel says, snapping her folder shut. "That means she'll appreciate our organic products.”

Belle pulls into a parking lot near Union Square, and we unload our samples into elegant canvas totes. The logo, designed by Aria, a delicate line drawing of an open rose bloom, reflects the sunlight as Belle adjusts the bag on her shoulder.

"Luminous Day Spa," I read from the sign above a heavy glass door as we approach the building. The shop is nestled between a high-end clothing boutique and an artisanal coffee shop, boasting an exterior that is elegant yet understated.

"This is it." Belle smooths her dress. Hazel adjusts her blazer.

However, Belle pauses before we reach the entrance of the store, seemingly daunted by its luxurious appearance. “Do you think they’ll even want our stuff?” she asks, and her voice, usually so composed, sounds younger, almost uncertain.

“Belle, relax,” Hazel says, putting a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “These city types will go crazy for it.”

Belle glances at me. “How about you, Gregory? Still sure we can handle this?”

"You're both going to be great," I say. "You know these products inside and out. Nobody can speak to their quality better than you can."

Belle gives me a grateful look, her earlier nervousness now channeled into purposeful strides. Hazel walks with confidence beside her, her posture suggesting someone who has pitched products before. I remember that she'd worked in LA for three years before returning to Vine Valley, bouncing between cosmetic factories, retail jobs, and beauty salons. That experience shows in how she carries herself.

“Ready?” I reach for the handle of the glass door.

Belle nods, her face settling into something more composed and determined. "Let's go."

The interior of Luminous Day Spa is all soft whites and pale woods, with the scent of lavender hanging in the air. A receptionist with immaculate makeup directs us to a small conference room where Janet Chen waits, a sleek tablet in front of her and a skeptical expression on her face. I've only exchanged emails with her, yet she perfectly embodies the confident businesswoman I imagined.

"Hello, you must be Greg," Janet greets me with a confident yet friendly smile as she extends her hand. "It's great to finally meet you."

"It's great to meet you as well, Janet," I reply. "We appreciate your interest in our product. I mainly handle communications, but Miss Belle Lovejoy is our Workshop Director, and Hazel Greene is our Rose Product Developer."

"Ms. Chen," Belle says, stepping forward with an extended hand. "I'm Belle Lovejoy from Enchanting Roses. Thank you so much for meeting with us today."

Janet shakes her hand with professional courtesy. "Of course. I was intrigued by Greg’s email. We're always looking for unique local suppliers."

Introductions continue as Hazel and I shake hands with Janet. I notice Belle's fingers trembling slightly as she opens her folder, and I give her an encouraging nod.

"Enchanting Roses is a family-owned farm in Vine Valley," Belle begins, her voice initially soft but gaining strength with each word. "We've been growing roses for over fifteen years, but our product line is new—just about two months old."

"What prompted the expansion?" Janet asks, her pen poised over a notepad.

Belle glances at me briefly before continuing. "We've always believed our roses were special but haven’t had the capital for the production. But thanks to our recent investor and business consultant, Mr. Gregory Taylor, we’re able to pursue our dreams of sharing the blessing with people who appreciate roses as much as we do.”

I watch as Belle transforms before my eyes. The reserved young woman who had nervously gripped the steering wheel now speaks with quiet authority about soil conditions, growing cycles, and the particular qualities of their damask and hybrid tea roses. Her knowledge is deep and genuine, rooted in years of living and breathing the farm's operations.

"The key difference in our approach," Belle explains, removing a jar of dried rose petals from her bag, "is that our roses are completely pesticide-free. We don't spray anything on our flowers—not even organic pesticides. We rely on beneficial insects and careful growing practices."

Janet leans forward with interest, her skepticism softening. "And that affects the quality of your products?"

"Absolutely," Belle says, passing the open jar to Janet. "Smell these petals. Notice how the fragrance is pure rose—no chemical undertones. We harvest early in the morning when the essential oils are most concentrated, and we dry them out of direct sunlight to preserve both scent and color."

Janet inhales deeply, her eyebrows rising in appreciation. "That is remarkable. Most dried petals I encounter have lost half their scent."

Hazel steps in smoothly, setting out their sample products in an artful arrangement. "We've developed three core products to start: rose water, rose soap, and rose petal bath salt. Each one showcases different qualities of our roses."

I sit back, watching Hazel take control of this portion of the presentation. She moves with the polished confidence of someone who understands both beauty products and sales psychology. Her black hair catches the light as she leans forward to demonstrate the rose water's spritzer.

"Our rose water is produced using a high-end stainless steel distillation unit," Hazel explains, spraying a small amount onto a cotton pad and passing it to Janet. "It's a true hydrosol, not rose essential oil diluted in water like many on the market. The difference is in the delicacy of the scent and the skin benefits."

Janet presses the pad to her cheek, closing her eyes momentarily. "It's very gentle. No alcohol burn."

"Exactly," Hazel says with a knowing smile. "We don't use alcohol preservatives. Our products have a shorter shelf life than mass-produced alternatives, but the quality is incomparable."

I find myself impressed by Hazel's knowledge. In the five weeks she's been working at the farm—most of which happened while I was still in Philadelphia—she's clearly immersed herself in the technical aspects of production. She speaks confidently about distillation processes, oil extraction methods, and the specific properties of different rose varieties.

"For our bath salts," Hazel continues, opening a small glass jar, "we use a combination of damask roses for fragrance and hybrid tea roses for color. We incorporate our own rose essential oil into the mix, though we're not selling the essential oil separately yet."

"Why not?" Janet asks, rubbing the salt between her fingers.

Belle jumps in. "Production capacity. Rose essential oil requires an enormous quantity of petals for even a small amount of oil. Right now, we're focusing on products where a little goes a long way."

Janet nods, making notes. "Smart approach. Start where you can deliver consistently."

I notice how Belle and Hazel have fallen into a natural rhythm, passing the conversation back and forth, each highlighting her strengths. Belle speaks to the farming and raw materials with quiet passion, while Hazel addresses production methods and market positioning with savvy confidence. They complement each other perfectly, and Janet seems increasingly engaged as the presentation continues.

"What about packaging?" Janet asks, examining the simple but elegant glass containers.

"All recyclable or reusable," Belle says. "The glass jars can be returned to us for a small discount on future purchases. We're working on a refill program as well."

Janet sits back in her chair, a trace of amusement curved her mouth. "I have to say, I'm impressed. When I saw 'farm-produced rose products' on my calendar, I was expecting something... quaint. But this is sophisticated while still maintaining authenticity."

A warmth spreads through my chest as I watch Belle's eyes light up at the compliment. The past two weeks of late nights helping them prepare materials, practice pitches, and refine their message seems worth it for this moment alone.

Janet turns her attention to me. "And what's your role, Mr. Taylor, besides being a communicator and an investor?"

"Moral support," I say with a smile. "And occasional business advice. The vision and the products are all theirs."

Belle shakes her head. "Greg's being modest. He's the one who encouraged us to approach spas and boutiques directly. And he helped us connect with potential partners."

"Well, I'm glad he did," Janet says, turning back to her notes. "So let's talk specifics. What kind of volumes can you currently support?"

The conversation shifts to numbers—wholesale pricing, minimum orders, delivery schedules. I watch with growing admiration as Belle and Hazel navigate these questions with careful consideration. They've clearly thought through their capacity limitations and pricing strategy. When Janet asks about exclusivity arrangements, Hazel diplomatically explains their need to maintain flexibility as a new business while offering Janet first access to seasonal special editions.

"I think we can work together," Janet says finally, closing her tablet case. "I'd like to start with the rose water and bath salts in our treatment rooms, with the option to add them to our retail section if client response is positive."

Belle's posture straightens, her eyes widening slightly. "That would be wonderful."

"Let's say an initial order of twenty-four units each? With reorders based on usage rates."

Hazel glances at Belle, who gives a small nod. "That works perfectly for us," Hazel confirms. "When would you like delivery?"

"Can you manage next week? We're launching a new treatment menu at the beginning of next month, and I'd like to incorporate your products."

"Absolutely," Belle says without hesitation. "We maintain inventory specifically to fulfill new accounts quickly."

Janet stands, extending her hand. "Then I think we have a deal. I'll have my assistant send over our vendor paperwork tomorrow."

The handshakes feel momentous—a beginning. As we pack up our samples, leaving Janet with the promised set for her testing, I notice Belle's hands are steady now, her movements precise and confident. The nervous woman from the car ride has been replaced by a businesswoman who just landed her first significant account.

Outside on the sidewalk, we make it halfway down the block before Hazel lets out a whoop of joy, grabbing Belle in a fierce hug that nearly topples them both.

"We did it!" Hazel exclaims. "Did you see how she reacted to the rose water? I knew that would be the clincher!"

Belle laughs, her normally reserved demeanor breaking into genuine elation. "Twenty-four units each! That's almost a thousand dollars in our first wholesale order!"

They both turn to me, their faces flushed with success. I feel an unexpected tightness in my throat at their joy.

"What did I tell you?" I say, trying to sound casual despite the pride swelling in my chest. "You knew your products, you knew your numbers, and you were authentic. Nobody can resist that combination."

Belle impulsively hugs me. "Thank you for pushing us to do this," she says quietly before stepping back, a slight blush coloring her cheeks.

Hazel checks her watch. "We have an hour before our dinner meeting with Serenity Haven. I say we celebrate with coffee and strategize for the meeting."

As we walk toward a nearby café, I listen to them excitedly discuss how to approach future meetings based on what they learned just now. The afternoon sun gleams in Belle's blonde hair, turning it golden. Hazel gesticulates animatedly, her green eyes bright with possibilities.

This isn't my first visit to San Francisco, yet as I look around the city, I find it incredibly appealing.


CHAPTER 16

[image: ]

I watch Belle's face scrunch up as she examines the glistening slice of salmon between her chopsticks. The restaurant's amber lighting illuminates her face as she hesitates, throwing a skeptical glance at Hazel, who pops a piece of yellowtail into her mouth with ease. The contrast between them makes me smile—Belle, the farm girl facing down raw fish for the first time, and Hazel, cosmopolitan and confident, already reaching for the wasabi with familiar hunger.

"It won't bite back," I say, raising my sake cup. "Unlike the spa owner who practically signed on the spot."

Belle laughs, then takes a deep breath before slipping the fish into her mouth. Her eyes widen, surprise replacing apprehension as she chews.

"Well?" Hazel asks, leaning forward.

"It's... actually good?" Belle sounds genuinely shocked. "I thought it would be slimy."

"Told you," Hazel says, signaling the waiter for another order of tuna. "Three years in LA teaches you things. Like how to tell good sushi from the stuff that'll have you hugging the toilet all night."

The restaurant hums around us—quiet conversations, the occasional clink of glasses, the soft calls of the sushi chefs behind the counter. It's easily the most expensive place I've taken anyone to, but watching Belle tentatively reach for another piece makes the price tag worth it.

"I still can't believe how well it went with Luminous," Belle says, her eyes bright with excitement. "When Ms. Chen asked for her order to be delivered next week—"

"I know!" Hazel cuts in, clapping her hands together. "You should have seen your face, Belle."

I nod, savoring both the buttery toro melting on my tongue and the memory of Belle's professional poise cracking into pure joy when the spa owner committed to a substantial order. "You two were perfect. That's why we're celebrating."

Belle glances around at the sleek decor, the well-dressed diners, the artful presentations of food that probably cost more per plate than a decent meal for three back home. "This is too much, Greg. We should be saving what we earned today, not—"

"My treat," I interrupt, reaching across to squeeze her hand. "You deserve it. Both of you."

"But—"

"Belle," I say firmly, "the owner of Serenity Haven might not have signed today, but she'll call. I've been in business long enough to recognize genuine interest. And even without her, today was a win. So let me do this."

Hazel raises her sake cup. "To Petal Essence and its first big-city clients."

We clink glasses, and as Belle finally relaxes, I feel a warm satisfaction spreading through me that has nothing to do with the alcohol. This is what I wanted when I joined Paula's business—not just to run numbers, but to help build something, to see it grow.

After dinner, the girls insist on taking me shopping. I trail behind them through Union Square's glittering storefronts, carrying bags and offering opinions when asked, content to watch their excitement. Belle's careful consideration of price tags contrasts with Hazel's impulsive enthusiasm, yet they move through the stores with the synchronized rhythm of longtime friends.

By the time we reach Pier 39, the evening fog has rolled in, wrapping the bay in gossamer. The barking of sea lions echoes through the mist before we can even see them.

"Oh my god, they're adorable!" Belle rushes to the railing, her shopping bags swinging. Below us, brown shapes crowd the floating docks, jostling and barking in a constant cacophony.

"They smell," Hazel says, wrinkling her nose even as she smiles at Belle's excitement. "But yeah, they're kind of cute."

Belle leans in closer, observing as a rather hefty sea lion pushes a smaller one off the platform. "They're like oversized water puppies," she comments.

"Water puppies with some major anger management problems," Hazel chuckles. "During mating season, the males will fight fiercely. It can get pretty brutal."

I arch an eyebrow. "Are you into marine biology?"

Hazel's smile falters slightly. "No, not really. My ex was really into outdoor activities. He used to lead guided tours along the coast and ended up teaching me more about sea lions than I ever wanted to know."

Belle turns from the railing. "Ryan, right? The guy from USC?"

Hazel nods, her gaze drifting back to the sea lions. A slight tension tightens the corners of her mouth. "He had all these facts. Said the males are basically furry thugs with harems."

"Harems?" I repeat, the word catching in my throat.

"Yeah. The big bulls fight for territory and collect females. Very intriguing," Hazel says, her tone deliberately casual. "These ones are mostly juveniles, though. The bachelors who couldn't get any action." She points to a cluster of smaller sea lions piled on top of each other. "Ryan called that dock the frat house."

I watch her as she speaks, the way her short black hair lifts slightly in the breeze, how her eyes focus too intently on the animals below. There's something forced in her nonchalance.

"How long were you together?" The question slips out before I can stop it.

"A year and a half," she answers, still not looking at me. "We met on a dating app when I first moved to LA. He was a senior at USC when I was working at that cosmetics factory."

Belle wraps an arm around her friend's shoulders. "And then he just left for grad school, right? Without even—"

"Without even asking if I wanted to try long-distance," Hazel finishes, her voice hardening. "New York was apparently too far for me but not for his career."

I feel a familiar protective instinct rise in my chest. "I'm sorry, Hazel. That's rough."

She shrugs, but I notice her swallow hard. "It wasn't just the distance. His family... his mom especially... they weren't thrilled about him dating a girl who worked in massage parlors.”

"He took you to meet his parents?" I ask.

"One garden party. His mother spent the whole time asking about my 'career goals' with this look like she was smelling something bad." Hazel laughs, but it sounds hollow. "By dessert, I knew I was just Ryan's rebellion phase. Something to get out of his system before real life started."

"That's bullshit," Belle says fiercely. "You're worth ten of him."

"Thanks, B." Hazel's voice breaks slightly. "But guys like that... they don't fight for girls like me. Not when mommy disapproves."

Belle pulls her into a hug. "You'll find someone who deserves you. Someone who actually fights for what matters." She glances at me over Hazel's shoulder. "Like Greg. He's never run from anything difficult in his life."

I feel heat rise to my face. "Belle, come on."

"It's true," Belle insists. "Mom always says you're our knight in shining armor."

"Stop," I mutter, embarrassed but secretly pleased.

Hazel pulls back from Belle's embrace, wiping quickly at her cheek with the back of her hand. Her eyes meet mine, something vulnerable and hopeful in them that makes my chest tight.

"Belle's right," she says softly. "A guy like you... that's what every girl wants. A hero…a sea lion king, you look out for your women, though not as bloody…”

The way she looks at me—like I'm something rare and valuable—makes my pulse quicken. I find myself unable to look away from her, even as I know I should. Her lips part slightly, and I remember the moments at Odette's house, the heat between us.

"I—" I start, not knowing what I'm about to say. “A non-violent sea lion king, huh? I’m very flattered. Are you sure girls like this type?”

“I’m positive,” Hazel says. “I do.”

Belle chimes in. “Me, too.”

“Then you are my sea lion girls,” I say, not trying to be witty, but simply moved by their sincerity.

They come closer, flanking me as we observe the sea lions silently for a moment. “I think we should head to the hotel,” I say when my heartbeat returns to its normal rhythm. “It’s getting late. You girls need to rest for tomorrow’s interviews.”

“We should!” they say reluctantly. We then head for our car with our shopping bags.


CHAPTER 17
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Bayline Hotel is in Emeryville, close to the boutiques we’ll visit tomorrow. It gleams with understated wealth—polished marble floors reflecting crystal chandeliers, staff in crisp uniforms appearing from nowhere exactly when needed. I feel slightly out of place in my business casual attire as the bellhop leads us to the elevator, but neither Belle nor Hazel seems to notice. They're too busy trying not to look impressed, even as their eyes widen at each new luxury.

The elevator ascends smoothly and quietly. As the doors open on the twenty-third floor, our suite is located at the end of a tranquil corridor, adorned with subdued colors and gentle lighting.

"Wow, this is impressive!" Hazel whispers as we step inside, her shopping bags slipping from her fingers to the plush carpet.

The suite unfolds before us—a spacious living area with sleek modern furniture in cream and navy, floor-to-ceiling windows framing a panoramic view of the bay and the illuminated bridge. A kitchenette with marble countertops gleams in one corner, while two separate bedroom doors stand open, revealing king-sized beds draped in crisp white linens.

"Greg," Belle whispers, "this must cost—"

"Don't worry about it," I say firmly, setting down my bag. "Consider it an investment in our business venture."

Hazel runs her hand along the back of a velvet sofa. "I worked at a hotel once. Not like this, though." She walks to the window, pressing her palm against the glass. "God, look at that view."

The San Francisco skyline sparkles against the night, the lights of boats drifting across the dark water. The Golden Gate Bridge stretches across the bay, its outline picked out in glowing amber.

Belle joins her at the window, their silhouettes framed against the city lights. "It's incredible."

I stand back, watching them take it all in. There's something satisfying about giving them this moment, this taste of luxury. They’re both hardworking girls: Belle with the roses and now the workshop, Hazel with her string of jobs before joining us at the farm.

"Two bedrooms," I say, clearing my throat. "I thought you two would want to share the master. It's got the better view."

Belle turns, her expression softening. "That's sweet of you, Greg."

"Just practical," I mutter, though we all know the smaller room would have been fine for them to share.

Hazel flashes me a knowing smile that makes my collar feel suddenly tight.

Belle unpacks quickly, then settles on the couch with her phone. "I promised Mom I'd call when we got in. She'll want to hear about everything."

She lets me speak with Paula for a few minutes and then takes over. As Belle chatters excitedly to Paula about our successful sales pitch and the luxury spa that placed an order, Hazel catches my eye and tilts her head toward the balcony. I follow her outside, sliding the glass door shut behind us.

The night air is cool against my skin, carrying the salt scent of the bay. City sounds drift up faintly—car horns, distant music, the occasional shout—but they seem far away, as if we're floating above the world.

Hazel leans against the railing, her profile outlined in the soft glow from the city. "Thanks for today, Greg. Not just the hotel, but... everything."

"You don't need to thank me. You and Belle did all the work."

She shakes her head. "I meant about earlier. At the pier." She turns to face me. "Sorry for getting emotional. It's been a year since Ryan and I broke up. I shouldn't still get upset talking about it."

"Don't apologize," I say. "Breakups leave marks. Especially when someone makes promises they don't keep."

Hazel's fingers tighten on the railing. "That's the thing. He promised he'd fight for me, like the stupid sea lions. Said I was worth fighting for." She laughs, a brittle sound. "But when his mom made that comment about me being from 'humble beginnings,' he just sat there, silent."

I step closer, drawn by the hurt in her voice. "That says everything about him, and nothing about you."

"Maybe." She looks out at the bay again. "It's just... he talked about our future. Said I was different from the girls he usually dated. Special." Her voice drops to almost a whisper. "But not special enough to stand up to his family. Not special enough to even ask if I wanted to try making it work when he left."

My hand moves of its own accord, covering hers on the railing. Her skin feels cool beneath mine, and I feel a small tremor run through her fingers.

"His loss," I say quietly.

She turns to look at me, and I'm suddenly aware of how close we're standing. The balcony light catches in her eyes, turning them amber.

"Is it weird that I still think about him sometimes?" she asks. "Belle thinks I should be completely over him by now."

I think about Belle, whose crash on her high school English teacher left her an emotional scar and prevented her from trusting men over the years. "Everyone heals at their own pace,” I say gently.

Hazel nods, her gaze dropping to where my hand still rests on hers. Neither of us moves to break the contact.

"I don't think I was ever in love with Ryan," she says slowly. "I think I was in love with who I thought he was. With who he pretended to be."

"That happens."

"I'm better at seeing through the bullshit now." Her eyes lift to mine again, and there's something challenging in them. "I can tell when someone's real."

My throat goes dry. I should step back, put distance between us, but I can't seem to make my body obey. Instead, I'm acutely aware of the subtle scent of her perfume, the way her silk top drapes across her collarbone, how her hair frames her face in the dim light.

"Hazel," I say, my voice lower than I intended.

She shifts slightly, her arm brushing against mine. The contact sends a current through me that has nothing to do with the cool night air.

"I meant what I said earlier," she murmurs. "About wanting someone like you."

My heart pounds against my ribs. I know I should pull away, remind her of Belle, remind myself of my complicated situation with the Lovejoy women and Odette and Kaia. But in this moment, with the city spread beneath us and Hazel looking at me like I'm everything she's been searching for, I can't remember why.

Her lips part slightly, and my eyes drop to her mouth. Would she taste like the sweet rice wine she had with dinner? The thought makes heat pool low in my belly.

"Sea lion king," she whispers, leaning infinitesimally closer.

The balcony door slides open with a soft hiss. "Mom says congrats," Belle announces, stepping out to join us. "And Aria thinks we’re fools not to go to Ghirardelli Square to sample their famous hot fudge sundaes."

I step back from Hazel so quickly I almost stumble, guilt flooding through me. Belle doesn't seem to notice anything amiss, but when I glance at Hazel, there's a knowing look in her eyes, a slight curve to her lips.

"I told them all about the spa deal," Belle continues, coming to stand between us at the railing. "Aria is excited, already planning how to scale up production."

I nod, trying to focus on her words rather than the lingering sensation of Hazel's skin against mine. "That's... that's good thinking. We should be prepared."

"Are you okay?" Belle asks, looking at me curiously. "Your face is flushed."

"I'm fine," I say quickly. "Just tired. Think I'll try out that luxury bathtub you mentioned."

Belle smiles. "Good idea. The hotel website said it has jets and everything."

"Right." I back toward the door. "I'll... I'll see you both later."

As I retreat inside, I feel Hazel's eyes following me, and that uncomfortable heat in my chest intensifies—desire mingled with guilt, a dangerous combination I know better than to indulge. Yet as I close the bathroom door behind me, all I can think about is how close I came to kissing her, and how much I wanted to.


CHAPTER 18
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The bathroom is a temple of polished marble and gleaming chrome. I stand in the doorway for a moment, taking in the freestanding tub that could fit three people comfortably, the glass-walled shower with multiple jets protruding from the walls, the double vanity with backlit mirrors that make the space feel infinite. Tiny spotlights recessed in the ceiling cast a warm glow over everything, and a floor-to-ceiling window offers the same breathtaking view of the bay, though privacy glass ensures no one can see in.

I twist the gleaming tap, and water thunders into the deep oval tub. Steam rises immediately, fogging the lower portion of the mirror. On a teak tray sits a selection of bath products—salts, oils, and bubbles—each in stylish bottles featuring the hotel's logo. I select one labeled "Stress Relief" with a hint of eucalyptus and pour a generous amount under the rushing water. The scent fills the room, sharp and clean.

As the tub fills, I stand at the window, watching the lights of ships moving across the dark water. In the glass, my reflection appears faint, layered over the cityscape beneath. My eyes reveal weariness and inner turmoil.

What on earth am I doing? This question keeps running through my mind as I peel off my clothes, letting them fall onto the warm tile floor. I've got a group of five wonderful, beautiful women. Yet here I am, my heart pounding as I recall almost kissing Belle's closest friend. Do I really have the audacity to think of myself as some kind of "sea lion king?" I shouldn't let Hazel and Belle's playful remarks inflate my ego. I shouldn't be so greedy. Belle is generous and clearly open to the idea of sharing, but would she be okay with including her best friend?

The tangle of desire and guilt twists tighter in my chest.

I climb into the bathtub and lower myself into the steaming water, letting out a sigh as the warmth relaxes my muscles. Using the control panel on the wall, I dim the lights, enveloping the bathroom in a gentle dusk, with the city lights through the window now appearing more vivid.

I should focus on tomorrow's meetings. On the business. On anything but Hazel's eyes looking up at me, her lips parting, the way her body curved toward mine on the balcony.

But my mind betrays me. In the warm water, my body responds to the memory of her breasts in that silk top, the curve of her waist, the scent of her hair. I imagine her here in the tub with me, water sluicing over her skin as she straddles me.

"Fuck," I mutter, feeling myself harden beneath the water.

I close my eyes, trying to redirect my thoughts, but now I see Belle too—her long blonde hair falling around her shoulders, her gentle smile turning wicked. The two of them together, water beading on their skin as they press against me from either side.

My hand drifts down my chest, along my stomach. I shouldn't indulge this fantasy, but the water caresses my skin like fingers, and my willpower dissolves in the steam.

My cock is fully hard now, aching. I wrap my hand around it, stroking slowly, letting the water lap against the sides of the tub with each movement. In my mind, it's Hazel's hand, her lips at my neck, while Belle watches with darkening eyes.

A knock at the door freezes me mid-stroke.

"Greg?" Belle's voice filters through the door. "Are you busy?"

Fuck. What does she mean? Does she know what I’m doing? I sit up abruptly, water sloshing. "I'm in the bath," I call back, my voice sounding strangled even to my own ears.

"Oh!" There's a pause. "Well, Hazel and I want to show you what we bought. Can we come in? The mirror in here is better."

I glance down at my erection, clearly visible beneath the water. "Uh—now's not—"

"It'll just take a second!" Her voice has that excited lilt that I can never say no to.

I shift, positioning myself so the water's surface and a strategic arrangement of bubbles might hide my condition. "Okay, come in."

The door opens, and Belle steps in, followed by Hazel. They're both still in the clothes they wore earlier, and I feel a mixture of relief and disappointment.

"Wow," Belle says, looking around the bathroom. "This is bigger than my bedroom at home."

Hazel's eyes meet mine, and I swear I see a flicker of knowing amusement in them. Does she realize what she interrupted? The thought makes heat rush to my face that has nothing to do with the bath.

"We wanted to show you our purchases," Belle continues, seemingly oblivious to my discomfort. "We'll be right back."

They disappear, and I take the moment to adjust myself, making sure I'm covered. My heart is hammering against my ribs. I should tell them to wait until I'm done, but a reckless part of me wants to see what happens next.

The door swings open again, and Belle steps in first, twirling in a sundress the color of ripe cherries, with white floral patterns. It's simple but pretty, with a modest neckline and a hem that falls just above her knees.

"What do you think?" she asks, doing another spin.

"Beautiful," I say honestly. The color complements her blonde hair perfectly.

Hazel follows, wearing a teal dress with thin straps and a more fitted silhouette that accentuates her curves. The color makes her eyes look greener, more vivid.

"You both look amazing," I tell them, and I mean it. The dresses are tasteful, pretty—nothing that should make my pulse race the way it is.

They both beam at me, then each leans down to press a quick kiss to my cheek—Belle on the left, Hazel on the right. It's innocent, friendly, but the brief press of Hazel's lips near the corner of my mouth sends electricity down my spine.

"We'll be back," Belle says with a smile that suddenly seems secretive. "We've got more to show you."

They slip out, closing the door behind them, and I exhale slowly. My erection has subsided and I breathe with relief. I wonder what else they’re going to show me. The two girls went into many shops but didn’t really buy a lot of clothes. Belle bought some stylish, straw sun hats, including one for Aria and one for Paula. Is she going to show me that, too?  I don't have to wait long to find out. The door opens again a few minutes later, and my breath catches in my throat.

Belle enters first, no sun hat, and the red sundress is gone. In its place, she wears a matching set of white lace lingerie—a demi-cup bra that lifts her breasts into perfect mounds, and tiny panties that leave little to the imagination. Her long legs seem endless, and her skin glows in the dim light.

"What about this?" she asks, her voice softer now, a hint of nervousness beneath the bravado.

Before I can answer, Hazel steps in behind her, and my mouth goes dry. She's in black lingerie that contrasts starkly with her paler skin—a balconette bra that presents her fuller breasts like an offering, and a scrap of lace that passes for panties.

"We thought we'd treat ourselves," Hazel says, and there's nothing innocent in her tone now. "What do you think, Greg?"

I swallow hard, struggling to form decent words. "You both look..." My voice comes out rough, strained. "Beautiful."

They stand next to each other, one with blonde hair and the other with dark hair, both with curvy figures and sun-kissed skin, like two living dreams. The bathroom suddenly feels too warm and too small.

"Turn around," I say, the words escaping before I can think better of them.

They exchange a look I can't interpret, then slowly pivot. I grip the edges of the tub so hard my knuckles whiten. The backs of their panties are nothing but thin straps, leaving their round asses completely bare. Belle's is taut and round, Hazel's fuller and more curved. Both are perfect.

"So? What do you think?" Belle asks, twirling once to give me the full effect.

I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. The two of them—Belle's slender curves and Hazel's more generous ones—posing in lingerie that leaves almost nothing to the imagination... it's too much.

"Fuck," I say finally. "Girls, you've got to stop teasing me."

They giggle like they've accomplished exactly what they set out to do.

"We're not doing it on purpose," Belle says, her innocent act undermined by the knowing glint in her eye.

"It's okay," I manage to say, trying to sound adult and in control. "But now you really need to leave me alone because I can't hold it any longer."

The statement hangs in the air, loaded with meaning. Belle and Hazel exchange a look, something passing between them that I can't decipher. The room feels smaller suddenly, the air thicker.

Hazel is the one who breaks the charged silence. "Let us help you, Greg."

The words don't compute at first. "What do you mean?"

"Us," Hazel says, nodding slowly. "Yes, Belle and I. We want to thank you for helping us with the sales pitch and all."

I look at Belle, waiting for her to laugh it off or show some sign that this is just another level of teasing. Instead, she nods, her expression unexpectedly earnest. "Yes, please?" she says, her voice soft but certain.

There's a moment where time seems suspended. I'm acutely aware of the cooling water around me, the two beautiful young women in front of me, and the thudding of my heart.

"Are you sure, sweetheart?" I ask Belle directly, needing to know this is really what she wants.

"Yes, Greg," she says, her eyes steady on mine. "I know you guys like each other. I can't even stand the chemistry any longer."

My pulse jumps at her words, at the realization that she's been watching, noticing the attraction between Hazel and me.

"Okay, girls," I say, hearing the thickness in my voice. "Be my guest."

With that, I brush away the covering of bubbles, revealing my erection. The two young women grin at each other and walk toward me, their movements suddenly predatory and purposeful.

Hazel comes behind me first. "I worked in a massage parlor for just a few days," she says, her voice close to my ear, "but I know the basics."

Her hands land on my shoulders, strong and confident. "I missed these broad shoulders," she says, kneading the muscles.

The memory hits me suddenly—Hazel sitting on my shoulders during that chicken fight at Odette's party, her thighs around my neck, her weight balanced on me as we battled in the pool. The memory combined with her touch sends a shiver down my spine, and my cock twitches visibly.

"Ooh," Belle teases, kneeling by the tub. "Greg likes your massage, Hazel."

Hazel chuckles, her breath warm against my neck. "Stop teasing the poor man."

I glance at the mirror on the bathroom wall and see Hazel kneeling behind me, her breasts in that sexy bra right next to my head. I can't resist—I lean back and press my head against her pillowy bosom. She moans softly at the contact.

"Somebody is naughty," she chides, but there's no rebuke in her voice.

Meanwhile, Belle has started massaging my legs, her small hands working their way from my calves to my thighs. Occasionally, she "accidentally" brushes against my cock, each touch sending jolts through me. This playful side of Belle is new to me—though not entirely surprising. After all, she did seduce me in the greenhouse, didn't she?

Belle lifts my foot and places it against her lace-covered breast. "Now you're feeling the pleasure from head to toe, mister."

I curse softly, the sensation overwhelming. "The two of you will be the death of me."

Hazel's hands move to my arms, stroking my biceps with obvious appreciation. "I didn't believe you were an accountant when I first saw you," she admits.

Belle chimes in, her hands now resting on my thighs. "She couldn't believe you were forty-two either. Hazel thought you were an old man when I first told her about you."

"Come on," I protest, "I'm forty-two, not eighty-two."

Hazel's laugh is warm against my ear. "Sorry, but anyone over thirty is old to me."

I sigh, knowing I can't blame her. Hazel is only twenty-one, exactly half my age. So is Belle. The realization hits me again—I'm in a bathtub with two women who could be my daughters, and they're massaging me while wearing lingerie they bought just hours ago.

I feel blessed. I feel lucky. I feel like the water around me is too cold and the air too hot and my skin too tight.

Two young, beautiful women are touching me, teasing me, looking at me with desire in their eyes. The thought alone makes me harder, the anticipation building to an almost painful level.

I can't wait any longer.


CHAPTER 19
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I extend my arms to grasp Belle and Hazel's hands, halting their actions. As I sit up with more determination, the water swirls around me, my mind now made up.

"Enough, girls," I say, my voice low and rough. "Thanks for the massage, but I need you to get in the tub with me."

Their eyes widen simultaneously, a mirror of surprise and excitement. They glance at the bathtub—it's no hot spring like we have back home, but it's one of those luxury hotel tubs, big enough for what I have in mind.

"Yes, sir!" they answer in unison, the synchronicity making us all laugh, breaking the tension for just a moment before it rebuilds, stronger.

They stand side by side, a study in contrasts—Belle tanned and slender, Hazel fairer and more curved. Reaching behind their backs, they help each other unclasp their new bras in what seems like a choreographed move. The lace falls away, revealing two pairs of breasts, firm and youthful, nipples already hard from anticipation or the bathroom's cooling air.

"You look absolutely breathtaking," I whisper, the words falling short, yet they're all I can say.

They stand before me like a pair of naughty nymphs, unashamed and confident in their beauty. Hazel is slightly taller than Belle, her frame more generous. Belle's breasts are perfectly round, sitting high on her chest, while Hazel's are bell-shaped, fuller at the bottom. The sight of them together—Belle and her best friend—should feel wrong, but instead, it feels inevitable, as if we've been moving toward this moment since the day Hazel first arrived at the farm.

Knowing they have my complete attention, they begin to stroke each other, fingers trailing lightly over breasts, palms cupping the soft weight. Belle's touch is tentative at first, then more confident as Hazel sighs with pleasure.

"Which ones do you like more, Greg?" Belle asks, a teasing lift to her voice.

I shake my head slowly. "That's an impossible question."

They exchange a smile, pleased with my diplomatic answer. Then, as if following some unspoken signal, they turn around simultaneously, bending slightly at the waist. Their hands move to the thin straps of their G-strings, hooking under the material and drawing it down their legs with deliberate slowness. The sight of their bare asses—Belle's smaller and tighter, Hazel's rounder and more voluptuous—sends a fresh surge of heat through me.

"Now whose butt do you like more?" Hazel asks over her shoulder, her voice playful but with an edge of real curiosity.

"Still don't have an answer," I say truthfully. "Now get in the tub before I drown from anticipation."

They laugh, but obey this time, stepping carefully into the tub. The water rises as they lower themselves in, spilling over the edge and onto the tile floor. I don't care. The hotel can deal with a little water damage.

Belle and Hazel position themselves on either side of me, each straddling one of my thighs. The feel of their wet skin against mine makes my breath catch. I reach for Belle first, cupping her face and drawing her toward me for a kiss. Her lips are soft, yielding, familiar. She tastes faintly of the green tea she drank after dinner, and something else, something that could only belong to Belle.

When I break the kiss, I turn to Hazel. There's a moment of hesitation—this is our first real kiss, crossing a line we've been dancing around for weeks. Then she leans forward eagerly, her mouth meeting mine with none of Belle's initial restraint. She kisses like she talks—bold, direct, a little fierce. I feel her smile against my lips as I respond with equal fervor.

My hands find their breasts, one for each woman, stroking and teasing as they press closer. Their hands, meanwhile, have found my cock beneath the water, fingers wrapping around the shaft. The dual sensation—two different grips, two different rhythms—is exhilarating.

The bathroom fills with the sounds of our pleasure—sighs and moans echoing off the tile, the splash of water as we move. I'm hyper-aware of every touch, every breath, every subtle shift of their bodies against mine.

Belle moves back suddenly, sliding down until her shoulders are below the water line. Her hand continues its stroking motion for a moment, then is replaced by the warm wetness of her mouth. The sight of her blonde head moving beneath the water, the feel of her lips wrapping around me, is almost surreal.

I pull Hazel closer to fill the space Belle has left, bringing her to sit next to me. Her skin is slick against mine, warm despite the cooling bathwater. I lower my head to her breast, taking a rock-hard tip into my mouth. She tastes of eucalyptus bath oil and woman, a heady combination that makes me groan around the hardening bud.

My hand slips between her thighs, finding her slick and ready. Her folds part easily for my exploring fingers, and I find her nub, circling it with the pad of my thumb as I slide two fingers inside her.

"Oh god, I love that," Hazel moans, her hands coming up to grasp my hair, holding my head against her breast. "Don't stop, please don't stop."

I have no intention of stopping. I suck harder on her nipple, feeling it pebble against my tongue while my fingers continue their rhythm. Meanwhile, Belle's mouth works magic below the water, her tongue swirling around the head of my cock before taking me deep again.

The sensations are overwhelming—Hazel's pussy clenching around my fingers, her hands tight in my hair, her breasts against my face, while Belle's mouth surrounds my shaft, her hands steadying herself on my thighs. I'm caught between them, giving and receiving pleasure in equal measure.

Hazel's breathing quickens, her hips moving in small circles, seeking more pressure against my hand. I feel her thighs tense, know she's close. Belle must sense it too because her motions become more intense, her suction stronger.

My cock pulses in Belle's mouth, the pressure building. If she keeps this up, I'll finish too soon. I tap her shoulder, and she emerges from the water, hair slicked back, lips swollen.

"Ride me," I tell her, the words coming out as a command rather than a request.

She doesn't hesitate. With a fluid motion, she straddles me fully, positioning herself above my cock. Our eyes lock as she lowers herself, taking me inch by inch until I'm fully sheathed inside her. The feeling of her tight heat surrounding me pulls a groan from deep in my chest.

Belle starts to move, finding her rhythm. She rides me like she's done this a hundred times, her back arched, her breasts swaying with each rise and fall. I free one hand from Hazel to cup Belle's breast, squeezing gently, rolling her hard point between my fingers.

My mouth returns to Hazel's breast, my other hand still working between her legs. The position is awkward, my muscles straining to maintain contact with both women, but the slight discomfort is nothing compared to the pleasure coursing through me.

Water splashes over the side of the tub with each movement, soaking the floor, but none of us care. Belle's pace increases, her inner walls gripping me tighter with each downstroke. Hazel's pussy clenches around my fingers, her clit hard against my thumb. I'm surrounded by their warmth, their scent, their sounds of pleasure.

I feel Belle's orgasm building first—her movements becoming less coordinated, her breathing ragged. "Greg," she gasps, "I'm going to—"

I feel it when she comes—her walls contracting around me in rhythmic pulses, her thighs shaking on either side of mine, her head thrown back in abandon. The sight of her pleasure pushes Hazel over the edge too. She cries out, her body tensing, her hand covering mine, pressing it harder against her as she rides out her climax.

The dual sensation of their orgasms—Belle's pussy milking my cock, Hazel's wetness flooding my hand—combined with the visual feast of their pleasure-contorted faces is too much. My own release crashes through me, intense and overwhelming. I thrust up into Belle one final time, emptying myself inside her as spots dance behind my closed eyelids.

For a long moment, we stay frozen in tableau—Belle still seated on my cock, Hazel leaning heavily against my side, all of us panting and dazed. Then, slowly, reality returns. Belle slides off me with a small gasp, settling into the water on my other side. We sit there, the three of us, until our breathing returns to normal and the water turns tepid.

"We should probably shower," I finally say, breaking the comfortable silence.

"Mmm," Hazel agrees without moving. "In a minute."

But the cooling water eventually forces us to action. We stand, water cascading off our bodies, and step carefully from the tub. The floor is a minor disaster—we've flooded it thoroughly—but we manage to navigate to the shower stall.

The shower is a tight fit for three, but we make it work, taking turns under the spray, helping each other rinse off. There's an intimacy to it that's different from the passion of moments before—a gentleness, a care in how we touch each other now. Hazel washes my back while Belle shampoos my hair, their hands tender and thorough.

When we're clean and dry, wrapped in the hotel's plush towels, a pleasant exhaustion settles over me. What started as a fashion show has turned into something I never could have anticipated, and the night is still young.


CHAPTER 20
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I drag myself to the smaller of the two rooms, my legs still wobbly from the bathroom escapade. The hotel arranged our suite with a master bedroom, which I insisted the girls take, and this smaller side room with its queen bed that looks like heaven right now. My body aches pleasantly, muscles used in ways my daily routine never required.

The sheets are cool and crisp against my skin as I slide under them, not bothering with pajamas. The ceiling above me seems to swim slightly, and I realize I'm smiling like an idiot. If someone had told the Philly version of me that I'd one day be in a luxury San Francisco hotel after having just been with two beautiful twenty-one-year-old women simultaneously, I'd have had them committed. Yet here I am, living a fantasy I never even allowed myself to imagine.

I sigh contentedly, telling myself not to wake from this incredible dream. But I've barely closed my eyes when I feel the mattress dip, a warm body pressing against my side like a heat-seeking missile.

"Belle?" I murmur, though I suspect not.

"No, it's Hazel. I can't sleep."

I turn to face her, my eyes adjusting to the dim light from the bedside lamp I'd left on. She's a silhouette at first, then features emerge—those hazel eyes that match her name, her short black hair mussed from the shower, her lips slightly parted. I reach for her, my hand finding the curve of her waist, and pull her closer for a kiss.

Her mouth is eager against mine, her tongue seeking entrance, which I gladly grant. The kiss deepens, becoming hungry, insistent. When we finally break apart, we're both breathing harder.

"What do you want, baby?" I ask, though her body pressed against mine tells me clearly enough.

"Fuck me, please." The words come out as a half-whisper, half-moan, and I feel myself hardening again despite thinking I was spent for the night.

I reach over to turn the lamp brighter, wanting to see all of her. She's wearing a silky gown I haven't seen before—something she must have packed for the trip—loosely tied at the waist. The fabric is thin enough that I can see the outlines of her nipples beneath it, already hard and waiting for my touch.

I untie the sash with one easy motion, spreading the garment open to reveal her body fully. She's gorgeous—fuller than Belle, with curves that remind me of a 1950s pinup girl. I run my hand along her cheek, down her neck, across her collarbone, and finally to her breast. Her skin is impossibly soft, still faintly damp from our shower.

"Baby, you're so beautiful," I tell her, meaning every word.

"So are you, Greg," she murmurs, her eyes traveling down my chest to where the sheet tents over my growing erection. "I wanted you the first time I saw you."

The confession sends a jolt of pleasure through me. "Really?"

She nods, her eyes darkening with the memory. "I almost came during the chicken fight while sitting on your shoulder. My pussy against your neck..."

"Fuck," I curse, the image vivid in my mind now—Hazel on my shoulders in the pool, the pressure of her sex against my neck, the way she'd squeezed her thighs around me for balance. I hadn't thought of it as sexual at the time, but now...

My hand travels down her stomach to between her legs, finding her already wet and ready. My fingers slide through her folds, making a squeaky sound that's somehow both obscene and incredibly arousing.

"You're one dirty little girl," I say, my voice rough with desire.

She purrs. "And you are my sea lion king," she says, reminding me of our earlier banter.

I sit up, pushing the sheet away, and move to straddle her. My cock stands thick and long between us, and Hazel gasps as if seeing it for the first time, though she'd had her hands and eyes on it less than an hour ago.

"I want to taste it, Greg," she says, her gaze locked on my erection. "Fuck my mouth, please."

I don't hesitate. Moving forward on my knees, I position the tip of my shaft at her lips. She opens eagerly, her warm breath ghosting across my sensitive skin for just a moment before she takes me in. The wet heat of her mouth is exquisite, her tongue working the underside of my shaft as I begin to thrust gently.

Hazel takes me deeper than I expect, her hands coming up to grip my hips, encouraging me to move faster. I oblige, watching my length disappear between her lips again and again. The sight alone nearly undoes me, but I hold back. This night isn't over yet.

I pull back, my cock slipping from her mouth with a wet sound. She makes a small noise of protest, trying to follow with her lips, but I move down her body, spreading her legs wider. I drag my shaft along her wet folds, teasing her entrance, then her clit, watching her reactions to each touch.

"Come inside me, please, Greg," she begs, her hips lifting to try to capture me.

"Not yet," I tell her, continuing the teasing motions. "I want to play with you longer."

Her head tosses on the pillow, her hair a dark halo against the white pillowcase. "Please, Greg. I've waited for more than a month. It's been a long foreplay."

The words hit me like a physical blow. A month. Since the day she arrived at my “farewell” party, apparently. The knowledge that she's wanted me all this time, has been waiting for this moment, is a heady aphrodisiac.

"No fucking way," I mutter, giving in to her pleas and my own desire.

I position my cock at her entrance, noticing how she holds her breath in anticipation. I push forward slowly, feeling her walls stretch to accommodate me. She's tight, but so wet that I slide in easily, inch by delicious inch, until I'm fully seated inside her.

"Mmmm," Hazel whimpers, her eyes turning stormy with pleasure. "Yes, just like that. Do it again, please, yes..."

I begin to move, establishing a rhythm that starts slow and deliberate. Each thrust pulls small sounds from her throat—gasps and moans that tell me I'm hitting all the right spots. Her hands clutch at my shoulders, nails digging into the skin in a way that rides the perfect line between pleasure and pain.

"You feel so good," I tell her, watching her face as I pick up the pace. "So tight, so wet for me."

"Only for you," she gasps, her legs coming up to wrap around my waist, changing the angle and letting me sink even deeper. “My sea lion king.”

I can't help but laugh. "You're not going to drop it, are you?"

"Nope," she replies with a teasing grin. “I love how it sounds. It turns me on. I’ll keep calling you that every time when you fuck me."

I let out a groan — not from annoyance at the nickname, but from the overwhelming thought of being with her again and again. Honestly, I'm starting to enjoy the nickname. "Very well, sweetheart. My... sea lion girl."

I thrust harder now, faster, driven by her responses and my own building need. The headboard knocks against the wall with each movement, and in some distant part of my mind, I hope the neighboring room isn't occupied. But most of my consciousness is focused entirely on Hazel—the flush spreading across her chest, the bounce of her breasts with each thrust, the way her inner muscles clench around me when I hit a particularly sensitive spot.

Her breathing becomes more ragged, her movements less coordinated. I recognize the signs—she's close. I shift slightly, making sure I'm hitting her G-spot with each thrust, and am rewarded with a sharp cry of pleasure.

"Greg, I'm going to come," she warns, her voice breaking on the last word.

"Come for me, baby," I encourage her, maintaining the pace that's pushing her toward the edge. "Let me feel you."

Her orgasm takes her suddenly—her back arching off the bed, her inner walls clamping down on my cock in rhythmic pulses, her cry muffled as she bites her lip. The sight of her pleasure, combined with the increased pressure around my cock, triggers my own release. I thrust deep one final time, holding still as I empty myself inside her, my vision going briefly white at the intensity of it.

For several long moments, we stay joined, our bodies slick with sweat, our breathing gradually slowing. Then I carefully withdraw and collapse beside her, pulling her into my arms. She curls against me like she belongs there, her head on my chest, her leg thrown over mine.

"Belle wasn't exaggerating," she says after a while, her voice sleepy and satisfied.

"About what?"

"You. Being a good lover." She props herself up on one elbow to look at me. "A great lover, actually. You’re the first guy I’ve dated who actually cares about foreplay. Thank you."

I feel a ridiculous surge of pride at her words. "I'm glad you enjoyed it."

"Enjoyed is an understatement." Her hand trails down my chest, heading south. "I want more."

I catch her wrist gently, bringing her hand to my lips instead. "You need some sleep, Hazel. We have those sales pitches tomorrow morning."

She pouts momentarily, then sighs in acceptance. "You're right. Need to be sharp to close those deals."

"Exactly. Rest now."

She settles back against my chest, and within minutes, her breathing evens out. I look down at her face, relaxed in sleep, a small, contented smile curving her lips.

I, on the other hand, find it hard to drift into sleep's embrace. I lie there, cradling Hazel in my arms, my gaze fixed on the ceiling faintly bathed in the soft glow of the dim lamplight. The room is cloaked in a gentle hush as my mind wanders.

I wonder whether Belle is all right by herself. The idea of having the two young women take the master bedroom now seems ludicrous. I wish the three of us were together. But then again, I did not plan for the intimate rendezvous with Hazel. I want to go check on Belle, but don’t want to disturb Hazel.

I’m struggling with the dilemma when the door creaks open. The silhouette of Belle emerges in the doorway, her figure outlined by the subtle light. Our gazes lock in a wordless understanding as she hesitates, waiting for my permission to join our group.

"Hey," I whisper softly, breaking the stillness. "Come here."

Without hesitation, she moves gracefully into the room, her footsteps quiet against the floor. She climbs into bed with a fluid motion, settling beside me on the mattress. I envelop her with my other arm, feeling the warmth of her presence.

"I’m sorry. I woke up in the king-sized bed alone," she murmurs, her voice a gentle confession. "And heard you guys."

"There’s nothing to be sorry about," I reassure her with a tender smile. "I’m glad you’re here."

Reaching up, I flick the switch on the headboard, plunging the room into a comforting darkness. I draw them closer, feeling the rhythm of their breaths as they nestle against me. My eyes flutter shut, yet sleep remains elusive. I wish to linger in this moment, to relish the exquisite sensation of having two beautiful young women by my side, yearning for my affection. Though I’m no Sea Lion King, I'm overwhelmed by an unwavering resolve to shield them from any harm or heartache that life might cast their way in the days to come.


Book 5

Bluebonnet Queen


CHAPTER 1
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THE DAMASK ROSES GLOW PINK in the early morning light, their partially opened buds heavy with dew. I move through the rows with my clippers in hand, careful not to puncture the petals as Belle taught me. Three months ago, I couldn't tell a damask from a dog rose. Now, I can identify them by scent alone, blindfolded, my hands remembering the specific curve of each variety's thorns. The rhythm of farm life has once again seeped into my blood, replacing spreadsheets with soil, client meetings with dawn harvests. And frankly, I've never been happier.

"Remember," Belle says from the row next to mine, her voice soft in the morning stillness, "we only want the ones that are just beginning to unfurl. See this one?" She holds up a blossom between her slender fingers. "Perfect oil content."

The July sun hasn't yet mustered its full strength, hanging low over the eastern edge of the farm. We started at seven sharp—Belle insists this narrow window between dew-dry and full sun is sacred for harvesting roses destined for products rather than arrangements.

"Got it," I nod, selecting a blossom that mirrors hers. My hands are scratched in a dozen places despite the gloves. Battle scars of my new profession.

Aria bounces down the row on my other side, her copper hair tied up in a messy bun. We postpone our bouquet harvesting to help Belle with her workshop products.

Last week, Belle, Hazel, and I traveled to San Francisco to meet with several business owners and managers. In addition to finalizing a deal with Luminous Day Spa, a luxury venue, we also landed an agreement with a boutique in the Bay Area. We now have two significant orders that will keep us occupied for the next two weeks.

I have a feeling that Aria doesn't find the monotonous task as enjoyable as picking bouquets, which she describes as "crafting something beautiful."

She doesn't voice her complaints, but her sighs and remarks give her away. "This is way better than deadheading," Aria remarks as she drops another bunch of blossoms into her canvas bag. "Poor Mom, left with the dull job."

I glance across the field where Paula moves methodically through rows of spent blooms, snipping the dead flowers to encourage new growth. She raises a hand in greeting when she notices my gaze, and I wave back.

"Deadheading is essential," Belle reminds her sister, but there's no scolding in her tone. "Without it, we'd have half the blossoms next week."

"I know, I know." Aria rolls her eyes good-naturedly. "But making fancy rose water that'll sit on shelves in San Francisco? That's just cooler."

“Cooler than packing gifts that will sit in the vases in someone’s cozy home?” I tease her.

“Not cooler but as much,” she says.

"I still can't believe we pulled off both those deals," Belle says as she examines each blossom before gently pinching it off just below the calyx.

"My sister's a genius," Aria says with obvious pride. "A greenhouse witch and a marketing pro."

Belle's cheeks flush pinker than the roses she's gathering. "It wasn't just me. The boutique owner was hard to convince, and Hazel was the one who suggested we offer them a consignment deal," she says humbly. "Greg even agreed to consider her request for a higher-than-usual profit margin.”

I shrug. “A little compromise goes a long way.”

Belle nods. “Exactly, Mr. Business Consultant.”

“Slash flower picker,” I add with a chuckle.

"A highly experienced flower picker," Aria teases, ducking under my half-hearted swat. "You've gotten pretty good at farm work, Daddy. I think you’ve wasted your talent on spreadsheets. You’re way better with flowers than with numbers."

That innuendo in her words makes me blush. “Stop talking, Aria,” I warn. “You are going to regret it if you don’t.”

“Oh I’m counting on that,” Aria says. “Do you want to punish me here in the open fields or can you wait till we get to the workshop? I’m sure Hazel would love to watch. She’s naughtier than you think, you know?”

I mutter a curse but at a loss for words.

"Hey, cut out the flirting, you two," Belle teases, stepping in to help me out, though her smile reveals she finds it amusing. "It's getting late. Let's pick up the pace. The quicker we wrap things up here, the sooner you can get to your bouquets."

"Yes, ma'am!" Aria and I reply together, laughing as we get back to work.

The harvesting for the workshop's product roses differs significantly from cutting for bouquets. For products, we only need the flower heads, not the stems, and we snip them low, just beneath the sepals. We're after scent and oil content, not vase life or appearance. It's a gentler process, somehow more intimate—just fingers and small snips rather than long-stem cuts. The blossoms pile up in our canvas bags, their scent intensifying as they warm slightly in the early sun.

An hour slips by in pleasant conversation and the soothing pace of harvest. My bag fills up with damask blooms, their combined scent so rich I can almost taste it—sweet and complex, like fine wine. When Belle decides we have enough, I gather everyone's bags and load them into the small wooden wagon we use for transport.

"Next stop, transformation central," I announce, as I grab the wagon handles and start the journey toward the workshop. The wheels make a gentle creaking sound on the packed earth path. Belle and Aria follow behind, continuing their light-hearted discussion on which product they think will be more popular and should be produced more for storage.

"The bath salts will sell out fast," Aria insists. "People love bath products."

"The rose water is more versatile," Belle argues. "It can be used as facial toner, fragrance, even in cooking..."

"What about the soaps?" Aria asks. "I think they're great, but we haven't received many orders."

"Because people don't use soaps as much as before,” Belle says with a sigh. “They rely more and more on body wash instead.”

"What about rose petals?" I suggest. "Your mom mentioned that a restaurant in the Bay Area ordered them for cooking some time ago. We could consider that..."

"Yeah, but Greg," Belle responds. "We don't have the capacity for all that."

"I know, I know," I reply, nodding. "I just got carried away. We'll take it one step at a time. But remember, we can always hire more people."

"And expand your colony, Mr. Sea Lion King?" Aria teases again.

Damn. Hazel or Belle must have shared the joke with her. I wonder what else these girls discuss behind my back. “I have no plan for that, sassy girl,” I say with a chuckle, my cheeks warm again.

The workshop comes into view, its fresh red paint gleaming in the morning light. Hazel's blue Honda is parked outside.

Aria halts her steps at the end of the path. “I’m going to get started with the bouquets. Join me at the east field hybrid tea block as soon as you’re done with the delivery, okay?” Aria says to me. “And don’t forget to bring the wagon.”

“I won’t,” I say.

Inside, the workshop is warm and fragrant. Hazel stands at the center worktable, her short black hair tucked behind her ears, brow furrowed in concentration as she measures ingredients for a batch of soap. She looks up at the sound of the wagon wheels on the concrete floor, and her hazel eyes—the namesake feature that's always struck me as almost supernatural in their clarity—brighten when they meet mine.

"Perfect timing," she calls. "I just finished prepping the distiller."

I heft the bags of blossoms onto the workbench, trying not to stare at the curves that stretch her tight t-shirt or the way her fitted jeans hug her hips. My mind flashes back to a few nights ago at the Bayline Hotel. The three of us—Hazel, Belle, and I—celebrated our successful sales pitch in the hotel's luxury bathtub.  Afterward, Hazel came to my bed alone, confessing her feelings for me and begging me to take her. Heat rises to my face at the memory, and other parts of me respond in ways that make me grateful for the concealing workbench between us.

"Heavy haul today," I manage, keeping my voice steady.

"We needed it," Belle says, moving to the sink to wash her hands. "Two dozen of rose water alone will take almost all of these."

Hazel approaches, peeking into the bags. "Beautiful work, everyone. These are perfect." Her fingers touch mine as she reaches past me for one of the blossoms, and I feel a spark—static from the dry air, but it jolts me nonetheless. Her knowing smile tells me she felt it too, and remembers exactly what I'm remembering.

With the blossoms delivered, I know I should head back out to help Aria with the online orders. But I linger, watching as Belle and Hazel fall into their fluent routine, sorting the blooms, checking for insects or damaged petals, preparing them for the distillation process. They move together with a synchronicity that's beautiful to watch, anticipating each other's needs without speaking.

"I should let you two work," I finally say, backing toward the door. "Orders won't fill themselves."

Belle looks up, brushing a strand of blonde hair from her face. "We'll see you at lunch?"

"Count on it."

I step toward her, drawn by something I can't resist, and wrap an arm around her waist. She smells of roses and morning sun, and when I kiss her, she tastes faintly of the coffee she had at breakfast. It's a brief kiss, professional enough for a workplace, but with an undercurrent that makes her eyes darken slightly when I pull away.

Hazel doesn't let me leave without claiming her own goodbye. Her kiss is different—quicker, more playful—but no less affecting. "Don't work too hard," she murmurs against my ear.

"Look who's talking," I reply, gently tugging on a lock of her hair before stepping away.


CHAPTER 2
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Stepping out of the workshop, I head toward the east field with the wagon in tow. I spot Aria’s red hair easily and make a beeline for her. She’s already assembled a dozen red roses I recognize as Mr. Lincoln—the most famous of the hybrid tea roses.

“You’re finally here,” she says, glancing up. “I thought you were never going to leave the workshop.”

She sounds just a bit grumpy, and I lift an eyebrow. “Are you jealous or something?”

“Jealous? Me? Of course not,” she huffs. “I was just worried we wouldn’t get all the bouquets ready. We’ve got fifteen orders today!”

“No kidding!” I say. Fifteen is the most we’ve had so far. We’ve hit ten, maybe twelve, in the past week. “That’s great. Business is picking up.”

“Yup,” Aria says with a grin. “Guess word’s finally gotten out. And the online ads are working.”

“No doubt about it,” I agree.  Although we're still trying out online marketing, and the return on investment for our Google ads hasn't been impressive, I choose not to dampen Aria's spirits with this detail.

Aria directs me to a different block in the field to collect Tiffany, a beautiful pink hybrid. “These are in the same order as Mr. Lincoln,” she explains. “The same customer also ordered a dozen Golden Celebration. They want them in the same bouquet. They are all gorgeous flowers. but I don’t know how good they’ll look mixed together.”

"How about creating some arrangements and bundles to make it easier for the customers? You have a keen artistic sense," I suggest.

"That's a fantastic idea, Greg!" she exclaims with excitement. "I'll get right on it!"

Her enthusiastic response lifts my spirits, and I continue, "You could name them something like Aria's Choice."

"Exactly," she agrees with a smile. "Maybe Lovejoy's Special, Enchanting Bouquet, California Beauty..."

"That's the spirit!" I laugh at her enthusiasm.

"I can't wait to get started," she says, pausing briefly as if envisioning the artistic creations she'll make. "But for now, let's focus on finishing the current task."

"Yes, ma'am!" I grin and get back to work. 

"Stop calling me 'ma'am,'" Aria protests. "I'm too young for that." 

I laugh. "It's a compliment. I like the bossy side of you, baby." 

Aria blushes. "Thank you, Daddy, but I don't mean to be bossy." Her voice takes on a husky tone as she gives me a longing look. We've both been busy and haven't shared many intimate moments since I returned from Philly, even though we work together on the farm every day. Aria can be naughty when we're alone, but in public, she maintains her decorum. I can see her resisting the urge to hug me. "I miss you," she whispers. 

"I miss you too," I reply, gently brushing her cheek with my fingers. "Let's make time for each other soon. And with Kaia as well." 

"That sounds great." She nods. "Speaking of Kaia, could you cover for me this afternoon? I want to help Belle and Hazel at the workshop. Kaia says she can handle the tour herself, but I'm sure she'd appreciate some help. Plus, she misses you too." 

"Of course, sweetheart," I say. "I'd be delighted. I've been looking forward to being part of the farm tour." 

"Thanks, Greg, you're the best." She smiles, leans in, and gives me a quick kiss. 

I resist the urge to hold her and deepen our kiss. After we part, we return to finish the rest of the harvest.

Ten minutes later, I clip one final stem. "That should do it," I announce as I place the flower into my basket. "Let's head to the—"

My words halt when I spot something—or rather, someone—moving through the tall grass of a fallow field about thirty yards away. A small figure, barely visible above the swaying stalks.

"Hold up," I tell Aria, squinting against the morning sun. "I need to check something."

She follows my gaze. "Is that a kid?"

"I think it's Tony. Sadie's boy." I hand my basket to Aria. "Can you take these to the processing shed? I'll catch up."

She takes the basket with a knowing smile. "Sure thing. Say hi to Sadie for me."

I pretend not to notice her tone, though the heat in my cheeks betrays me. "Just being neighborly," I mutter, already walking away. I wonder what Aria is thinking. Has Paula mentioned the way I ogled Sadie the day we met, about two weeks ago? I wouldn’t blame her if she did. Honestly, I haven't been able to stop thinking about Sadie since we first met. I'm irresistibly drawn to her, even though I barely know her. Her stormy grey eyes, platinum blonde hair, and charming Texas accent frequently cross my mind. Plus, she lived with my mother for three years, almost as long as I did. There's an undeniable pull towards her, not just because of her beauty, though that's certainly part of it. There's something more I can't quite identify. Maybe it's her knowledge of flowers or the hint of caution in her eyes. I'm not sure. It seems like she's escaping something, possibly her past.

The grass parts around my legs as I cross into the fallow field. We rotate crops on the farm, letting sections rest between plantings. Right now, it's a miniature jungle of wild grasses and volunteer flowers—the perfect playground for a five-year-old's imagination.

"Tony?" I call out, keeping my voice gentle.

The small figure freezes, then turns. A mop of sandy blond hair and wide eyes peek out above the grass. When he recognizes me, his face splits into a gap-toothed grin.

"Mr. Greg!" he shouts with unrestrained excitement. "Look, look!"

I crouch down as I reach him, bringing myself to his level. He's wearing denim overalls with a dinosaur patch on one knee and a light blue t-shirt underneath.

"What are you doing out here all by yourself, buddy?" I ask, trying to sound casual rather than concerned.

His small hands cup the air in front of him like he's holding water. "I'm catching butterflies! Look at this yellow one!"

I peer at his empty hands and play along. "That's a beautiful butterfly. Does your mom know where you are?"

Tony's face scrunches in concentration. "Mom's with the flowers. She said stay close, but the butterfly came this way." He looks up at me suddenly. "I haven't seen you in forever, Mr. Greg!"

"It's been about two weeks," I correct gently.

"That's forever!" he insists with a child's sense of time. "Mom said you're busy with your flower business."

"That's true, we've had a lot of orders." I glance around. "Where exactly is your mom?"

Tony points vaguely toward the eastern fields. "That way. With the baby flowers."

"The seedlings?" I ask, and he nods enthusiastically. "Well, how about we go find her? I bet she's wondering where you wandered off to."

"Can I bring my butterfly?"

"Absolutely," I say, standing and offering my hand. "But maybe we should let it go when we find your mom. Butterflies need to be free to pollinate flowers."

He considers this with grave seriousness before nodding. "Okay. But I'll find another one tomorrow."

We walk hand in hand through the field, Tony chattering about bugs and dinosaurs and a cartoon I've never heard of. His small fingers grip mine with complete trust, and something in my chest tightens. I never realized how much I liked kids—I'd even thought of them as annoying creatures—until recently, when I found out about Paula’s pregnancy. Now, I can’t help but imagine what it will be like when my own child is born. Will they be as adorable as Tony?

We find Sadie in the seedling area, kneeling between rows of newly transplanted flower starts. She's wearing faded jeans with dirt-stained knees and that same blue floral shirt I remember from her last visit—not revealing but somehow perfect on her frame. Her platinum blonde hair is pulled back in a loose ponytail, a few strands escaping to frame her face.

She doesn't notice us at first, focused on checking a row of young plants, her fingers gently testing the soil around each one. Then Tony calls out, "Mom! I found Mr. Greg! And a butterfly!"

Sadie's head snaps up, her dreamy gray eyes widening first in surprise, then narrowing with maternal concern as she quickly stands.

"Tony Wilson! I told you to stay where I could see you!" Her voice carries that distinctive Texan lilt that somehow makes even scolding sound musical. She hurries over to us, wiping her hands on her jeans. "I'm so sorry, Gregory. He was supposed to be playing right beside me."

"It's all right," I assure her, releasing Tony's hand as he runs to his mother. "He was just chasing butterflies in the fallow field. No harm done."

"Still, I—" She stops mid-sentence as Tony tugs at her shirt, demanding she look at his imaginary butterfly. She bends down, giving him her full attention for a moment. "That's wonderful, honey, but you scared me disappearing like that. We talked about staying close, remember?"

"But the butterfly was getting away," he explains with impeccable five-year-old logic.

Sadie sighs, ruffling his hair. "Next time, tell me before you go chasing critters, okay?"

"Alright, Mama," the child replies obediently, and once again, my heart tightens at the sight.

Sadie then looks up at me apologetically. "Thank you for bringing him back. This farm is so big, I worry about him wandering off."

"It's no problem at all." I find myself smiling more than necessary. "Actually, I'm glad for the excuse to come say hello. How are you settling in?"

"Oh, we're doing just fine," she says, standing up straight. I haven’t noticed she's that tall, just a few inches shorter than my six-foot frame. "Paula's been real kind about showing me around."

The morning sun catches in her hair, turning it almost silver in places. She looks good—healthy, strong. Farm work suits her, adding a subtle glow to her tanned skin.

"You look great," I say before I can stop myself, then quickly add, "I mean, farm life seems to agree with you."

A slight blush colors her cheeks. "Thank you. I guess I was just meant for farm work. It's hard work, but the good kind, you know? The kind that helps you sleep easy at night."

I nod, understanding exactly what she means. We stand there a moment, neither quite sure what to say next. Tony has already moved on to examining a nearby plant, his butterfly apparently released.

"I like your shirt," I say, grasping for conversation. "Those flowers—what kind are they?"

Sadie's face lights up as she glances down at her shirt. "Bluebonnets! They're Texas's state flower. My absolute favorite." She smooths a hand over the fabric. "Back home, they cover entire fields in the spring. The most beautiful sight you'll ever see."

"They're lovely," I say, though I'm not just looking at the flowers printed on her shirt. I clear my throat and change the topics. "How are your seedlings coming along?"

This is safer territory—farming talk. Sadie visibly relaxes.

"They're doing just fine. I check them daily—you know, making sure they're not too dry or drowning." She gestures to the neat rows behind her. "I've been scouting for pests too, spraying some neem oil and insecticidal soap just like Miss Adrianna taught me."

The mention of my mother's name catches me off guard, though it shouldn't. Of course they knew each other well.

Sadie continues, unaware of my momentary discomfort. "For the zinnias, cosmos, and dahlias, I've been pinching the tops to encourage bushier growth. More blooms that way." A look of pride crosses her face. "My daddy taught me that back on our flower farm in Texas. He believes in organic methods, just like y'all do here."

"Sounds like you know what you're doing," I say, genuinely impressed. "Paula wasn’t kidding when she said you grew up on farms and were experienced.”

Sadie shrugs, but I can tell she's pleased. "I was practically raised in dirt.  My daddy was born and raised on a farm, and he had his own not long after he turned twenty. He married my mama over there. Just a small market farm—tomatoes, peppers, corn, that sorta thing. Then, when I was about three, the drought hit. Crops failed two years runnin’. Mama took a job on a berry farm out in California to earn some cash, and the plan was for Daddy and me to follow after he sold the place. But by the time we made it out there, Mama had moved on—met somebody else. Daddy kept hopin’ she’d come back around, but she never did. They divorced, and then Dad met Miss Adrianna…"

Her sudden flood of words takes me by surprise. "I'm really sorry to hear all that," I tell her, feeling an even deeper connection due to my own parents' divorce when I was her age. 

"It’s alright," she says. "Didn’t mean to weigh you down with all my messy history."

I see her adjusting her stance, likely weary from kneeling for so long. "How about we take a seat for a bit?" I propose, pointing to a grassy area at the field's edge. "You've been working all morning."

"That obvious, huh?" She laughs. "My knees aren't what they used to be."

We settle on the grass, keeping Tony in sight as he explores nearby, staying close this time. The morning is warming up, but a gentle breeze keeps it comfortable. Sitting beside Sadie, I'm aware of a subtle floral scent that might be perfume or simply the residue of working with flowers.

"Paula mentioned you're divorced," I say carefully, then immediately regret my bluntness. "I'm sorry, that's probably not something you want to talk about."

Sadie looks surprised but not offended. "It's all right. It's been almost two years now." She furrows her brow, observing Tony quietly for a while.

I can't quite discern her expression. It doesn't seem like sadness; rather, it resembles confusion or perhaps weariness. "Do you... miss your family in Austin?"

She's quiet for a moment, plucking a blade of grass and twisting it between her fingers. "Sometimes I miss my daddy. He's getting older, but he's still running that flower farm like a man half his age." She pauses, her voice softening. "Mostly, though, I miss Adrianna. Those were some of my happiest days, living with her. When Paula contacted me a month ago, I was thrilled about the job offer but also sad about her passing …"

The admission hits me in an unexpected way. Since arriving at the rose farm, memories from my childhood have started resurfacing unexpectedly. I recall my mother, my father, and me living in a small apartment on the East Coast—hazy memories, yet warm and comforting. I've held these cherished moments close without even realizing it. Naturally, I have no recollection of the rose farm since Mother only began it after she and Father divorced. In that respect, I feel a twinge of envy toward Sadie.

"You were close to Adrianna?" I ask, trying to hide the complicated emotions her words stir up.

"She was like a second mother to me," Sadie says, her gray eyes distant with memory. "I was just a kid when Daddy started seeing her. She taught me a lot of things. About roses, about cooking, and about standing up for myself." She glances at me. "She talked about you all the time, you know. Was so proud of you graduating from college."

A lump forms in my throat. "Thank you for letting me know. I didn’t think she cared." That isn’t true. Mom had sent a postcard to congratulate me.

“She did,” Sadie says, nodding. “She was a kind lady. I think she felt sorry my Mama left me when I was so little…and well, perhaps I reminded her of you as well."

A mix of emotions stirs within me—partly jealousy that this woman spent years with my mother that I didn't, and partly gratitude that my mom found solace in caring for Sadie. It must have helped ease her own pain and guilt from leaving me, much like Sadie's mom did.

"I want to visit her grave," Sadie says quietly. "Would you... would you mind if we went together sometime? I understand if that's too personal."

"No," I say. "I'd like that. To tell the truth, I haven't been there either, although I should. It’s just that…my mother and I...we weren't close. Then Paula's letter came out of the blue. I intended to sell my shares to Paula, but I ended up staying. I still can't quite wrap my head around it..." I trail off, not sure how to explain the mixture of grief and guilt that keeps me away.

"It’s okay," she says, reaching to cover my hand with hers. "I understand."

Her touch sends a thrill down my spine. I have to take deep breaths to calm down.

We sit in comfortable silence for a moment, watching Tony chase something through the grass—hopefully not another butterfly leading him astray.

"Can I ask you something?" I finally say. "Why did you and your father leave the rose farm? You told me your daddy was seeing my mom.”

Sadie's expression turns wistful. "Daddy asked Adrianna to marry him." She says it simply, but I hear the weight behind the words. "She said no.”

“Why?” I ask, my curiosity intensifies.

“Well,” Sadie continues. “Like I said, your mama was a kind lady, always putting others first, keeping her own dreams in check. She thought she was too old for Dylan, being in her mid-forties and all. She thought he deserved to be with a woman who could give him more children, though he didn't care about that.”

“I see,” I murmur, my chest tightening again. “That sounds just like her.”

“Yeah. After the rejection, it got awkward, so we moved back to Texas and started our own place."

I process this new information about my mother. Needless to say, I didn’t know any of this—a marriage proposal, a life she might have had. "Why?" I murmur, more to myself than to Sadie. “Why did she have to run away from happiness? Would’ve been so nice if —”

“Yes, it would have been nice if she’d simply said yes,” Sadie whispers. I remember her saying that she felt a stronger bond with Adrianna compared to the other two mothers in her life.

And suddenly, unexpectedly, tears are pressing at the back of my eyes. I blink rapidly, turning slightly away, but Sadie notices. She doesn't speak, just places a hand on my back, a simple touch that somehow conveys perfect understanding. The gesture feels both intimate and familiar, like we've known each other much longer than we actually have.

After a moment, I clear my throat and stand up, needing to regain my composure. "I should get back to the processing shed. Aria's probably wondering where I disappeared to."

Sadie stands too, brushing grass from her jeans. "Of course. We've kept you long enough."

"Tony," I call, "I've got to go help Aria with the flowers. You be good for your mom, okay?"

He runs over, already dirty from head to toe in the way only children can manage after mere minutes of play. "Will you come see my dinosaurs next time? Mom got me new ones!"

"I'd like that," I say, meaning it.

As I prepare to leave, I remember something Paula mentioned. "Have you had a chance to check out Vine Valley Farm School? Paula said she recommended it to you."

Something flickers across Sadie's face—hesitation, maybe even fear—before she composes herself. "Not yet. I like keeping Tony with me for now."

"It's a great place," I press gently. "And safer than having him on the farm all day. Lots of hazards around here for little ones."

Sadie nods, but her smile seems forced. "You're right. I'll look into it this week."

I get the distinct impression there's something she's not saying, some reason beyond simple preference that makes her reluctant to send Tony to school. But it's not my place to push.

"No rush," I assure her. "Just a suggestion."

I intend to inquire if she's thought about my offer for her to move into the cottage, but I don't want to pressure her further. Sadie appears to be brave and strong, yet I can detect a vulnerability she seems to find difficult to hide.

As I walk back toward the processing shed, I find myself turning to look back once. Sadie is kneeling next to Tony, pointing at something in the soil, teaching him. The sight stirs something in me—a longing for something I can't quite name. Family, perhaps. Or simply connection.

Whatever it is, I know one thing for certain: I'll be finding more excuses to check on Sadie's seedlings in the days to come.


CHAPTER 3
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I pace the gravel driveway, mentally rehearsing the handful of rose facts I've managed to memorize. The summer sun beats down on my neck, but I hardly notice it. "Welcome to Enchanting Roses, where we grow over a hundred varieties across our ten acres." My voice sounds stiff even in my head. I try again, softening my tone. A hundred varieties. Ten acres. Organic. Tended by hand. Founded by my mother, Adrianna. I repeat these fragments like a strange incantation, as if they might transform me from an ex-CPA into someone who actually belongs among these blooms.

Damn. Why did I agree to sub for Aria? Kaia can handle the tour by herself, can’t she? She does really need me. But then again, I miss the girl, and according to Aria, Kaia misses me, too.  So, this is the perfect opportunity for us to get together, even if it’s just for work.

My watch reads 1:22 PM. Kaia should be here any minute with the tourists from her mother's vineyard. I tug at my collar, already damp with sweat that has nothing to do with the heat. Public speaking was never my strong suit, even during my accounting days when I'd give quarterly presentations. Those were facts and figures—concrete, unchangeable. These are living things with histories and peculiarities I'm still learning.

"Just welcome them and answer basic questions," Aria had said earlier, before she headed off to help Belle and Hazel with product orders. "Kaia will handle all the technical stuff. No one's going to quiz you on soil pH or whatever."

The assurance didn't help much. I know the basic numbers—the farm's acreage, how many varieties we grow, the rough annual yield—but the details of cultivation still elude me. What if someone asks about pruning techniques or disease management? What if they can tell I'm an imposter in this world of thorns and petals?

I take a deep breath, filling my lungs with the sweet, heavy air. This isn't a corporate presentation. These are tourists looking for a pleasant afternoon. They want stories, not spreadsheets.

The familiar hum of the golf cart draws my attention to the bend in the driveway where it appears, white with a hand-painted "Exotic Wines & Enchanting Roses Tours" logo on the side—Aria's handiwork.

Kaia sits at the wheel in a cream dress with sunflower patterns, her chestnut hair pulled back in a practical ponytail that still manages to catch the light. Behind her sit four tourists—a young couple pressed close together on one side, and an older couple looking politely interested on the other.

I raise my hand in greeting, and Kaia pulls the cart up beside me with automatic ease.

"Perfect timing," she calls out, her brown eyes sparkling with the enthusiasm she brings to every tour. "Hop in!"

I slide into the front passenger seat next to her, turning awkwardly to face the tourists who regard me with the mild curiosity of people on vacation.

"Everyone," Kaia announces with a flourish, "I'd like you to meet Gregory Taylor, co-owner of Enchanting Roses. This is his family's farm."

I twist further in my seat and offer a wave that feels stilted. "Welcome to Enchanting Roses. We're... we're glad to have you here."

The younger woman, wearing a wide-brimmed sun hat and oversized sunglasses, smiles broadly. "We've been looking forward to this part of the tour. The vineyard was amazing, but I've always loved roses."

Her partner, a man with carefully maintained stubble and expensive-looking shorts, nods politely beside her.

The older couple—the woman with silver-streaked hair and the man with deep laugh lines around his eyes—lean forward slightly. "Is it true this is the only rose farm in the valley?" the woman asks.

Before I can answer, Kaia puts the cart in motion, and we begin to roll down the path toward the main fields. "It absolutely is," she says, expertly navigating around a slight bend. "And that's where our story begins."

I settle back in my seat, grateful for Kaia's natural ability to take charge. The tension in my shoulders begins to ease as we bump along the path.

"Both Enchanting Roses and my mom's Exotic Wines were once part of a single property," Kaia explains, her voice carrying easily over the cart's electric hum. "Alex's Vineyard, founded by Gregory's grandfather nearly fifty years ago."

The tourist's attention shifts between Kaia and the passing scenery—rows of roses stretching out in organized blocks of color on one side, distant vineyards visible on the other.

"When Alex passed away," Kaia continues, "the land was divided between his children. Gregory's mother, Adrianna, had a different vision than her brothers. Where they saw grapes, she saw roses. She converted her inheritance into what you see today—the valley's only dedicated rose farm."

I watch the tourists' faces as they absorb this, seeing my family history reflected in their interested expressions. It's strange to hear it told this way, as a neat narrative with a beginning, middle, and ongoing end. The reality was messier, full of arguments and financial strain I'm still discovering through old papers and Paula's recollections.

Kaia slows the cart as we pass a particularly vibrant section of blossoms. "These are Enchanting Roses' signature variety," she says. “Twilight Glow, Adrianna, Gregory's mother developed it herself, crossbreeding for years until she got exactly the shade and fragrance she wanted."

I remain fixated on the flower well after Kaia finishes speaking. The rose captivated me instantly when I first laid eyes on it. Its petals display a rich bluish-purple hue, accented by a touch of orange at the core.

The younger woman leans dangerously far out of the cart to snap a photo. "They're gorgeous," she breathes.

Kaia's storytelling picks up pace as we continue, her hands occasionally leaving the wheel to gesture dramatically. "Now, maintaining a rose farm in this region isn't easy. After Adrianna passed, Paula Lovejoy—that's Gregory's business partner—kept things going through sheer determination."

As Kaia talks, I feel a surge of pride for Paula.The woman's stubbornness sometimes frustrates me, but I recognize it as the same quality that’s kept the farm alive.

"There were hard times," Kaia admits, throwing me a quick glance. "Including when my own mother, Odette, tried to convince Paula to sell to developers who wanted to build a resort."

The older man's eyebrows shoot up. "Your mother wanted to shut this place down?"

Kaia laughs, somehow making even this potentially awkward moment feel like part of a grand adventure. "Her intentions were sincere: to ensure the farm's survival. Mom is a businesswoman through and through. She saw financial opportunities where Paula and Adrianna saw heritage. That's what makes our valley unique—we have visionaries of both kinds."

She slows the cart near a small hill that offers a panoramic view of the property. "The farm was actually on the verge of closing for good last year," she says, her voice dropping dramatically. "Until Gregory here made the ultimate sacrifice."

All eyes turn to me, and I feel heat rising in my cheeks.

"He quit his successful career as a CPA on the East Coast," Kaia announces, "left his whole life behind, and moved across the country to save his mother's legacy. Without him, these roses might all be condos by now."

The older woman makes a soft sound of appreciation. "That's quite a commitment to family history," she says, looking at me with newfound respect.

"What made you do it?" asks the younger man, speaking for the first time. "That's a big career change."

I turn fully in my seat, finding the words coming more easily than I expected. "Honestly, it wasn't entirely selfless. I fell in love with this place the moment I set foot on it." The truth of this statement surprises me even as I say it. "There's something about working with living things, seeing the seasons change, watching something you've tended burst into bloom... it's different from balancing books."

"Still," the older man says, "not everyone would make that leap."

We begin moving again, and I find myself voluntarily pointing out features as we pass. "That barn was originally built by my grandfather. We've converted half of it to a workshop where we make rose-based products—rosewater, soaps, bath salts, even dried rose petals for cooking."

"Do you miss your old life?" the younger woman asks, leaning forward.

I consider this for a moment. "Sometimes I miss the certainty of it. Numbers always add up the same way. Roses are more unpredictable." The guests nod and murmur in agreement. I don't intend to come across as philosophical, but the words just flow out naturally. "But I don't miss the fluorescent lights or being inside all day. And my spreadsheet skills still come in handy for inventory."

The cart rounds another bend, and Kaia announces, "We've reached my favorite part of the tour. This is our visitor field, where you can actually walk among the roses, take photos, and even cut a few to take home."

She parks the cart near a wooden archway covered in climbing roses. The field beyond is specifically planted for visitors—sturdy varieties arranged in picturesque patterns, with wide paths between them.

"Each group gets one of these," Kaia says, reaching behind her seat to retrieve four small baskets, each containing garden shears and gloves. "Gregory, would you mind explaining the proper cutting technique?"

What? For a moment, I feel a flash of panic. Shit. I’m just an imposter—not a real farmer. But then I meet Kaia’s trustful eyes. She’s counting on me. I can’t let her down. Besides, I’m not an imposter. I’ve been practicing this for weeks. I am a real farmer. I grab one of the baskets and step out of the cart.

"The most important thing," I say, slipping on the gloves, "is to protect your hands. Even the friendliest roses have thorns." I approach a nearby bush heavy with crimson blooms. "When you cut, you want to go at an angle, about a quarter-inch above a leaf node—that's where the leaves attach to the stem."

I demonstrate, feeling the satisfying snip as the shears close around the stem. "This encourages new growth. And if you're going to put these in water later, cut them a bit longer than you think you need."

The tourists gather around, nodding appreciatively. The older couple asks about how long the flowers will last once cut, and I find myself answering without hesitation, drawing on conversations I've overheard between Paula and Belle.

The younger woman points to a neighboring bush with enormous white blooms. "What variety is this one? I've never seen roses so large."

"That's a Heritage Grand," I reply, surprising myself with my certainty. "They're known for their size and that slight vanilla scent. They make excellent focal points in arrangements."

After gently reminding the tourist to pick only in the designated area, we leave them alone.  As the tourists disperse to explore the field, carefully cutting selected blooms to add to their baskets, I catch Kaia watching me with an amused expression.

"What?" I ask.

"For someone who was panicking about this tour an hour ago, you sound like you've been farming roses your whole life," she says.

I look down at the gloves on my hands, the rich soil beneath my feet, the perfect rose I just cut. "It feels that way sometimes," I admit. "Like I've been here longer than I actually have."

For the next half hour, I move between the tourists, answering questions and offering suggestions. I point out the differences between tea roses and floribundas, explain why certain varieties have more fragrance than others, and even share the story of how Belle discovered that our soil's unique mineral content gives our roses their exceptional keeping quality.

When it's time for the tourists to return to the vineyard, the tourists' baskets are full of carefully selected blooms, and their phones are loaded with photographs. The younger woman shows me a selfie she took with a particularly vibrant yellow rose.

"This is definitely going on Instagram," she says. "What's your farm's handle? I want to tag you."

"@EnchantingRosesCA," I reply without hesitation. Another fact I've absorbed without realizing it.

As we load back into the cart, the older man claps me on the shoulder. "You've got a special place here," he says. "I can see why you left the accounting world behind."

I nod, my throat suddenly tight with an emotion I can't quite name. Pride, maybe. Or belonging. As Kaia starts driving us back toward the main road, I look out over the fields of roses—my mother's legacy, Paula's labor, and now, somehow, my home.

My hands are no longer numb with anxiety, but warm with purpose. Watching the tourists admire their freshly cut roses and hearing their amazement at the place I now co-own fills me with pride in my new life. The cart halts in front of the farm, and Kaia looks at me, saying, "Thanks for joining me, Greg," while giving my arm a squeeze. "You're welcome to come along anytime."

Although I'm supposed to get off here, I hesitate. I've thoroughly enjoyed the tour. "You know what?" I say. "I'll go to the vineyard with you and say hi to your mother."

"Really?" she beams. "That would be great."


CHAPTER 4
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The visitors shuffle off toward the château with their freshly cut roses, the scent trailing behind them like invisible tails. Kaia waves goodbye, the sunflowers looking especially bright in the late afternoon light. I stand beside her, watching the white château with its steep slate roofs rise before us like something from a European postcard, out of place yet somehow perfectly at home among the vineyards.

"Thanks for coming! Tell your friends about us!" Kaia calls after them, her professional voice dissolving into a more relaxed tone as they disappear through the ornate front doors. She turns to me, tucking a strand of honey-brown hair behind her ear. "You said you wanted to say hi to my mom?"

"Yes I do," I say. "Where do you think she is?"

We both scan the property, our eyes moving across the manicured lawn to the patio where the tasting room opens onto a view of the hills. And then I see her—Odette's dark wavy hair unmistakable even from this distance. But it's the man she's speaking with that makes my stomach drop.

"Shit," I mutter, recognition hitting me like cold water.

"What's wrong?" Kaia asks, following my gaze.

"That's—that's Charles," I say, the name tasting bitter on my tongue. "I met him in Philadelphia, at the Pennmark Hotel restaurant when your mother was there for the wine expo."

Kaia freezes, her body going rigid. "Charles? My—"

"Yeah." I touch her elbow gently. "Maybe this isn't a good time after all."

"Let's get out of here," she agrees, but we've hesitated too long.

Charles spots us, his conversation with Odette abruptly ending as he starts walking in our direction with determined strides. Odette follows, her face a mask of controlled concern.

Kaia quickens her pace, but Charles calls out, "Kaia! Please, wait."

She stops but keeps her eyes fixed on the ground, her shoulders hunched slightly forward as if bracing for impact. I step closer to her, instinctively protective.

Charles reaches us, his expensive shirt and polished appearance doing nothing to hide the desperation in his eyes. He glances at me with unmistakable hostility before turning his attention back to Kaia.

"What do you want?" Kaia asks, her voice smaller than I've ever heard it.

"I just wanted to say hi," Charles says, his smile forced.

"Okay. Hi. Now you've said it." Her words come out clipped and cold.

Charles clears his throat. "There's one more thing. I'd like to throw you a party for your twentieth birthday next month. Something special."

"Thanks, but that isn't necessary," Kaia says, finally looking up, her eyes hard.

"Please," Charles persists. "Let me do this for you. Give me a chance. I'm your dad."

The word 'dad' seems to break something loose in Kaia. Tears fill her eyes, making them shine in the afternoon light. "Just because you're responsible for my birth doesn't mean you're my dad," she says, her voice trembling but strong. "Throwing me a birthday party won't change anything. You abandoned my mother and me when we needed you most. She was helpless when she came to this country with a baby. If it weren't for Paula and Adrianna, we wouldn't have survived."

Charles's face falls. "Kaia, I've apologized—"

"I don't want your apology," she cuts him off, tears now streaming down her face. Before anyone can say another word, she turns and runs, her dress fluttering behind her as she disappears past the rows of grapevines toward the distant hills.

I start to follow, but Odette's hand on my arm stops me.

"Just let her be alone for a while," she says softly, then turns to Charles, her posture straightening. "I think you should leave."

Charles stands his ground. "Odette—"

"No," she says firmly. "I appreciate what you've done to help with the vineyard's distribution, but this is and will only ever be business between us. You need to give up on your dream of reuniting with your daughter. You've lost that chance."

Charles clenches his fists, the knuckles turning white before he exhales and visibly deflates. "Very well. Thank you for making it clear."

He walks to his car parked on the roadside without looking back. The engine starts with an expensive purr, and then he's gone, leaving only dust.

I stroke Odette's back gently. "Are you alright?"

"I'm fine," she says, but her voice wavers. "It's Kaia I'm worried about. She hates me for asking Charles for help with the vineyard. Says I'm spineless." Odette looks at me, vulnerability in her dark eyes. "Maybe she's right."

"No," I say firmly, turning her to face me. "You're the least spineless person I know, Odette. You've done what you had to do to save this place. It takes courage to ask for help, especially from someone who hurt you so deeply."

A small smile turns up the corners of her mouth. "Thank you, Gregory." She squeezes my hand, then glances in the direction Kaia disappeared. "Will you please find her? See if she's okay? I'd go myself, but we're short-staffed at the tasting room."

"But I don't know where she is," I admit.

Odette points toward the hills. "She's likely by the meadow behind the hill. It's a private spot—she goes there whenever she needs to be alone." She gives me quick directions. "I'll come as soon as the last customers leave."

I nod and set off, following the path that Kaia took, feeling the warmth of the late afternoon sun on my back and an uncomfortable heat in my chest that I recognize as anger toward Charles, mixed with worry for Kaia.

The meadow spreads before me like a secret, hidden behind the hill just where Odette said it would be. A gentle breeze stirs the tall grass, and the late afternoon sun turns everything golden. I don't see Kaia at first, then catch movement by the creek that cuts along the edge, half-hidden by drooping willow branches. She's standing ankle-deep in the water, bent low with intense concentration, the hem of her dress almost touching the surface.

"What are you doing, Kaia?" I call out, stepping closer.

She whips around, finger pressed to her lips. "Shh! You scared away my fish." Her eyes are still red-rimmed from crying, but there's a different energy about her now—something lighter.

"Sorry," I whisper, hanging back and watching her return to whatever she was doing. She bends again, hands hovering just above the water's surface, completely focused.

"Don't just stand there," she says without looking up. "Come join me."

I hesitate, glancing at my shoes and pants, but her smile when she turns to look at me breaks down any resistance. I kick off my shoes, roll up my pant legs, and step into the creek. The water is cool against my skin, small pebbles shifting under my feet.

Now I can see what's captured her attention—the creek is alive with tiny fish darting between our ankles, their backs shimmering in the sunlight.

"Three-spined sticklebacks," Kaia explains, slowly lowering her hands into the water. “We’ve got a lot of them here.”

She lunges suddenly, letting out a squeal as a fish slips through her fingers. "Almost!" She tries again, and again, each failure making her laugh harder. It's infectious, and soon I'm joining in this ridiculous game, feeling my worries wash away with the current.

I dip my hands into the water, surprised by how quick the little creatures are. When one darts between my fingers, I feel a sharp prick.

"Careful of their spines," Kaia warns, too late.

I don't mind the sting. Seeing her laugh is worth it. After several failed attempts, I finally trap one between my palms, lifting it just above the water.

"You got one!" Kaia bounces over, splashing water everywhere. She peers at the tiny fish, its body glistening with iridescent blue and green. After a brief moment of triumph, I lower my hands and release it back into the creek.

We wade out of the water and collapse onto the soft grass of the meadow, breathless and damp. I wrap an arm around her shoulders.

"That was fun," I say, pulling her close.

"It is." She leans into me. "Louis used to take me here when I was little. He'd bring a picnic, and we'd spend hours looking for fish and frogs."

"He sounds like a terrific father,” I say, curious about the man who'd earned such devotion.

Kaia's face softens. "The best daddy in the world. He'd read me stories every night, even when he was exhausted from working the vineyard. Odette used to complain that he spoiled me rotten."

She falls silent, and I wait, sensing there's more. The meadow around us is quiet except for the bubbling creek and occasional birdsong.

"Why won't you give Charles a chance?" I finally ask, my thumb gently stroking her shoulder.

She stiffens slightly, then relaxes with a sigh. "Because I already had a dad. Louis was my father in every way that matters. I don't want..." She pauses, searching for words. "I don't want anyone replacing what that word means to me. Dad is Louis. Not Charles."

The simple truth of her answer touches something deep in me. I pull her closer and press my lips to the top of her head. "You're a very good girl, Kaia."

She turns to face me, her eyes meeting mine before she leans in and kisses me. What begins as comfort quickly deepens into something more urgent. Her lips part, inviting me in, and I taste the sweetness of her mouth as she shifts to sit on my lap.

The V-neck of her wrap dress dips low, revealing the beginning curve of her breasts. I run my fingertips along the edge, feeling her shiver under my touch. My lips follow the path of my fingers, trailing down her neck to the exposed skin.

"I've missed you," she whispers, reaching for the string at her waist.

With a gentle tug, the knot comes undone, and her dress falls open. I draw in a sharp breath at the sight of her tan breasts, half-hidden behind a yellow bra, the fabric a bright contrast against her skin.

"You're beautiful, Kaia," I murmur, leaning forward to press my lips against the swell of her breast. She moans softly, squirming on my lap as her hands find the zipper of my pants.

I hesitate, glancing around the otherwise empty meadow. "Are you sure?"

"No one comes here," she assures me. "It's private."

The certainty in her voice convinces me. I nod, and she smiles, easing down my zipper and freeing me from my boxers. The cool air is quickly replaced by the warmth of her hand as she strokes me.

Her eyes turn dreamy, focused on what she's doing. "I missed this," she says softly. "Aria and I tried using dildos on each other, pretending they were you, but we couldn't fool ourselves."

A groan escapes me at the image her words create—the two girls together, pleasure-seeking and thinking of me. The thought makes me harder in her hand.

I lie back on the grass, watching as she lowers her head, taking me into her mouth. Her technique is still developing, a bit clumsy but enthusiastic, and the sight of her honey-brown hair falling around her face as she moves is almost enough to undo me.

I reach for her, unhooking her bra with fingers that tremble slightly. Her breasts spill free, full with large, dark nipples that harden as I brush my thumbs across them. She moans around me, the vibration sending pulses of pleasure up my spine.

Her eyes meet mine, dark with desire, and I know what she wants.

"Let go," I tell her, gently pulling free from her mouth. "Ride me."

She grins, helping me shimmy my pants down further before standing to remove her dress completely. Her panties follow, revealing the trimmed patch of hair between her legs. The late afternoon sun bathes her naked body in golden light as she straddles me, guiding me to her entrance.

We both moan as she sinks down, taking me inside her warm, silky channel. The sensation is overwhelming—tight, wet heat enveloping me inch by inch until she's seated fully on my lap.

"God, Kaia," I breathe, my hands moving to her hips.

She begins to move, rising and falling in a pace that has us both gasping. Her honey-brown hair cascades down her shoulders, shimmering in the sunlight with each movement.

Her breasts sway gently with each rolling motion of her hips, full and perfect. I reach up to cup them, running my thumbs over her hardened tips, and her rhythm falters for a moment as she arches into my touch.

"Greg," she pants, her movements becoming more urgent. "It feels so good."

I thrust up to meet her, driving deeper into her warmth. Her inner muscles clench around me, drawing me further in with each movement. Sweat beads on her skin, making her glow in the fading light.

"Touch yourself," I urge her, wanting to see her come apart.

She slips a hand between us, finding that sensitive spot and circling it as she continues to ride me. Her eyes flutter closed, her mouth opening in silent pleasure as she works herself toward release.

The sight of her—head thrown back, pleasure transforming her features—pushes me closer to the edge. I grip her hips tighter, helping her move faster, deeper.

I slide my hands down from her breasts to her waist, then around to grip her ass, helping guide her movements. The flesh is firm yet yielding under my fingers, and she rewards my touch with a whimper of pleasure. Her pace increases, her breathing growing more ragged.

"Wait," I murmur against her lips. "I don’t want to finish yet."

She pauses, looking down at me with curiosity dancing in those striking brown eyes. Without disconnecting our bodies, I carefully sit up, remove my shirt and lay it on the grass before rolling us over. The position gives me more control, lets me see her face fully as I begin to move within her.

"Do you like it?" I ask, bracing my weight on my forearms.

Her answer is to wrap her legs around my waist, pulling me deeper. "Of course, Greg. It’s perfect,” she says as she gazes at me with dreamy eyes, hands splaying across my chest. “You look like a Greek god. I love it.”

I start with slow, measured thrusts, watching her reactions carefully. Her eyes flutter closed, her lips parting on a silent moan. Her hands roam my back, fingers pressing into my muscles when I hit a particularly sensitive spot inside her. The sounds she makes—soft gasps, quiet moans, my name whispered like a prayer—drive me wild.

The sunlight plays across her skin, highlighting the beads of sweat forming along her collarbone. I dip my head to taste them, trailing my lips along the graceful curve of her neck. She tastes of salt and something unmistakably Kaia—something I'm quickly becoming addicted to.

"Harder," she breathes into my ear, her nails lightly scraping down my back. "Please, Greg."

I comply, increasing both speed and force, driving into her with more purpose. My shirt beneath us shifts with our movements, bunching up in places. I feel her legs tighten around me, her heels digging into my lower back as she tries to pull me even closer.

"Like this?" I ask, though I can tell from her reactions that I'm doing exactly what she wants.

"Yes," she hisses, her head tipping back, exposing the elegant line of her throat. "Just like that."

I'm entranced by the sight of her—the way her breasts bounce with each thrust, how her stomach muscles tense, the flush that spreads across her chest and up her neck. She's uninhibited in her pleasure, and it's the most beautiful thing I've ever seen.

Our bodies move together in perfect synchronicity, as if we've been lovers for years instead of having just discovered each other. I can feel the tension building, that familiar tightening at the base of my spine that signals I won't last much longer. But I want her to come first, want to see her fall apart beneath me.

I shift my angle slightly, pushing deeper while using one hand to tease her most sensitive spot. Her reaction is immediate—a sharp gasp, her back arching off the blanket, her fingers clutching at my shoulders.

"Greg," she moans, her voice thick with desire. "I'm close."

"I know," I whisper, continuing the dual stimulation. "Let go, Kaia. I want to see you."

She shakes her head, eyes still closed. "Together. I want us to come together."

The request nearly pushes me over the edge right then, but I manage to hold back, focusing on bringing her to that precipice with me. I increase my pace, my thrusts becoming less controlled as my own pleasure builds. The sounds of our bodies meeting, skin against skin, mingle with the ambient noises of the meadow—the creek's gentle flow, birds singing in the distance, the whisper of the breeze through the grass.

Kaia's breathing becomes more erratic, her moans louder and more frequent. I feel her inner muscles begin to flutter around me, a telltale sign of her approaching climax. My own control is hanging by a thread, my movements becoming desperate as I chase our shared release.

"Now," I groan, feeling the first waves of my orgasm building. "Come for me now, Kaia."

Her eyes fly open, locking with mine as her body tenses beneath me. For a moment, we're frozen in that perfect connection—her brown eyes wide and vulnerable, her lips parted in a silent cry. Then she's coming apart, her inner walls pulsing around me as she calls my name. The sight and feel of her pleasure triggers my own, and I bury myself deep within her as my release overtakes me, wave after intense wave of ecstasy washing through my body.

Time seems to stop as we cling to each other, our bodies shuddering with aftershocks. I manage to keep most of my weight off her, but we remain connected, neither of us willing to break the intimate bond just yet. Her hands move lazily up and down my back, her touch gentler now but no less affecting.

Eventually, I roll to the side, bringing her with me so we're facing each other on the blanket. Her cheeks are flushed, her hair a tangled mess, her eyes heavy-lidded with satisfaction. She's never looked more beautiful.

"Wow, that was incredible.." she says with a satisfied smile.

"Yeah," I agree, understanding completely. I tuck a strand of her toffee-brown hair behind her ear, letting my fingers linger on her cheek. "It was."

We lie there in comfortable silence for a while, our breathing gradually returning to normal. The creek continues its eternal journey beside us, the water gurgling over rocks in a soothing melody. A few birds dart overhead, unconcerned with our presence in their domain. The meadow feels magical somehow, as if it exists in a pocket dimension separate from the rest of the world.

"This was my special place with my dad," Kaia says softly, her fingers tracing abstract patterns on my chest. "I never thought I'd share it with anyone else."

I kiss her forehead, honored by the implication. "Thank you for sharing it with me."

“You’re welcome.” She snuggles closer, her body fitting against mine like a puzzle piece finally finding its match. Her skin is cooling in the afternoon air, raising goosebumps along her arms. I drape my shirt over us, creating a cocoon of paradise I don’t ever want to leave.


CHAPTER 5
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I shield my eyes against the August sun as we trudge up the hillside behind the farmhouse. Sweat trickles down my spine, but it's not just the heat making my skin prickle with anticipation. This stretch of land—five acres of untapped potential that my grandfather once abandoned—might finally have a purpose. Paula walks ahead, her blonde hair gathered into a ponytail, while Odette trails behind us with Mr. Vaughn, their voices a constant murmur of possibilities and projections. The consultant keeps nodding, scribbling notes, his eyes scanning the terrain like he's already seeing the resort we've only dreamed about.

"This is it," Paula announces, stopping at the crest of the hill. Her blue eyes sparkle with an intensity I've come to recognize as her visionary look. She sweeps her arm in a wide arc. "From here to that line of trees—all of it unused for generations."

Mr. Vaughn—a thin man with rectangular glasses and a tablet he clutches like a security blanket—nods appreciatively. "The elevation is perfect. Not too steep for construction, but high enough to offer those views." He points toward the valley, where vineyards stretch in neat rows, a patchwork of deep greens against the golden California hills.

"And the hot springs are located...?" he asks, glancing between us.

"There's a main one near that outcropping," I say, pointing to a rocky area about fifty yards away, "and several smaller ones scattered throughout. We've marked them all with those red flags."

Odette steps forward, her dark hair sliding over her shoulders as she leans toward the consultant. "The mineral composition is what makes them special," she says. Her French accent becomes more pronounced when she's excited, something I’ve noticed for a while. "My vineyard next door has similar springs, but not as many."

I observe Paula and Odette as they share a look. I recall the journey of the resort project, which was originally Odette's concept. This had sparked some resentment from Paula, but ultimately, everything turned out fine. The two women frequently discuss the resort, imagining its future whenever they meet. A few nights ago at the kitchen table, they spread out paper and mapped it all—buildings, roads, gardens, and names for every suite, like they already existed.

"My grandfather believed these springs were bad luck," I say, recalling Paula's explanation from months ago. "According to family lore, he tried for years to grow grapes here, but every harvest failed. Eventually, he declared the water was 'cursed' and abandoned this section entirely."

Mr. Vaughn looks up from his tablet, eyebrows raised. "Cursed?"

Odette laughs. "Louis said his dad was the kind of man who knocked on wood, avoided ladders, and swore by the signs. What we now know is that the mineral content likely affected the soil pH in ways that weren't great for Sangiovese grapes. But what's bad for wine can be perfect for wellness tourism."

"Which is why my uncle didn't want this parcel when the property was divided," I continue. "He took the prime grape-growing land, and my mother inherited this 'problem area.' Little did anyone know it might turn out to be the most valuable part of the property."

Paula nods, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. "Sometimes what looks like a curse is just a blessing waiting for the right moment."

Mr. Vaughn crouches down, removing a small vial from his messenger bag. "Well, I've reviewed the preliminary water analysis you sent, and I brought some testing equipment to confirm." He approaches the nearest hot spring—a steaming pool about the size of a small hot tub, ringed with mineral deposits that form crusty white patterns against the dark rock.

We gather around as he collects a sample, the water clear but carrying a faint sulfuric scent that tickles my nostrils. He adds a few drops from another bottle, swirls it, and watches as the liquid turns a pale blue.

"Just as I suspected," he says, satisfaction evident in his voice. "The mineral composition is remarkably similar to what you'd find in places like Baden-Baden or Bath. The combination of sulfur, magnesium, and calcium is particularly sought after." He stands, brushing dirt from his knees. "People pay premium rates for access to therapeutic waters like these. Natural hot springs with this profile are increasingly rare."

Paula clasps her hands together, the gesture uncharacteristically girlish for a woman who typically exudes such strength and composure. "I knew it," she says. "I told you, Greg."

Odette's smile is more measured, but I can see the calculations happening behind her shrewd brown eyes. As owner of Exotic Wines vineyard next door, she understands better than anyone the value of unique selling propositions in the competitive California tourism market.

"And the location," Mr. Vaughn continues, turning to take in the panoramic view, "is exceptional. You're elevated enough for these stunning vistas of both properties and the valley beyond, yet the surrounding tree line creates a natural barrier that makes it feel secluded. That's a rare combination."

A wave of pride and hope washes over me. To be honest, Paula and I have had our doubts about the resort project, though we're both ready to take a chance. Odette, however, has been resolute and has been driving us forward. I'm grateful for her business acumen.

"The proximity to both your existing operations is another advantage," Mr. Vaughn says, tapping notes into his tablet. "Rose tours, floral workshops from Enchanting Roses, wine tasting from Exotic Wines. It's the kind of integrated experience modern luxury travelers seek out."

Paula moves to stand beside me, her arm brushing mine—a familiar touch that still sends a current through me. We’ve grown close in every way these past months, bound not just by the farm and this project, but by the life growing inside her. With the plans unfolding in front of us, there’s a new weight to it all—a shared dream taking shape, not just for us, but for the family we’re about to become.

"I can already see it," Paula says softly, her voice meant only for me despite Odette standing nearby. "Couples getting married in a rose garden, honeymooning in cottages with private hot springs, dining on food grown right here." Her eyes meet mine, hold for a beat too long. "It's perfect."

Odette clears her throat, stepping into our shared space with the precision of someone used to commanding attention. "Let's discuss infrastructure," she says, all business now. "Roads, drainage, utilities—these are not small considerations in a project of this scope."

Mr. Vaughn nods, seemingly relieved to turn to practical matters. "You'll need to create an access road that minimizes disruption to existing farm operations," he says, gesturing toward the main property. "Based on my preliminary survey, I'd suggest coming in from the northeast side, where that dirt track is currently located."

I nod, already having considered this. "We'd need to widen it, obviously, but that approach makes sense. It would keep resort traffic away from the main farm and production areas."

"What about electricity and water lines?" Paula asks, shading her eyes against the sun. Her practical nature—the same determination that's kept Enchanting Roses afloat despite challenges—comes to the fore.

"Extension of current systems is the most cost-effective approach," Mr. Vaughn replies. "Though with the hot springs, you'll have unique plumbing requirements for the spa facilities." He pauses, considering. "Have you thought about sustainability features? They add to upfront costs but pay dividends in both operational savings and marketing appeal."

"What kind of features?" Odette asks, her interest clearly piqued.

"Solar panels integrated into the rooftops would be a natural fit in this climate," he suggests. "And given your location, rainwater collection systems could supplement your water needs for landscaping—especially important for the wedding garden you mentioned."

Paula's eyes light up. "I love that idea. Marketing ourselves as an eco-friendly luxury destination aligns perfectly with the farm's existing values."

"Absolutely," Odette agrees, surprising me with her enthusiasm. "My European clients are increasingly concerned with sustainability. It's no longer a nice-to-have; it's expected at this price point."

The consultant looks pleased with their response. "Let's move on to the blueprint considerations. You mentioned this parcel is about five acres?"

"That's right," I confirm. "Technically, it could accommodate up to fifty houses if we were developing it as a residential subdivision."

"But that's not what we want," Paula interjects quickly. "This isn't about maximum density; it's about creating an exclusive experience."

Mr. Vaughn nods approvingly. "Smart approach. What were you thinking in terms of unit count?"

Odette steps forward, taking charge in a way that might have irritated Paula under different circumstances. "We've discussed ten to fifteen, and no more than twenty units total. A mix of cabins and cottages, with perhaps a few luxury suites for honeymoons or special occasions."

"Each unit should have its own private hot tub," Paula says, pulling the sketch she created with Odette from her purse to show the consultant. "And we'd need a central spa and wellness center built around the largest of the hot springs."

"The restaurant would be here," Odette says, walking a few paces to a flat area with the best view. "Farm-to-table concept, featuring produce from nearby farms, and wine pairings from Exotic Wines. Small enough to feel exclusive—maybe forty seats total—but designed to serve both overnight guests and day visitors."

I watch them tag-team the explanation, noting how they complement each other despite their complicated history. Paula brings warmth and vision, while Odette adds precision and business acumen. It's a powerful combination.

Mr. Vaughn makes notes, occasionally looking up to scan the landscape as if mentally placing each element we describe. "And the wedding venue?" he asks.

Paula's face softens. "That's the centerpiece," she says, her voice taking on a dreamy quality I rarely hear from this practical woman. "A rose garden in the center of the property, with varieties I've been cultivating for years. And a pavilion for the ceremonies themselves, positioned to frame that view of the valley."

"We could host up to thirty weddings a year," Odette adds, bringing specificity to Paula's vision. "Small, exclusive events with comprehensive packages that include accommodations, dining, spa services, and of course, wine."

Mr. Vaughn whistles low. "At the price point we're discussing, that's a substantial revenue stream."

A thrill runs through me as everything starts to come together. This is no longer just an idle fantasy—it's a concrete business plan unfolding right in front of me. Initially, when I chose to retain my shares in Enchanting Roses, my aim was merely to preserve the farm. I never foresaw myself getting so deeply involved, much less creating a luxury resort alongside two impressive women as partners.

"The initial investment is significant," I acknowledge, thinking of the financial models we've been refining. "But the projected return—"

"Is exceptional," Mr. Vaughn finishes for me. "Especially considering the unique combination of assets you're bringing to the table." He looks up from his tablet. "I've worked on similar projects throughout California wine country, but this particular mix of elements—the hot springs, the flower farm, the vineyard connection—creates a unique value proposition."

Paula beams at this validation, and even Odette allows herself a satisfied smile. The three of us exchange glances, a moment of shared triumph that transcends the complexities of our relationships.

"There's one more thing," I say, remembering an idea that came to me last night. "What if we—"

The cheerful chirp of a phone interrupts my thoughts. Paula reaches into her pocket, frowning slightly at the screen.

"It's Sadie," she says, looking up with an apologetic expression. "Excuse me for a second."

I watch her press the button and answer the call. I wonder what it’s about.

"Sadie? What's—" Paula’s smile fades instantly, replaced by a frown that deepens with each passing second. "What happened? Are you alright?"

Odette and I exchange concerned glances as Paula's face drains of color.

"This is terrible, Sadie," she says, her voice dropping. She listens intently, nodding though Sadie can't see her. "Of course, you may leave. But are you sure you can drive?" Paula pauses. "Hold on a second."

She covers the phone with her hand and turns to me. "Greg, there's been an emergency. Someone tried to take Tony from school. The police have arrested the man, but Sadie's shaken up. Can you drive her to the school?"

"Of course," I say, instantly alert. "Is Tony okay?"

"He's fine, but Sadie shouldn't drive in her state."

I nod and start down the hill without hesitation. Behind me, I hear Paula telling Odette they'll have to continue the meeting another time.


CHAPTER 6
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Five minutes later, I'm behind the wheel of Paula's sedan, pulling up to the farm's office. Sadie stands outside, holding a booster seat. Even from a distance, I can see the tension in her posture and the slight tremor in her hands as she clutches her purse.

When I step out to help her, I notice that her eyes are red-rimmed but dry, as if she's been holding back tears. "Are you alright?" I ask, aware that it's a silly question.

She nods stiffly, and her voice trembles as she speaks. "I just need to get to Tony."

Sadie deftly secures the booster seat without needing much help from me. Soon, I’m behind the wheel, pulling away from the farm and steering carefully down the winding road. "What exactly happened?" I ask, glancing at her as she sits stiffly in the passenger seat.

Her breath catches before she speaks. "Randy—my ex-husband—he just walked right into the school playground and grabbed Tony." Her voice breaks slightly. "Thank God the security guard was fast enough. Randy couldn't get away."

My hands tighten on the steering wheel. "The police have him?"

"Yes." She swallows hard. "He told them he was Tony's father, but he couldn't show any custody documents." A bitter laugh escapes her. "Because he doesn't have any. I have sole custody."

I reach over and take her hand, surprised at how cold her fingers feel despite the warm day. "Everything will be fine," I say, squeezing gently. "They arrested him. He can't hurt Tony now."

"Thank God," she whispers, squeezing my hand back before withdrawing hers.

I try to remain composed, yet internally, I'm wrestling with a blend of emotions. I'm concerned for the child and feel accountable for the situation. Paula suggested Vine Valley Farm School to Sadie, and I played a part in persuading Sadie to enroll Tony there.

The child has only been in the summer day camp for a week, and already, an unimaginable incident has happened. Even though my intentions are focused on the child's safety, I can't shake the feeling of responsibility for what occurred.

We drive in silence for a moment before my curiosity gets the better of me. "I didn't know Tony's dad was in California."

Sadie's laugh is hollow. "Neither did I. He's supposed to be in Texas." She shudders. "He must have found out where I am from my phone calls. He used to be a deputy in town, and still has friends on the force, you see. I wanted to change my number, but I haven’t had a chance to do so. And I didn’t think he would go such extremes."

I want to ask more, but we're pulling into the Vine Valley Farm School's driveway. The school is a charming collection of buildings arranged around a central garden, designed to look like an actual working farm with educational plots and small animal pens. Under different circumstances, it would seem idyllic. Today, with a police car still parked out front, it feels ominous.

Sadie's already unbuckling her seatbelt before I've fully stopped the car.

The school office smells of paper and the faint antiseptic tang that seems universal to educational institutions. A secretary with glasses perched on her nose looks up as we enter, her expression shifting from professional detachment to understanding when she sees Sadie's face. There's a small room off to the side where Tony sits with a woman that I assume is his teacher. The boy's sneakers dangle above the floor, his small legs swinging nervously until he spots his mother. Their reunion punches something in my chest—the way his little arms wrap around her neck, the sound she makes that's half-sob, half-laugh. I stand awkwardly by the door, feeling like an intruder but unable to look away.

"Baby, are you okay?" Sadie asks, her voice thick as she pulls back to examine his face. Her fingers brush his hair with a gentleness that makes my throat tighten. Tony nods, his small face solemn but unafraid.

"Daddy wanted to take me away," he says with the innocence of a child who doesn't fully understand the danger he was in. "Ms. Roberts held my hand real tight."

The teacher—Ms. Roberts, apparently—offers a tight smile. "He's been very brave."

A man emerges from an inner office, introducing himself as the principal. His shirt is crisp and his tie perfectly knotted, but the strain around his eyes betrays the day's disruption.

"Mrs. Wilson, we need to verify your custody arrangement," he says, not unkindly. "I understand you provided documentation during enrollment, but given today's incident—"

"Of course," Sadie interrupts, already reaching into her purse. Her fingers tremble slightly as she withdraws a plastic folder containing several official-looking documents. "I have the court order right here."

I watch as she efficiently locates the relevant paperwork, and it strikes me—she carries these documents everywhere because she has nowhere secure to leave them. The thought of her living out of a motel room, constantly prepared to prove her right to her own child, twists something inside me.

The principal reviews the papers, nodding. "Everything appears in order. The police are handling the situation with the individual who attempted to remove Tony from school grounds. It's your decision whether to press charges."

"What happens now?" I ask, stepping forward.

The principal glances at me, then back to Sadie. "The immediate threat has been contained. The man is in custody. However, we'd recommend reviewing your emergency contact list and perhaps implementing a password system for pickup."

We leave shortly after, Tony safely buckled into his car seat in the back of Paula's sedan. The boy's eyelids grow heavy before we've even left the school parking lot, the adrenaline crash taking its toll. Sadie sits beside me, her profile sharp against the passenger window, her breathing measured in a way that suggests deliberate control.

"Is there something else about Randy I should know?" I ask when the silence becomes too heavy.

She doesn't answer immediately. Her fingers twist together in her lap, knuckles white. Finally, she nods.

"The real reason I'm in California is to run from him," she admits, her voice so low I have to strain to hear it over the hum of the engine.

I’ve guessed it more or less, but having her confirm it still stirs sympathy in me. “I see,” I say. “What happened?”

"He was out of his mind, that's what happened," she says, brows furrowed. "I still can't wrap my head around it. Like I said, Randy was a deputy in town when we first met. I was eighteen then. We had our annual Bluebonnet Parade, and I was crowned queen that year. Randy was there makin’ sure things stayed orderly, and he set his sights on me right then and there. From that point on, he chased after me for years. To be honest, he was real charmin’ and attentive—everything a girl thinks she desires."

Sadie pauses for a long moment, as if trying to summon the strength to continue speaking. "The change happened the day after our wedding. It was like... like he'd been wearing a mask, and once he had the ring on my finger, he didn't need it anymore."

I keep my eyes on the road, afraid that if I look at her, she might stop talking.

"He wouldn't let me go out to meet with my friends. Wouldn't let me go anywhere alone. If we were out together and I so much as glanced at another man..." She swallows hard. "He'd call me terrible names, and when we got home, he'd—" Her voice breaks.

My mouth falls open, and I can't help glancing at her, searching her face for any sign that she's exaggerating. But the terror etched into her features is too raw, too real to be anything but truth.

"After Tony was born, it got worse," she says through sobs. "He would hit me in front of the child. And when Tony cried, he would lock him up in a room all by himself.” Sadie pauses to breathe and regain her composure.

I extend my hand to hers, offering her reassurance as I wrestle with my own shock and rage. How could someone behave so heartlessly toward their own wife and child? How could anyone be so harsh to such a kind woman and a lovely child?

"I'm really sorry, Sadie. You and Tony shouldn't have been treated like that. I'm relieved you're not with him anymore," I say gently.

“Thank you, me too, although it hasn’t been easy,” Sadie says, wiping her tears. “He did everything he could to mess up the divorce—losin’ paperwork, intimidatin’ my lawyer, usin’ his connections to drag things out. But I finally got out. Got the divorce and full custody.”

She takes a breath, steadying herself. “I tried gettin’ a restrainin’ order, but it didn’t stick—his buddies on the force had his back. I reckon the judge didn’t wanna stir the pot.”

Her eyes harden a bit. “Still, I documented everythin’. I put the domestic violence in the divorce papers—pictures, text messages, even a statement from our neighbor. That’s what kicked off the internal investigation. That’s what got him fired.”

Her voice drops, low and even. “He’s been bitter ever since. Kept tryin’ to take our boy, callin’ me unstable, unfit—anything to turn the court against me.”

Sadie pauses again, and I squeeze her hand to channel my support. She takes a deep breath and continues, “When Paula inquired if I was interested in the job, it felt like a blessing from above. I packed what I could and just... left."

An uncomfortable silence fills the car as I digest this. I think about how reluctant Sadie was to enroll Tony in school, how she seemed to flinch at the simplest questions about her past. My stomach churns with guilt for pushing her.

"I shouldn't have encouraged you to send Tony to school," I say finally. "I didn't understand."

Sadie shakes her head. "You couldn't have known. You were right about Tony needing school. And you were right about the school being safe. They protected my son."

We fall silent as Tony's gentle snores fill the car. When I speak again, my voice is firm with a conviction that surprises even me.

"I won't let him hurt you or Tony," I say. "We'll press charges, get a restraining order here in California. If Randy and his connection illegally track you down, then they will have to face consequences."

Sadie doesn't respond, but I see her shoulders relax slightly.

The motel where Sadie and Tony have been staying appears ahead—a single-story building with peeling paint and a flickering vacancy sign. Even from the parking lot, I can see the worn carpet through open doorways and the sagging beds. My stomach clenches at the thought of Sadie and Tony living here, especially now that I know they're being hunted.

After Sadie puts Tony down for a nap on one of the twin beds, she rejoins me near the door, her arms wrapped around herself like she's cold despite the summer heat.

"You can't stay here," I say without preamble.

"It's all I can afford right now," she replies, not meeting my eyes.

"That's not what I mean." I step closer, keeping my voice low. "Randy might be in cuffs now, but that doesn't mean he's out of the picture. He found you once—he could do it again. This place has no security. The locks look like they'd give way if someone sneezed too hard."

She laughs, but there's no humor in it. "What am I supposed to do? I can't go back to Texas."

"Move into the cottage," I say. "The one on the rose farm. You lived there before, and Paula and I both wanted you to move in there again, remember?"

Her eyes flick up to mine, wary. "I can't impose like that."

"It's not imposing. Like I said, the cottage is vacant at the moment. Paula is fond of you and Tony, and my mother would also be thrilled to have you return to her home."

I can see her weakening, her practical nature warring with her pride. "I don't know..."

"I do." I take a chance and rest my hands on her shoulders. "Tony deserves a real home with a yard to play in, not..." I gesture around the dingy motel room. "And you deserve to feel safe."

Her eyes fill with tears, and she blinks rapidly. "Paula is a lucky woman," she whispers, and the way she looks at me makes my pulse quicken. Before I can respond, she rises on her tiptoes and presses a kiss to my cheek, her lips warm against my skin.

"Thank you," she says, stepping back.

I clear my throat. "We should go now. Today. Right away."

Her eyebrows rise. "Now?"

"I'm not leaving you here another night. Not knowing what I know now." I move to her small suitcase, still half-packed on a luggage stand. "I'll help you pack. We can get Tony's things together without waking him."

She watches me for a long moment, then nods, wiping at her eyes. "Okay."


CHAPTER 7
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I fold one of Sadie's blouses with more care than I've ever given my own clothes, smoothing the wrinkles with my palm before placing it in the half-filled suitcase. Tony sleeps peacefully on the motel bed, his blond hair splayed across the pillow, his small chest rising and falling in the deep rhythm of childhood dreams. Across from me, Sadie works silently, her movements efficient yet somehow graceful, even in this mundane task. The afternoon sun slants through cheap curtains, catching dust motes and painting her in hazy gold light. Something shifts in my chest when she glances up and catches me watching her.

"You don't have to fold everything," she whispers, mindful of Tony. "We can just stuff it all in. It's not like I own anything fancy."

"I don't mind." My voice comes out softer than intended. I pick up a pair of jeans and fold them along the seams. "Besides, I would never forgive myself if I brought you home with wrinkled clothes."

Sadie smiles at that—a genuine smile that reaches her eyes. It's been rare since I met her, and something about it makes me want to keep folding her clothes forever, just to maintain this fragile peace.

As I fold Tony's small shirts and tuck them into the suitcase, Sadie moves around the room, gathering toiletries and checking drawers. Something protective and fierce unfurls in my chest—a feeling I've never experienced before, not even with any of the ladies I’ve gotten so close to. This isn't just an attraction but something I'm not ready to name. Sadie feels like a long-lost family member to me at the moment, and it’s my duty to bring her back home.

The room suddenly feels cramped, the atmosphere thick with an unnamed tension. I clear my throat and shift my focus to the next item—a T-shirt with a faded blue design. I recognize the Texas state flower, which she mentioned she adored and was featured on the shirt I saw her wear twice. There are also a few other items in the suitcase that are adorned with this print: scarves, blankets, pillowcases... I chuckle to myself. She wasn't kidding when she said those flowers were her absolute favorite.

"Almost done," Sadie says, zipping up a smaller bag containing Tony's things. "I can't believe how quickly we're packing up our lives."

"You didn't unpack much to begin with," I point out, nodding toward the dresser where only the top drawer shows signs of use.

" I knew it was temporary." She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. "Never did feel right here. Just hadn’t found a decent apartment yet."

I watch her hands move—graceful yet strong, the nails cut short and practical. Farmer's hands.

When the last item is packed, I pull out my phone and text Paula: Sadie and Tony safe. Bringing them home now. I hesitate, then add: Getting them settled in the cottage. The response comes almost immediately: three heart emojis. Typical Paula—saying everything without saying anything at all.

"Let me get these to the car while you check out," I tell Sadie.

She nods and gently wakes Tony, who blinks groggily but stays half-asleep as she lifts him. His small arms wrap automatically around her neck, head lolling against her shoulder. Something about the sight of them—this small, makeshift family—tugs at me in places I wasn't aware could be tugged.

I carry the bags to Paula's car, arranging them carefully in the trunk. The California sun blazes warmly on my neck this afternoon, but I barely register it. My thoughts are consumed by Sadie—her quiet resilience, her courage in safeguarding Tony even when she was frightened, and her ability to remain cheerful in the flower field despite the lurking fear and the danger threatening her and her son's lives.

When Sadie emerges from the office, Tony is still drowsy against her shoulder. I open the back door and help her secure him in his booster seat. Our hands graze each other, and I feel a jolt that has nothing to do with static electricity and everything to do with the curve of her wrist, the softness of her skin.

I slide into the driver's seat as Sadie buckles herself in beside me. "Ready?"

She nods, her gray eyes meeting mine. "Ready."

The drive back to the farm passes in comfortable silence. Tony sleeps most of the way, but as we approach the familiar roads leading to Enchanting Roses, he stirs.

"Where we going?" he asks, voice thick with sleep. He rubs his eyes with small fists. "Momma?"

"We're going to the rose farm, sweetie," Sadie answers, turning in her seat.

His face scrunches in confusion. "For work?"

"No, honey." Sadie's voice wavers slightly. "We're going to live there for a while."

Tony's eyes widen, suddenly fully awake. "Really? At the farm? With the roses and the big house and everything?"

"Just the cottage, darlin'," she corrects him gently. "Mr. Gregory is letting us stay in the little house next to the big one."

"The cottage is the best part," I say, catching Tony's eye in the rearview mirror. "It has its own little garden and everything."

"Awesome!" Tony bounces in his seat, as if the events of the day—his father's attempted kidnapping, the police, all of it—never happened. The resilience of the child amazes me.

As we pull into the driveway, the scent of frying chicken wafts through the car's open windows. My stomach rumbles in response, and I realize I haven’t gotten a chance to eat my lunch.

"Smells like Belle and Aria are making their famous fried chicken," I say as I park beside the main house. "Paula must have put them to work as soon as I texted."

Sadie's face softens. "They didn't have to do that."

"Trust me, they wanted to. Nobody makes a production out of dinner like the Lovejoy women."

We unload the car, Tony now fully energized and darting around the driveway, pointing at everything as if seeing it for the first time. I lead them down the path to the cottage, where I still use as a makeshift office.

Paula meets us at the door, her blonde hair pulled back in a messy bun, flour dusting her apron. She doesn't say a word, just wraps Sadie in a firm embrace that speaks volumes. When they part, I see tears shining in both women's eyes.

"I tidied up a bit," Paula says, ushering us inside. "Fresh sheets on both beds, clean towels in the bathroom. I hope it'll do."

The cottage looks better than when I left it. Paula has cleared away my paperwork, arranged fresh roses in blue mason jars, and somehow made the place feel like a home rather than a temporary stopping place.

"It's perfect," Sadie whispers, tears now spilling freely down her cheeks. "I can't thank you enough, Paula."

Tony tugs at Sadie's hand. "Why are you crying, Momma? Are you sad?"

Sadie kneels down, bringing herself eye-level with her son. "No, sweetheart. Sometimes grown-ups cry when they're really happy. And I'm really, really happy to be back here."

"Me too!" Tony declares, then sniffs the air. "Is that chicken? I'm starving!"

We all laugh, the tension breaking. Paula wipes her hands on her apron and holds one out to Tony. "It sure is, young man. Belle and Aria are just finishing up. Why don't you come with me and we'll get you a plate? Let your momma and Gregory get your things settled."

Tony eagerly takes Paula's hand, but then looks back at Sadie, suddenly uncertain. After what happened at the school, I understand his hesitation to leave her side.

"It's okay, honey," Sadie assures him. "I'll be right here. Go get some dinner with Ms. Paula."

"Gregory still needs to clear his things from the closet anyway," Paula adds, with a pointed look in my direction. "You two get yourselves organized, then come up to the house. No rushing."

As they leave, Tony already chattering away about how much he loves fried chicken, Sadie and I are left alone in the cottage. The silence feels different now—more intimate, weighted with possibilities.

"Let's get you unpacked," I say, heading toward the bedroom with one of her suitcases.

The bedroom is small but comfortable, with a queen-sized bed and a window that overlooks a section of rose garden. Paula has placed a vase of pale pink roses on the nightstand—Peace roses, Sadie's favorite.

"I can't believe I'm back here," Sadie says softly, running her hand over the quilt. "It feels like yesterday I was a little girl, Ms. Adrianna tucking me to bed."

I can see the cozy picture in my head: my mother sitting by the bedside, holding Sadie’s hand. I can almost feel her warm touch, as if I were the child whose hand was being held, instead of Sadie. A strong emotion surges inside me, bringing a lump to my throat. I take a deep breath and push the thought away.

I open the closet to clear my things and make room for hers. "Did you live in the cottage the entire time when you were here on the farm?”

She nods, helping me remove a few shirts I'd left hanging. "Yes, for three years. From when I was six until almost eight."

I grab an armful of my office supplies from the small desk in the corner. "I don’t understand. You stayed here even after your dad and my mom became... involved?"

"Yes," she says, unzipping her suitcase and beginning to arrange her clothes in the now-empty drawers. "They were never big on conventional arrangements. My daddy and I stayed here, and Miss Adrianna kept her room in the main house. Sometimes she'd stay with us, sometimes Daddy would stay with her. It worked for them."

I pause, considering this. "That's longer than I've lived here. I was only in the cottage about a month."

Sadie's hands still over the drawer. "Those three years were the happiest and the most stable of my life, until..." She trails off, then continues more quietly. "Before we came here, life was uncertain. Daddy's vegetable farm in Texas was failing, Momma left to try her luck in California, then abandoned us altogether." She closes the drawer with a gentle push. "Living with Miss Adrianna felt safe. For years, I wished she'd married my daddy."

"Were you angry with him? For not making it work?" I ask, careful with my words.

"I was, for a while." She moves to hang a dress in the closet. "But it wasn't his fault. Your mother—she was independent, strong-willed. I think she never really got over her first marriage."

I nod, understanding. "I think the divorce made her cautious about marriage. And maybe she made the right choice—your dad found someone else eventually, right? Started a happy family?"

Sadie doesn't answer directly, just nods slightly, her eyes distant. And suddenly I understand something I hadn't before: Sadie and I are mirrors of each other. My father remarried quickly after the divorce, created a new family where I never quite fit. I suspect Sadie experienced something similar when her father moved on.

This realization hits me with unexpected force. All this time, I've been viewing her as Adrianna's almost-daughter, as a sister figure by extension. But we're more alike than different—two people shaped by the same kind of childhood wounds, searching for the same sense of belonging.

I stop unpacking and move toward her. Something has shifted inside me, a tectonic plate sliding into its proper place. I put my hands on her shoulders, feeling the delicate bones beneath my fingers. She looks up, her gray eyes questioning.

"This is your home now," I tell her, my voice coming out deeper than I intended. "For as long as you want to stay."

I mean the words to be reassuring, brotherly, but they come out charged with something else—a promise, an invitation, a confession. Sadie seems to hear it too; her eyes grow dreamy, tears brimming at the edges.

"I don't think I'll ever want to leave," she whispers. "It feels safe here. Warm."

A tear spills over, tracing a path down her cheek, and I brush it away with the back of my hand. The touch sends electricity through my fingertips. Instead of pulling away, I let my hand cup her face, my thumb tracing the curve of her cheekbone.

Time slows, suspends itself. We're balanced on the edge of something monumental, and I'm not sure which of us moves first, only that suddenly the space between us disappears.

My lips find hers, and the world recalibrates around this new axis. Her mouth is soft, yielding at first, then meeting mine with unexpected hunger. I taste salt from her tears, and sweetness that could only be her. My hands slide into her hair, cradling the back of her head as the kiss deepens.

She makes a small sound in the back of her throat, her hands finding my shoulders, then moving to my chest. I pull her closer, the heat between us building into something urgent and undeniable. Her body fits against mine like it was designed to be there, curves meeting angles in perfect symmetry.

The kiss turns molten, consuming. My hand traces the line of her spine, feeling her arch toward me. Her fingers tangle in my hair, nails grazing my scalp. There's no tentativeness now, no uncertainty—only fire and need and the stunning revelation that this feels not like a first kiss but a homecoming. Like we've been moving toward this moment since we first met, or perhaps since she and her dad came to the rose farm.

"Momma! Mr. Gregory!" Tony's voice calls from outside the cottage. "Dinner's ready! Aria says the chicken's getting cold!"

We break apart, both breathing heavily. Sadie's lips are reddened, her eyes wide and disoriented. I imagine I look similarly stunned. For a long moment, neither of us speaks.

"We should—" she starts.

"Yeah," I agree, stepping back, trying to gather my scattered thoughts. "We should head up."

But even as we move toward the door, something fundamental has changed. The air between us vibrates with possibility, with questions, with the certainty that whatever happens next, there's no going back to how things were before.


CHAPTER 8
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I watch Sadie and Paula move around the kitchen, their hands busy with dishes and leftovers. There's something oddly satisfying about seeing them work together—Paula's confident movements matched by Sadie's careful precision. As they chat about the meal and everyday matters, I feel a warm sense of satisfaction growing within me. This improvised family arrangement shouldn't work this well, but somehow, it does.

Since the ladies decline my help in the kitchen, I return to the living room, where Belle, Aria, and Tony have spread out on the carpet, playing a game.

"Okay, Aria’s turn!" Tony shouts excitedly. His small hand clutches a green marker like it's a magic wand. The girls have created an improvised whiteboard using a large sketchpad. Aria is laughing, her copper hair falling across her face as she scrolls through her phone.

"We're playing 'Farm Pictionary,'" Belle explains to me, tucking a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. "We take turns giving Tony farm-related words, and he has to draw them. Then the other person guesses."

"I made up most of the words with the help of a random word-generator," Aria says, looking up from her phone. "Some are kind of impossible, but it's funnier that way. Ooh, I like that one.”

She leans in and whispers something in Tony’s ear.

Tony's face scrunches in concentration as he listens to Aria. His gray eyes—so much like Sadie's—widen, then narrow with determination. The marker squeaks against the paper as he begins to draw what might be a circle with sticks coming out of it.

"Is it... a tumbleweed?" I guess, leaning forward.

Aria snorts. "On a rose farm? Try again, Greg."

Tony adds more lines, his tongue poking out from between his lips.

"A hedgehog?" Belle ventures.

"No!" Tony jumps up and down, marker still clutched tight. "It's a rose bush! With thorns!"

I tilt my head. The squiggly circle does have spikes coming out of it. "I see it now. Those are some mighty thorns you've drawn there, buddy."

"Mommy says rose thorns protect the flowers," Tony explains, his voice serious. "Like how the police protected me from my dad."

The room goes quiet. The marker squeaks as Tony adds more details to his drawing, oblivious to the uncomfortable silence he's created. I catch Belle's eye, and she gives a small, sad smile.

"That's right," I say finally. "Roses need protection sometimes. We all do."

Belle ruffles Tony's hair. "My turn to pick a word for you."

The game continues, Tony's drawings becoming more elaborate—a tractor that looks like a shoe box with wheels, a chicken that resembles a lumpy snowman with a beak. We're halfway through guessing what might be either a watering can or a teapot when Sadie emerges from the kitchen.

"Time for bed, sugar," she announces, her soft accent warming the words.

Tony's lower lip juts out. "Five more minutes? Please, Mommy?"

"Not tonight, honey. It's been a big day." Sadie's voice is gentle but firm. Her gray eyes meet mine briefly, and I see a flash of something—gratitude, maybe—before she looks away.

"Listen to your mom, Tony," I say. "The game will still be here tomorrow."

Tony sighs dramatically but caps his marker. "Promise we can play more?"

"Cross my heart," Belle says, making the gesture over her chest.

"And I'll think up even harder words," Aria adds with a wink.

Tony shuffles over to his mother, his small hand finding hers. "G'night, everybody," he says, suddenly shy.

"Night, little man," I reply.

We all watch as Sadie leads Tony out the front door, heading toward the cottage. The night swallows them quickly, but through the window, I can see the cottage lights flicker on, warm and welcoming.

Paula emerges from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dish towel. She sinks down onto the couch with a soft exhale and reaches for the remote. "What a day," she murmurs, flicking through channels.

"Thank you," I say, looking at Paula and then at Belle and Aria. "For welcoming them like this. It means a lot."

Paula's face softens. "You did the right thing, helping her. Adrianna would've done the same."

The mention of my birth mother's name sends a familiar pang through me. I wonder what she would think of all this—of her farm now, of the family we've built here.

"Tony's adorable," Belle says, folding her long legs under her as she settles into an armchair. "It's like having the little brother we never got."

Aria nods enthusiastically. "Yeah, and Sadie knows all these cool things about flowers. Did you know she can tell what kind of soil a plant needs just by looking at the leaves? It's like a superpower."

"Thanks," I say again, feeling a warmth spread through my chest. "It means a lot, having you all on board."

Belle and Aria exchange a glance. "Well," Belle says, standing, "we're heading to the hot spring. Coming, Aria?"

"Right behind you." Aria stretches and follows her sister. "Don't wait up!"

The front door closes behind them, leaving Paula and me alone. She's found what she was looking for—the Netflix documentary "Babies" that I've been working my way through all week. The episode focuses on a baby's developing brain, how they process faces and voices. I find myself leaning forward, fascinated by the brain scans lighting up as infants recognize their parents.

Paula's head drops against my shoulder, her body warm against mine. I wrap one arm around her waist, my other hand resting gently on the small swell of her belly. It's still early—just past the first trimester—but knowing our child is growing there fills me with a primal satisfaction.

A soft chuckle breaks my concentration. Paula isn't watching the screen but is instead gazing up at me, her blue eyes crinkling at the corners.

"What's wrong?" I ask.

"Nothing's wrong." She places her hand over mine on her belly. "I just love how serious you are about all this baby stuff. You're going to be an amazing father."

I glance at the screen, where a scientist is explaining neural pathways. "Is this boring you? We can watch something else."

"No, keep watching." But she snuggles closer, her restlessness evident in the way she shifts against me.

My attention drifts from the documentary as Paula guides my hand upward until it cups her breast. I can't help the groan that escapes me. Her breasts have grown faster than her belly, the nipples taut beneath her bra. Since her pregnancy, her sexual appetite has doubled—we've been making love every night, sometimes twice, and she still looks at me with hunger in her eyes.

I turn to her, taking in her flushed cheeks and bright eyes. "What do you want?" I ask, my voice rougher than intended.

Her lips curve into a smile that's pure temptation. "I want my baby's daddy," she murmurs, her tone dropping to something sultry and private.

Leaving the TV on, I push her cotton dress off her shoulders and unhook her bra with seasoned fingers. Her breast fills my hand, heavy and warm. I lower my mouth to it, taking it between my lips and sucking gently. Paula's eyes darken like a storm rolling in.

"Yes, Daddy," she whispers, her fingers threading through my hair. "Yes, more, please."

Grunting, I move to her other breast, lavishing it with the same attention while her breathing quickens. Then I slide to my knees on the floor, spreading her legs apart. I pull her panties down her thighs, revealing the slick evidence of her desire. Her scent hits me, musky and sweet, and I lean in, my tongue finding her center with unerring accuracy.

Paula arches against my mouth, her fingers digging into my scalp. Her taste floods my senses—tart and sweet, like under-ripe blackberries. On the TV, a scientist continues droning about infant development, but all I can focus on is the way Paula's thighs tremble against my shoulders and the soft, broken sounds escaping her lips.

"Greg," she gasps, her hips lifting to meet my tongue. “I’m gonna come soon.”

I lift my head, taking in her flushed face and desperate eyes. "We should—maybe we should go upstairs. To our bedroom,” I say.

She shakes her head, blonde hair tumbling around her shoulders. "No, I can’t wait that long. The girls won't be back soon. And even if they are—" she pauses, a wicked smile crossing her lips, "—they're adults."

Without another word, Paula slips from the couch, shedding her clothes in a fluid motion that leaves her gloriously naked. She turns away from me and drops to her hands and knees on the carpet, looking back over her shoulder with an expression that makes my blood rush south.

"Well?" she prompts, arching her back to present herself more fully.

I don't need a second invitation. We've been favoring this position since I returned—it's safest for the baby, though we're still in the early days. I strip off my pants and boxers, kneel behind her, and run my hands over the soft expanse of her back, down to the generous curve of her hips.

Paula sighs as I tease her entrance with my fingers, gathering the evidence of her arousal to slick over my length. When I finally push into her, the sensation nearly undoes me—like sinking into warm silk, her body gripping mine with a perfect, pulsing pressure.

"God, Paula," I murmur, holding her hip with one hand while the other reaches around to cup her breast.

She whimpers softly as I begin to move, her voice barely audible over the TV documentary. There's something strangely erotic about making love while educational content about babies plays in the background—as if we're celebrating the very act that created our child, even as we learn about what comes after.

I establish a steady rhythm, watching the muscles in Paula's back flex and shift with each thrust. Her hair falls forward, exposing the vulnerable nape of her neck, and I lean down to press my lips there, tasting salt and the faint trace of her perfume.

We're lost in the sensations, the world narrowed to the points where our bodies connect, when a small gasp breaks through our private bubble. I freeze mid-thrust, looking up to see Sadie standing in the doorway between the kitchen and living room.

Her gray eyes are wide, her mouth forming a perfect 'O' of surprise. She stands motionless for a heartbeat, two, then her face flushes deep crimson.

"I'm so sorry," she stammers, turning away so quickly she nearly stumbles. "I just—the Wi-Fi password, but it can wait, obviously it can wait—"

"Sadie, wait—" Paula calls, but Sadie is already rushing toward the door.

"No, please, I'm sorry to interrupt. It's fine. I'll come back tomorrow. So sorry!" The front door closes behind her with a decisive click.

I remain still, still joined with Paula, the moment suspended in awkwardness. "Well, that was—"

"Don't worry about it," Paula says, pressing back against me as if encouraging me to continue. "Sadie won't mind."

"You think?" I ask, slowly resuming my movements.

Paula nods, her breath catching. "I know. You haven't noticed how she looks at you? How much she wants you?"

I pause again, remembering the kiss I shared with Sadie earlier today. It was brief but electric, a moment of connection that seemed to surprise us both. And just now, in that split second before embarrassment took over, I saw unmistakable longing in Sadie's eyes—her pupils dilated, her cheeks flushed, her lips parted.

And then another realization dawns on me—Paula knows about the attraction between Sadie and me, and yet she still welcomes her into our house. I lean down to kiss Paula's cheek. "Thank you," I murmur, gratitude welling up for this remarkable woman and her generosity.

"It's not hard," Paula replies, her voice breathy as I continue to move inside her. "I like Sadie. She's kind and great with flowers. Not to mention her beauty. I was actually going to invite her to join us, but she ran away too quickly."

“You’re so naughty,” I chide. But the thought of Sadie watching us—or better, joining us—sends a fresh surge of lust through me. I grip Paula's hips tighter and thrust deeper, my pace increasing. In my mind, I can see Sadie's gray eyes watching us, her expression hungry and uncertain all at once.

Paula moans louder as I drive into her, her inner walls clenching around me in that familiar way that signals she's close. The fantasy of Sadie observing our most intimate moments—perhaps learning from Paula, perhaps taking direction from me—pushes me toward the edge faster than I expected.

"Paula," I groan, feeling my control slipping.

"Yes," she gasps, pushing back to meet each thrust. "Yes, Greg, don't stop—"

Her body clamps down on me like a vise, her orgasm triggering my own. I empty myself into her with powerful pulses, my vision blurring at the edges as pleasure crashes through me. For a moment, I swear I can still feel Sadie's eyes on us, watching from somewhere in the shadows, her own desire building.

As reality slowly returns, the documentary continues playing, now showing infants learning to recognize their parents' faces. The contrast between the academic narration and what we've just done pulls a breathless laugh from me as I rest my forehead against Paula's back.

"What?" she asks, her voice lazy and satisfied.

"Nothing," I reply, pressing a kiss to her shoulder blade. "Just thinking about how life has a way of coming full circle."

She hums in agreement, the sound vibrating through her body to mine. We stay connected for another moment, savoring the closeness, before the practicalities of our position begin to make themselves known.

"My knees are killing me," Paula admits with a small laugh.

I carefully withdraw and help her to a sitting position, both of us reaching for our discarded clothes. Her hair is mussed, her cheeks still flushed, and I find myself struck anew by how beautiful she is—especially now, carrying our child, her body changing in subtle ways that only I would notice.

"I'm going to take a shower," she says, pulling her dress back over her head. She leans in to kiss me, her lips soft against mine. "You should go give Sadie that Wi-Fi password."

I nod, tucking myself back into my pants. "Did you mean what you said earlier, about Sadie?”

Paula's smile is knowing. "Of course I do. I've always thought life's too short for unnecessary limitations." She strokes my cheek. "And Sadie, she deserves so much more than that horrible ex-husband."

"As if I could," I reply, placing my hand briefly on her stomach.

She kisses me again, then heads for the stairs. I watch her go, feeling a complicated mix of desire, gratitude, and anticipation. The documentary continues playing, forgotten, as I button my shirt and prepare to visit the cottage where Sadie is undoubtedly still awake.

After Paula disappears upstairs, I step outside into the cool night air. My body still hums with the afterglow of sex, but something else pulls me toward the cottage—curiosity, desire, or maybe just the simple need to smooth over an awkward moment. The gravel path crunches under my feet, and moonlight splashes across the roses like spilled milk. This farm has always been a place where the unexpected blooms, but I never imagined it would nurture this particular kind of growth.

Light spills from the cottage windows in warm rectangles that stretch across the garden. Sadie must still be awake, perhaps replaying her accidental intrusion with the same mix of embarrassment and intrigue that I'm feeling. I reach the door and knock softly, conscious of Tony likely sleeping inside.

No answer comes. I wait, counting heartbeats, then knock again, a little firmer this time. Still nothing. Maybe she's purposely ignoring me, too mortified to face me so soon after what she witnessed. I start to turn away, thinking I'll try again tomorrow when the awkwardness has had time to dissipate, when I hear the latch turn.

The door swings open to reveal Sadie wrapped in a thin white bathrobe. Her hair hangs in damp ropes around her shoulders, drops of water still clinging to her skin like dew on morning petals. The robe clings to her curves where she hasn't dried herself completely.

"Sorry," she says. "I just finished showerin'. Heard the knockin' from the bathroom." She steps back, opening the door wider. "Come on in. Tony's already asleep."

I enter the cottage, struck by how different it looks with Sadie's presence. Just a few hours ago, it was an empty shell waiting to be filled. Now, small touches of her—Tony's drawings magnetized to the refrigerator, a knitted throw across the back of the couch—have transformed it into a home.

"I came to give you the Wi-Fi password," I explain, keeping my voice low.

"Oh, thank you. Let me get my phone." She disappears into what must be her bedroom, returning a moment later with her cell phone in hand.

As she taps the screen, preparing to enter the password, I notice the gap in her loosely tied bathrobe. The fabric parts just enough to reveal the inner curve of her breast, pale and full. My body responds immediately, cock stirring as if Paula hadn't drained me dry mere minutes ago. I force my eyes away, taking a deep breath that fills my lungs with the clean scent of her shower gel—something floral but not cloying.

"It's 'EnchantingRoses2007'," I tell her. "Capital E and R, no spaces, and the numbers at the end."

She enters it with quick taps of her thumbs, then nods as her phone connects. "Thank you," she says, setting the phone down on the small side table.

We stand in silence for a moment, the air between us charged with unspoken thoughts. Then she breaks first.

"I'm sorry again about earlier. I should've knocked or somethin'."

"No worries," I assure her. "Paula doesn't mind either."

Something flickers across Sadie's face—not surprise, exactly, but recognition. "Paula is... such a generous woman," she says carefully.

"Yes," I agree, holding her gaze. "She's willing to share."

The implication hangs in the air between us. “She does?” Sadie's cheeks flush pink immediately, the color spreading down her neck and disappearing beneath her robe. Her gray eyes darken like storm clouds gathering.

“What about you, Sadie?” I ask. I have no doubt that she has figured out my relationship with the other women around me. “Are you willing to share, with not just Paula, but the other ladies, as well?”

I observe her intently, searching for any signs of doubt, but all I find is excitement in her gaze. She nods, her lips curving into a smile. “I think so.”

My heart races with joy, but I pause to ensure she fully grasps the situation. "Are you certain, Sadie? This lifestyle is quite unconventional. Do you really want this kind of family, for yourself and for Tony?"

"Yes," Sadie whispers, her bright grey eyes meeting mine. "I want this, Greg. It's not unfamiliar to me. Honestly, my dad lives with both his wife and her sister, calling them both his wives, even though one isn’t official. I lived with them and their kids for many years, and we all got along, even if I sometimes felt like an outsider."

"I'm glad to hear that," I reply, smiling. This new information brings me even closer to her. "I'd love to meet your dad someday, Sadie," I add. I feel a connection to Dylan, not just because of his past with my mother, but also because we're on a similar path regarding family.

"He’d be excited to meet you too, Greg. I mentioned you to him over the phone, and he already likes you."

I take Sadie's hand in mine, her skin soft and warm against my palm. "I know this is a big step, but I promise I'll do everything I can to make you and Tony happy here."

She squeezes my hand gently. "I know you will, Greg. That's one of the things I admire most about you – how big your heart is, and how you always put your family first."

My heart swells at her words. I lean in slowly, watching her reaction, giving her time to pull away. Yet she remains still, continuing to stare at me as her chest rises and falls with heavy breaths. The air between us crackles with an undeniable energy. Then, as if pulled by an invisible thread, I step forward and draw her to me, my mouth finding hers with unerring accuracy.

She responds instantly, passionately, her body arching against mine. Her lips are soft and full, opening under mine with a small sigh that goes straight to my groin. I taste mint on her tongue and something else — a sweet memory, a soft summer rain, a secret I can’t name.

My hands explore her curves through the thin terrycloth, finding the generous swell of her breasts, the smooth expanse of her back, and the lush roundness of her backside. Her body is pliant and eager under my touch.

When I venture further and slip my hand between her thighs, I gasp: she's all warm and flooding already. I break from her lips to run my mouth along her jaw, her neck, breathing against her ear, "You're a naughty girl, aren't you?"

She trembles against me. "You can't blame me," she whispers back. "What I saw earlier was too hot. I made myself come twice in the shower just thinkin' about it."

The confession sends heat surging through me. I run my finger up and down her wet gash, teasing her folds, and then her swollen clit. When she begs for more, I push one finger inside her, swirling it in the wet heat, and her head falls back on a gasp.

I press her against the wall, my mouth returning to hers to swallow her moans as she rides my hand. My other hand slips inside her robe to tease her nipple, rolling the hard point between my fingers. She's responsive, almost too responsive, her body tightening around my finger with each stroke.

"Greg," she breathes against my lips. "I never thought... never imagined..."

I curl my finger inside her, finding the spot that makes her gasp, and press my thumb against her clit. Her whole body tenses, her inner walls clamping down on my finger as she comes with a sharp, loud sob.

I clap my free hand over her mouth, but it's too late.

"Mommy?" Tony's sleepy voice calls from the bedroom. "Is that you?"

Sadie's eyes fly open, panic replacing pleasure. "Yes, sugar," she calls back, her voice impressively steady. "I'll be right there."

We separate quickly, Sadie tugging her robe closed and finger-combing her damp hair. She looks thoroughly kissed, her lips swollen and her cheeks flushed. I know I should feel guilt, but all I feel is a hungry anticipation for next time—for when we won't be interrupted.

I press one more firm kiss to her lips. "We'll finish this another time," I murmur.

She nods, her eyes still dark with lingering desire. "I'm countin' on it," she whispers back.

I slip out the door as she heads toward the bedroom, the cool night air a shock against my heated skin. As I walk back to the farmhouse, I can't help smiling at the promise of what might happen next, now that Sadie is part of our family. Aria’s talk about “expanding my colony” echoes in my mind and I chuckle to myself. Damn. I wonder what she’ll say about it.


CHAPTER 9
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It’s Saturday. Paula and I have returned from the fields while the girls are in the workshop filling orders. The mid-morning sun warms my skin as I lean against the wooden fence post, watching Tony chase a butterfly across the yard. A week has passed since Sadie and Tony joined our household. They've adjusted well and feel like they've always been a part of our family.

Just two days ago, they accompanied me to visit my mother's grave. Tony was brimming with curiosity about Adrianna, the granny he had often heard of but never met. As Sadie shared lively tales, it felt like I was also rediscovering my mother all over again.

Paula sits on the porch swing, her hand resting unconsciously on the small swell of her belly, while Sadie stands beside her, her hair rustled by the breeze. These quiet moments feel like photographs being taken—snapshots of a family coming together in unexpected ways.

"He's got so much energy," I say, smiling as Tony dives dramatically, missing the butterfly but rolling in the grass with delighted giggles.

Sadie's eyes follow her son, a gentle pride softening her features. "He’s been sleepin’ better this past week. Fewer nightmares.” Her accent wraps around the words like honey, making them sound sweeter than they are.

Paula rocks gently on the swing. "Children are resilient. He'll be alright with time."

"Thanks to y'all," Sadie says, then turns to me. "You know, watching you with him... you're going to be an awesome dad, Gregory."

Paula meets my eyes across the yard, her lips curving into that knowing smile I've come to cherish. "I have no doubt about that," she says, patting her barely-there bump. "This little one's got lucky."

The compliment touches something deep within me, warming me in ways sunlight never could. I feel like an awkward teenager receiving praise from two stunning women simultaneously.

"Alright, ladies, don't inflate my ego," I say with a laugh. "But I'll try my best." Their synchronized laughter makes me blush even more.

It's been a week since Sadie and Tony moved into the cottage on our property. The memory of Randy trying to kidnap Tony from his school still flashes back sometimes, but it's fading, like an old photograph left in the sun.

"Any word from your lawyer?" Paula asks, tucking a strand of blonde hair behind her ear.

Sadie nods, her gray eyes clearing. "The temporary restraining order is holding. Hearing's set for next month to make it permanent. If Randy violates it even once, he's looking at serious time." She exhales slowly. "DA says he could be facing several years, though all I want is for him to stay away from us."

"Good," I say, perhaps too forcefully. I've only known Tony for a short time, but the thought of anyone harming that little boy makes my blood simmer.

"I want to thank you both again," Sadie says, her voice dropping. "For taking us in, for making room in your lives. It's more than I could've hoped for."

Paula waves her hand dismissively. "That's what family does."

The word hangs in the air—family. It's something we're building here, piece by piece, person by person. Unexpected and unplanned, but somehow fitting.

"I think I'll take Tony back to the farm school next week," Sadie says, watching her son who's now examining a colony of ants with intense five-year-old focus. "He needs the routine, the other kids."

"Whenever you're ready," Paula says. "But there's no rush. He's welcome to follow me around the office."

Sadie shakes her head. "It's better for him to be with children his age. And with the restraining order... I'm not so worried now. I trust the school, especially after how they handled things."

Tony runs over, his small hands cupped together. "Greg, look! A roly-poly!"

I bend down, examining the pill bug in the boy’s palms with exaggerated wonder. “Wow, look how round it is,” I say. “A perfect ball.”

“Why does it roll into a ball?” Tony asks while flipping the bug in his palm.

"Because it's scared of you, buddy," I reply with a soft laugh. 

"Why? I won't harm it."

“It doesn’t know, sweetie,” Sadie says. “Better let it go. It ain’t a toy.”

Tony sulks a bit but follows his mom's instructions, receiving compliments from the three of us adults. He beams and settles down next to Paula, who pulls the boy to her and stamps an affectionate kiss on his head.

A moment later, Sadie stands up. “I should probably check on that irrigation line in the flower plot. It’s still not distributing evenly.”

“Don’t sweat it,” Paula says. “I’ll get someone out to fix it.”

“Let me take a look first. The system might be clogged. That plot hasn't been used in a long time, right?” Sadie says.

I became curious. “Are you saying you know how to fix it?”

She shrugs with a shy smile. "My daddy had drip irrigation on his farm. Had similar problems all the time. I've seen him fix it—it's not too difficult."

“In that case, I’ll go with you,” I say. “Watch and learn, and perhaps lend a hand.”

“Sure,” Sadie says and turns to Paula. "Would you mind watching Tony for a bit?"

Paula smiles. "We'll be just fine. Won't we, cowboy?" she says to Tony, who nods enthusiastically.

In just over a month since Sadie took over the flower field, she has breathed life into what was once a barren wasteland, transforming it into a vibrant tapestry of color and fragrance. The Zinnias and Cosmos are flourishing with wild abandon, their vivid petals painting the landscape in a riot of hues. The air is thick with their sweet scent, reflecting the care and dedication Sadie has poured into her work. These flourishing blossoms have already graced Odette’s wedding venue twice, adding a touch of natural beauty to the celebrations.

Sadie and I kneel in the dirt, examining the irrigation control panel. She's rolled up the sleeves of her plaid shirt, revealing tanned forearms dusted with fine blonde hair.

"See, the water pressure looks normal at the source," she explains, pointing to the gauge. "But it's not making it down the lines evenly. Let's turn it on and see what happens."

I flip the switch, and we walk the length of the field together. Some emitters spray correctly, while others barely drip or don't release water at all.

"Just as I thought—clogged line," she says, kneeling to examine one of the pipes. Her shoulder rubs against mine as she leans forward, and I'm suddenly aware of her proximity, the faint scent of honeysuckle coming from her hair.

“How are you going to fix it?” I ask, my voice unexpectedly husky.

Even with the tensions between us, we never had the opportunity to conclude what began that night. I wanted to allow her some space after all she'd been through, giving her time to process everything. Although she has expressed her eagerness to join my unconventional relationship with the ladies, the last thing I want is for her to feel obliged to be with me out of gratitude.

Yet over the past few days, my feelings for Sadie have grown much stronger, despite my attempts to suppress them. She is utterly irresistible. On one side, her vulnerability because of her threatening ex-husband makes me want to shield her. On the other side, she demonstrates incredible strength and possesses remarkable farming skills. Her talent with flowers never fails to impress me.

"We'll need to check the filters first," Sadie replies, seemingly unaware of my flushed state. “And clean them.”

“Makes sense,” I say. We both reach for the main filter housing, and our fingers meet.

That brief contact sends a small current through my skin—not quite electricity, but something close, something alive.

"Sorry," Sadie murmurs, pulling back slightly, a flush coloring her cheeks.

"No worries," I reply, holding her gaze a moment longer than necessary.

We get into a flow, working side by side, checking filters and cleaning them, replacing the ones that are beyond saving. Sadie knows more than I expected, explaining each step like an expert.

"Now we need to flush the lines," she says, disconnecting emitters from the end of one row. "Stand back or—"

The warning comes too late. As she removes the last emitter, a jet of water sprays out, hitting me square in the chest. I gasp at the sudden cold, and then laugh as Sadie's eyes widen in dismay.

"Sorry! I tried to warn you!" she says, but she's laughing too.

“It’s okay,” I say, shaking the water from my shirt with a grin. "Let me help with the next one.”

I move closer to her, my shirt clinging to my skin.

As we work down the next row, I misjudge the water pressure and it shoots upward, drenching us both. Sadie yelps, water cascading down her face and soaking through her shirt.

"You did that on purpose!" she accuses, but she's smiling, her wet hair framing her face like spun silver.

"I wouldn't dare," I say, unable to keep the grin from my face.

By the time we've finished flushing all the lines and replacing the emitters, we're both soaked through. Water drips from Sadie's hair onto her shoulders, and her clothes cling to every curve. I try not to stare, but it's a losing battle.

"Well," she says, surveying our work as the system runs smoothly now, water distributing evenly through the plot. "We did it."

"We make a good team," I say, collecting the tools. "Let's get these back to the storage shed."

She nods, wringing water from her hair. Our eyes meet, and the air between us transforms—a recognition of what might come next, and neither of us looking away for a few seconds.

The storage shed door creaks as we step inside, carrying our waterlogged selves and muddy tools into the cool, dim space. I blink, taking in the unexpected transformation. What was once a jumbled mess of equipment and supplies has become an organized, almost welcoming space. Neat shelves line the walls, tools hang from labeled hooks, and bags of soil and fertilizer are stacked in orderly piles. The change is as striking as the way Sadie's wet shirt clings to her body, revealing curves that set my pulse racing.

"This place looks completely different," I say, peeling my soaked t-shirt away from my chest. "Last time I was here, I could barely walk through without tripping over something."

Sadie places the tools on a newly installed pegboard, each outline marked in chalk. "It took me days to clean it up. I threw out so much junk—broken handles, rusty parts, things that hadn't been used in years." Her wet hair sends rivulets down her neck, disappearing beneath her collar. "I divided everything by category—seeds, tools, fertilizers. Makes it easier to find what you need."

I pull my t-shirt over my head and wring it out, water splattering on the concrete floor. The air feels cool against my bare skin. When I look up, Sadie's eyes are on my chest, lingering for a moment before darting away.

"You made a little corner for yourself too," I observe, noticing the space in the far end of the shed. A colorful throw blanket covers what looks like a makeshift seat, with a small pillow and a few personal items arranged neatly nearby.

"My resting spot," she says, leading me over. "Sometimes I need a minute away from everything, you know? A place to sketch new planting layouts or just... breathe."

I follow her, conscious of the water dripping from my jeans and the way her clothes cling to her body. The fabric of her shirt has gone nearly transparent, showing the outline of her bra and the curves of her breasts. I can make out the darker circles of her hard points through the wet material, and my mouth goes dry despite all the water we've been playing in.

Sadie rummages through a small wooden crate and pulls out a clean bath towel. "Here," she says, offering it to me. "You're dripping everywhere."

"I'm fine. Almost dry already," I lie, but take the towel anyway. Instead of using it on myself, I step closer and gently dab at her face, wiping away the droplets clinging to her skin. "You're soaked through, though."

She shivers, but doesn't move away. Her gray eyes, the color of storm clouds, fix on mine as I carefully dry her hair, working the towel through the platinum strands. Her breathing changes, growing shallower.

"You should get out of these wet clothes," I say, my voice dropping to a near whisper. "You'll catch a cold."

Sadie swallows visibly, then nods. She turns and pushes the shed door closed, sliding the bolt into place with a decisive click that seems to echo in the suddenly charged atmosphere.

I stay where I am, watching as she fumbles with the buttons of her shirt. The wet fabric resists her fingers, clinging stubbornly.

"Let me help," I offer, closing the distance between us.

My fingers touch against hers as I take over, slowly unfastening each button. Her breathing quickens as I work my way down, revealing more of her pale skin with each movement. When the last button gives way, I push the shirt off her shoulders, letting it fall to the floor with a wet slap.

Her bra is simple cotton, now nearly see-through from the water. Her breasts strain against the fabric, fuller than I'd imagined, rising and falling with each breath.

"This too?" I ask, my fingers hovering at the clasp between her breasts.

"Yes," she whispers, her voice barely audible.

I unfasten the clasp, and the bra falls away. My breath catches in my throat at the sight of her breasts—large, heavy, with pale pink nipples puckered from the cold or anticipation or both.

"You're beautiful," I tell her, my hands hovering just inches from her skin.

"You can touch them," she says, her Texan drawl thicker now, stretched thin over her desire.

I don't hesitate. My hands cup the weight of her breasts, feeling their fullness, their perfect heaviness filling my palms. Her skin is cool from the water but warms quickly under my touch. When I brush my thumbs across her hard points, she makes a small sound in the back of her throat that ignites something primal in me.

I lower my head and take one nipple into my mouth, sucking gently at first, then with more pressure as her responses guide me. Sadie's fingers tangle in my hair, holding me against her. I move to her other breast, teasing and tasting, while my hands slide down to the waistband of her shorts.

"Greg," she sighs, her voice charged with longing.

I sink to my knees before her, looking up to find her watching me with heavy-lidded eyes. Slowly, I unbutton her shorts and drag down the zipper. I press my mouth against the front of her panties, feeling the heat of her through the damp fabric. Sadie moans, her hips tilting forward, seeking more.

I hook my fingers into both her shorts and panties, peeling them down in one motion. They cling to her legs, and I help her step out of them, one foot at a time. Kneeling before her, I'm eye-level with the soft blonde curls between her thighs, lighter than spun gold.

"You're soaked here too," I murmur, running my fingers through the fine hair, "but not from the irrigation."

She laughs breathlessly, then gasps as my thumb finds and circles her clit. I lean forward and replace my thumb with my tongue, tasting her for the first time. A blend of salty, sweet, and tangy flavors floods my senses.

Her legs wobble, and I press her back against the wall for support, my hands gripping her thighs as I continue to explore her with my mouth. I find a pace that makes her breathing hitch, focusing there, learning what makes her fingers tighten in my hair and what draws those small, desperate sounds from her throat.

"Greg," she warns, her voice tight. "I'm going to—"

I double my efforts, sliding one hand up to cup her breast again while my tongue works faster. Her body tenses, thighs trembling against my shoulders, and then she's crying out, her release washing through her in waves I can feel against my mouth.

Before she can recover, I stand and lift her into my arms, carrying her to the corner where her throw blanket lies. I lay her down and position myself between her spread legs, my knees on the floor. I unbutton my jeans and free myself, painfully hard and ready.

I stroke myself along her wetness, coating my cock in her arousal. Sadie's breasts remain full and round even as she lies back, moving enticingly with each of her rapid breaths. I can't resist leaning forward to squeeze them, to feel their perfect weight in my hands again.

"Please," she whispers, reaching for me. “Inside me!”

I grunt softly as I position the head of my thick shaft at her entrance. And then I enter her slowly, watching her face as I push forward, filling her inch by inch. Her inner muscles grip me, hot and slick and perfect. Once I'm fully seated, I pause, giving us both a moment to adjust to the sensation.

As I begin to move, my eyes fall on the throw beneath her. In the dim light, I can make out embroidered flowers—small, blue, cup-shaped blooms.

"Bluebonnets," I say fondly. “They’re my favorite flowers now.”

Sadie's eyes, gray as rain clouds but warm with desire, lock with mine. I stroke her cheek, feeling a connection that goes beyond the physical joining of our bodies.

"My bluebonnet queen," I murmur, the endearment falling naturally from my lips.

Something changes in her expression—a deepening, a recognition—and she pulls me down for a kiss as I continue to thrust inside her. Our rhythm builds, her hips rising to meet mine, her breasts pressed against my chest. Her nails dig into my back, spurring me on.

I feel the tension building at the base of my spine, but I'm determined to bring her over the edge again before I let go. I shift my angle slightly, and she cries out, confirming I've found the spot I was seeking.

"That's it," I encourage, driving into her more forcefully now. "Come for me again, Sadie."

Her inner muscles clench around me as she peaks for the second time, her back arching off the blanket. The sight of her lost in pleasure combined with the pulsing grip of her body around my cock pushes me over the edge. I thrust deeply one final time and release inside her, pleasure radiating through every nerve ending.

For a long moment, we stay connected, breathing hard, my forehead resting against hers. The world has narrowed to just this—this woman, this moment, and this unexpected connection found in a storage shed surrounded by tools and flowers.


CHAPTER 10
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The Sunday afternoon sun turns Odette's backyard into a golden postcard scene. Twenty candles throw tiny flames across the surface of a chocolate cake as we gather around the patio table. Kaia beams at the center of attention, her honey-brown hair rippling with a soft shine, while her mother Odette moves around with the easy grace of a hostess who knows exactly what she's doing. I stand next to Paula as we prepare plates of French pastries for everyone.

"Make a wish!" Aria calls out, her hair bouncing as she practically vibrates with excitement next to her best friend. The casual observer might miss how tightly she grips the back of Kaia's chair—these two have been inseparable since childhood.

Kaia closes her striking brown eyes, takes a deep breath, then blows out all twenty candles in one go. We all erupt in applause and cheers.

"To Kaia," I raise my champagne flute. "And to Enchanting Roses' best year ever."

Belle’s hazel eyes are bright with pride. "I still can't believe how well the workshops are doing. We’ve got enough orders to keep us busy for the rest of the year.” She speaks with modesty as if she isn’t aware of her dedication being the reason for the workshop’s success.

Hazel, sitting next to Belle, nods emphatically, her short black hair swinging. “We did it, Belle.”

“And don’t forget that the bouquet orders doubled last month,” Aria reminds us.

“Not to mention the farm tours are booked solid through November,” Odette adds.

Paula smiles and shakes her head slightly, her blonde waves brushing against my shoulder.

“That’s incredible! I still can’t believe people would drive from all over California just to see our roses.”

“I told you so!” Odette says smugly.

Paula rolls her eyes. “Yes, you did. And once again, thank you, my friend, for the suggestion,” she says, then glances around at everyone. “I want to thank all of you for your hard work.”

I pull her close for a kiss and remind her that she’s been the backbone of everything—especially the expansion of the farm operations.

We pass around Odette's exquisite spread of French finger foods—tiny quiches, delicate macarons, and savory gougères that dissolve on the tongue. Little Tony has chocolate frosting smeared across his cheeks as he concentrates on dissecting a particularly large piece of cake.

Aria suddenly stands, tapping her glass with a spoon. "Actually, I have an announcement too." Her green eyes sparkle with barely contained excitement. "Remember that rose gown I was working on? The one with the enormous rose in the center?"

"The one you created within a day, and finished with lots of passion?" Kaia teases, wagging her eyebrows.

The allusion sends a jolt to my groin, reminding me of our threesome that night, where Aria insisted I make love to her while she wore that dress.

“Yup, that one,” Aria grins, her eyes lingering on me momentarily.

“What about it?” My interest piqued as I recall trying to convince her not to let her creation gather dust in her closet.

"I took Greg’s advice and submitted it to the Fabric of the Future contest two months ago." Aria pauses dramatically. "And I won!"

The table erupts again. Belle is the first to wrap her sister in a hug, followed quickly by Paula, who looks like she might burst with maternal pride.

"What's the prize?" I ask once the initial wave of congratulations subsides.

"They're making a fashion film about me and the design," Aria explains, words tumbling out breathlessly. "It's perfect for my portfolio—I can send it to fashion schools, share it online, maybe attract sponsors." She grins at me. "And we can sell the 'award-winning design' on our website."

"My sister, the fashion designer," Belle says, affection warming her typically reserved demeanor.

I catch Paula's gaze and see pride instead of uncertainty. The last time when we discussed Aria’s interest in fashion design, she regarded it as an unrealistic dream sparked by her father’s irresponsible influence.

Odette rises from her seat, champagne untouched. Her dark wavy hair frames a face that carries the satisfied look of someone with a delicious secret. "While we're making announcements..." She places a hand on her stomach while gazing at me across the table. "I'm pregnant."

There's a moment of stunned silence before the patio explodes with excited voices. My jaw hangs open as I take in the news. I glance at Paula again and see that she’s as stunned as I am. I feel a surge of joy so intense it's almost overwhelming. “When did you find out?” I ask Odette as I approach her.

“Just yesterday,” she says, smiling.

"I'm going to name the baby Philly," Odette continues over the commotion. "Because I'm fairly certain it was conceived during our Philadelphia trip."

Holy shit. That unforgettable, wild night. Memories of the incredible evening come back to me in flashes. We made love in my eighth-floor condo in Center City, right by the window, because Odette wanted to enjoy the view. She mentioned wanting to have my child... Well, she got what she wished for, as usual.

Paula reaches across the table to grasp Odette's hand. "Our babies will only be weeks apart!" Her blue eyes shine with maternal excitement. "I hope they're both boys this time—they'll be best friends growing up."

Sadie leans down to Tony, her ash blonde hair falling forward. “Sweetheart, guess what? You're gonna be a big brother!”  she tells him in a gentle, excited voice.

Tony's grey eyes widen. "When? Tomorrow?"

Everyone laughs, the sound folding around us like a warm blanket.

As the dessert plates empty, the younger women exchange glances and announce they're heading for the pool. They disappear inside to change while Odette helps clean up, casting meaningful glances at Paula.

"We should go look at that spare room," Odette suggests. "Start planning your nursery."

Paula shakes her head, one hand resting on her still-flat stomach. "It's too soon, isn't it?"

"It's never too soon," Sadie interjects, resting a hand on Tony's platinum head. "Especially since you already know which room you want to use."

"We could discuss paint colors, and furniture arrangement," Odette adds.

I start to rise. "I'll come too—"

"Absolutely not!" Aria's voice cuts through as she emerges onto the patio in a barely-there red bikini that makes my throat go dry. Behind her, Hazel sports a black bikini that contrasts sharply with her fair skin. Belle and Kaia appear more modest in one-pieces—Belle's a deep blue that makes her hazel eyes pop, Kaia's a burnt orange that complements her olive skin.

"We need you for a pool game," Aria insists, grabbing my wrist.

Hazel nods vigorously. "Remember that chicken fight from two months ago? That was so fun."

I hesitate, looking at Paula, who simply smiles and waves me off.

"Go," Odette encourages. "We have enough opinions about baby rooms here."

As Paula, Odette, Sadie, and Tony head toward the front door, I find myself being pulled toward the pool by four beautiful young women. A small voice in my head warns me that the glint in Aria's eyes promises more than just a simple pool game.

The air changes the moment the other women leave. It's like someone adjusted a dial, turning the joyful afternoon gathering into something charged with potential. Aria twirls a strand of hair around her finger, exchanging a look with Kaia that makes me suspect "chicken fight" was never on today's agenda.

The water in Odette's pool catches the late afternoon sun, rippling with invitation, but I'm suddenly more aware of the four women surrounding me than I am of the cool relief the water promises.

"So, this chicken fight," I begin, but Aria cuts me off with a laugh that bubbles like champagne.

"Oh, we're not playing chicken fight," she says, her green eyes dancing with mischief. "We're playing wet t-shirt relay."

"I don't think I know that one," I admit, though the name alone sends blood rushing south.

Belle, usually the most reserved, surprises me by explaining. "Two teams, two rounds of swimming relay. But wearing wet t-shirts." Her hazel eyes hold mine with unexpected boldness.

"We'll do three rounds to decide the winner," Kaia adds, her birthday confidence evident in how she shifts her weight, drawing attention to the curves beneath her orange one-piece.

"And what's the prize?" I ask, my mouth suddenly dry.

Aria smirks. "The winner gets your cock."

My eyebrows shoot up. "All four of you want that as a prize?"

They nod in unison, and I can't suppress a chuckle. "Sounds like a fun game."

"To make it more exciting," Aria continues, her tone casual despite the weight of her suggestion, "no swimwear under the t-shirts."

The other women nod and exchange glances loaded with anticipation. Hazel's lips quirk into a half-smile. "More fun that way."

"That's just... that's going to be torture for me," I protest weakly, already knowing I'm outnumbered and outmaneuvered.

Aria's laughter rings out again. "That's kind of the point, Greg."

Before I can formulate a response, they begin to strip. It's not a coordinated striptease but something more natural and devastating for it. Belle turns her back, reaching for the clasp between her shoulder blades, letting her one-piece fall forward to reveal the elegant line of her spine. Kaia pulls her straps down slowly, her eyes never leaving mine as the orange fabric peels away from her smooth skin. Aria and Hazel simply untie their bikini tops, letting them fall to the deck with nonchalance.

My mouth goes dry as four beautiful women stand naked before me, each striking a playful pose. Belle cups her breasts, her smile shy despite her boldness. Hazel stretches her arms overhead, accentuating the curve of her waist. Aria strikes a model's pose, one hip jutting out provocatively. Kaia simply stands there, her birthday confidence allowing her to simply exist in her nakedness, the most powerful pose of all.

I swallow hard, trying to gather my thoughts. "Who, uh, who's starting?"

Aria and Hazel step forward, each grabbing a white t-shirt from a nearby chair. They dip them in the pool, the fabric becoming transparent as it soaks up water, then pull them on. The wet cotton clings to their bodies, outlining every curve, every peak.

"Ready, set, go!" I manage to call out.

They dive in gracefully, cutting through the water with powerful strokes. I can't help but notice how the wet shirts ride up as they swim, offering glimpses of their bodies beneath. They return to the edge, breathing hard, and strip the shirts off to pass to their teammates.

Kaia and Belle pull on the dripping shirts and dive in. I watch with fascination as they race back. Aria and Kaia finish first, and both women rush to me, pressing their wet bodies against me in a celebratory hug that soaks my shirt.

I groan at the feeling of their nipples pressing through the wet fabric, but I'm smiling. "One point to team Aria-Kaia."

The second round begins, and this time, Belle and Hazel surge ahead. When they win, they approach me differently – each plants a deliberate kiss on my lips, Hazel's aggressive and demanding, Belle's slower and more sensual.

"One all," I announce, my voice rough.

The third round is neck-and-neck, with all four women pushing themselves to the limit. They touch the edge of the pool simultaneously.

"It's a tie," I declare, as they climb out of the pool, breathing hard, water streaming down their bodies.

"We need another round," Aria insists, but I shake my head.

"I have a better idea," I say, finding my confidence. "All of you win."

Their faces light up as they surround me, eight hands reaching for my clothes. My shirt is peeled off, followed by my shorts and underwear, until I'm as naked as they are, my arousal evident and impossible to hide.

"Who's first?" I ask, though I already know the answer.

"Kaia," all four of us say in unison, and the birthday girl's smile widens.

"And then by age," I add. "Belle, then Hazel, then Aria."

Aria pouts briefly but nods her agreement.

Within moments, I find myself reclining on a plush pool lounger, surrounded by a quartet of feminine beauty so striking it seems to shimmer in the sunlight. Hazel and Aria kneel beside my thighs, their lips taking turns in a sensual dance around my erection, tongues dancing around each other as much as around me. Belle and Kaia position themselves by my head, their breasts hovering tantalizingly close to my face, like ripe fruits ready to be plucked.

I reach up, one hand cupping Belle's breast, the other Kaia's, drawing first one taut nipple then the other into my mouth. The taste of chlorine and sun-kissed skin mingles on my tongue, a cocktail of summer and desire, as soft moans escape their lips, a symphony of pleasure echoing in my ears.

"Birthday girl first," I remind them, my voice a low growl, and Kaia straddles me, lowering herself onto me with an exquisite slowness that makes my heart pound. Her eyes flutter closed, her lips part, a soft gasp escaping as she adjusts to the feeling of me inside her. Belle moves behind her, reaching around to stroke her breasts, her hands a stark contrast against Kaia's sun-warmed skin. Kaia begins to move, her hips undulating like waves on a shore.

Aria and Hazel do not wait for their turns idly. They turn to each other, hands exploring, mouths meeting in a passionate kiss that makes my pulse race even faster. The sight of them pleasuring each other while I focus on Kaia is almost too much, a sensory overload that threatens to drown me in pleasure.

When Kaia shudders through her climax, Belle is quick to take her place, switching to reverse cowgirl position, giving me a view of her back and the gentle curve of her spine, a landscape of smooth skin and subtle curves. Kaia joins Aria and Hazel, the three of them forming a triangle of wandering hands and lips, a living, breathing canvas of desire.

We rotate through positions like a well-rehearsed dance – Hazel demanding doggy style, her fingers gripping the edge of the lounger so tightly her knuckles turn white as I take her from behind; Aria climbing on top in a traditional cowgirl, her fiery hair falling around her face like a halo as she sets a frantic pace, her body glistening with sweat under the sun.

Throughout it all, I maintain control, thinking of baseball statistics and grocery lists to delay my own release. When all four women have had their turn, they arrange themselves in pairs again – Belle with Hazel, Aria with Kaia – pleasuring each other while watching me with lidded eyes, a final tableau of indulgence and satisfaction.

"It's Kaia's birthday," I remind them once more, beckoning the honey-haired beauty back to me with a playful grin. "I think she deserves the grand finale."

Kaia approaches with a radiant smile, her eyes sparkling in the soft afternoon light. She reclines gracefully, and I position myself between her welcoming thighs. The others gather around us, touching her, touching me, touching each other. The combined sensation of all their hands, all their encouragement, sends me over the edge, and I release with a groan that feels as if it has been summoned from the very core of my being.

Afterward, we collapse in a blissful tangle of limbs on the plush, sun-drenched deck. I lie on my back, utterly spent and deeply satisfied, with Kaia and Aria nestled against one side, while Belle and Hazel snuggle against the other. The late afternoon sun casts a golden glow, warming our cooling skin as we breathe in unison, none of us eager to disrupt the tranquil spell we've woven around Odette's shimmering pool.


CHAPTER 11
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Five years later

The white chairs gleam in the morning sun, perfectly aligned in neat rows leading to the flower-adorned arch where two strangers will soon pledge their lives to each other. I straighten a slightly askew chair, a small adjustment in the grand scheme, but in the business of perfect days, details matter. Five years ago, I couldn't have imagined this—standing in a rose garden of my own creation, orchestrating moments that will live in someone else's memory forever.

"Greg, we have a situation with the mother of the bride." Kaia appears at my side, her olive skin flushed with exertion. Her brown hair is pulled back in a sleek bun, and her expanding belly—just beginning to show at three months—is hidden beneath the flowing lines of her dress. "She wants to add three more guests. I've already adjusted the seating chart, but the catering..."

I squeeze her shoulder gently. "I'll talk to Sadie. Don't worry."

Kaia's smile is brief but genuine, her striking brown eyes—so like her mother's—never stopping their scan of the pavilion. "Thanks. I need to check on the bride. She's having a minor meltdown about the bouquet ribbon color."

"Let me guess—the pink is too pink?"

"The pink isn't pink enough," she corrects, already moving toward the resort's main building. "Aria's handling it, but I should be there."

I watch her go, marveling at how effortlessly she navigates the emotional minefield of wedding planning. At twenty-four, she's grown into a confident woman who can charm even the most anxious bride while simultaneously tracking every moving part of an event.

Our resort sprawls across what was once unused hillside property adjacent to the farmhouse. From where I stand in the Rose Pavilion, I can see the entire layout—a dozen accommodations nestled among the natural contours of the land, each unit private yet connected by stone pathways that wind through carefully cultivated gardens. Seven cabins and five cottage suites, each with its own hot tub fed by the natural springs that bubble up from beneath the earth.

The resort's crown jewel—besides the rose garden where I now stand—is the spa and wellness center built around the largest hot spring. The air around it always carries the signature scent of our Petal Essence natural products, created in the farm's workshop under Belle's expert guidance. Just yesterday, I watched a group of women emerge from their treatments, faces glowing, moving with the loose-limbed ease that comes from being thoroughly pampered.

Near the entrance, the reception building houses our boutique shop, where visitors can purchase fresh bouquets, Petal Essence skincare, and Aria's increasingly popular rose-themed clothing line. Her designs—bold patterns of roses worked into everyday wear—have attracted attention beyond our little corner of wine country.

And then there's the café—a farm-to-table dream that Sadie has shaped into one of the area's hidden culinary gems. It sits adjacent to this pavilion, its outdoor seating area now prepared for the wedding reception, tables draped in cream linens and centered with arrangements of our finest blooms.

It took us three years to bring this place to life—from the initial sketches of Paula and Odette on our kitchen table to the grand opening two years ago. I still remember the moment we revealed the resort's name: Enchanting Roses Garden Resort. Not the most concise name, but one that captured everything we wanted to convey about the experience we were offering.

The resort has been operating for two years now, and it's been more successful than any of us dared hope. We opted for a minimalist approach and constructed only twelve units, even though there was enough room for twenty. Our boutique resort specializes in weddings, spa retreats, and culinary experiences—all centered around our roses.

"Earth to Greg," Paula's voice breaks through my reverie. Her blonde hair catches the sunlight as she approaches, clipboard in hand. At forty-three, she's as striking as the day I met her. "The bakery needs the final payment, and the DJ just arrived. Can you handle one while I take the other?"

This is how we work—Paula handling operations while I manage finances, but the lines between our roles blur as needed. "I'll take the DJ. Music setup needs to be verified anyway."

She nods, touches my arm briefly, and we separate to our tasks. This seamless coordination extends to every aspect of our business. While Paula and I manage the broader operations—she handling reservations and marketing, me watching the financial health of our enterprise—everyone plays essential roles.

Belle and Hazel have transformed our spa and wellness center into a destination in itself. Belle, now twenty-six, directs the treatment programs, developing new services that incorporate our rose products in innovative ways. Hazel, with her background in beauty and wellness, oversees the massage therapists and leads yoga sessions on the deck overlooking the valley. Both women still help with the rose product workshop, but their primary focus has shifted to creating experiences rather than products.

Aria and Kaia form our hospitality heart. At twenty-four, Aria has found her niche in event coordination and design. Her artistic eye gives our weddings and special events distinctive touches that guests remember long after they leave. Together with Kaia, they conduct rose tours which are separate from vineyard tours now, teach floral arrangement workshops, and transform our spaces for each new celebration.

Sadie, with Odette's culinary expertise backing her, has made our café famous for its inventive use of rose petals and rose water in unexpected dishes. Her farm-to-table philosophy means our menu changes with the seasons, highlighting whatever is freshest from neighboring farms. Her cooking classes fill up months in advance.

I head toward the reception building to meet the DJ, passing staff members who nod respectfully as I pass. Inside, I find Odette directing two servers on wine placement for the reception.

"The Cabernet needs to breathe," she says, her French accent still noticeable after all these years in California. "Open those bottles now." She spots me and raises an eyebrow. "The DJ is setting up in the corner. I've already shown him where the power outlets are."

"Thanks," I say, but she's already turned her attention back to the wine. Her vineyard, Exotic Wines, provides all our wedding packages with exclusive vintages—a partnership that benefits us both.

Odette continues to manage her wedding venue at the vineyard, but since the resort opened, our services have largely combined. The resort offers a superior experience and better amenities compared to the chateau. Odette isn't bothered by this at all; she has taken every opportunity to promote her wines and wine tasting tours while helping with the wedding services on the rose farm.

When I reach the DJ's setup area, I find Tony helping carry speakers. At ten years old, Sadie's son has become our unofficial assistant for anything that requires enthusiasm and energy—which is nearly everything in the hospitality business.

"Mom said I could help if I'm careful," he informs me solemnly.

"Good man," I say, tousling his blond hair. "Just don't connect anything electrical."

“Okay, Dad.”

I watch him work for a few minutes, my heart filled with pride.  I love the boy so much sometimes I forget he isn’t my son by blood. Randy’s attempted abduction of the boy still haunts us sometimes, but it’s now a distant memory.

A month after the incident, Randy was formally charged with multiple felonies, including attempted kidnapping and assault. Facing a possible ten-year sentence, he accepted a plea deal offered by the prosecutor. Under the agreement, he received four years in state prison, a long-term restraining order, and agreed to have no contact with Sadie or Tony. He was also placed on probation following his release and ordered to complete mandatory therapy.

The next hour passes in a blur of final preparations. I check in with Aria, who's solved the ribbon crisis by hand-dyeing new ones to the bride's specifications. Belle and Hazel emerge from the spa where they've been treating the bridal party to pre-ceremony massages, their expertise evident in the relaxed smiles of the women following them.

"Everything's on schedule," Belle tells me, her hazel eyes bright with satisfaction. Her pregnancy—her second—is more advanced than Kaia's, the curve of her belly visible beneath her flowing dress. Beside her, Hazel's pregnancy is similarly evident, though she carries differently, all out front as she likes to joke.

As guests begin to arrive, we all slip into our wedding-day roles. Though each of us has our specialty, today we are whatever the moment requires—hosts, guides, problem-solvers. I watch my family work in concert, a synchronized dance we've perfected over years of building this life together.

Paula catches my eye across the pavilion and smiles—a private moment in the midst of public chaos. I return the smile, feeling a fullness in my chest that never gets old. From CPA to rose farmer to resort owner, my journey has been unexpected at every turn. But looking at what we've built together, I wouldn't change a single step.

The bride's father shakes my hand with the desperate gratitude of a man who's just survived financial drowning. "Everything is perfect," he whispers, though what he really means is "Thank God it's almost over." I nod understandingly as Paula smoothly guides him to his seat. We've become fluent in the language of wedding days—translating anxiety into efficiency, transforming cold feet into confident steps. As the string quartet begins the processional music, Paula returns to my side, and we take our position at the back of the pavilion, sentinels guarding the flow of someone else's perfect day.

"Flower girl's shoelace is untied," Paula murmurs, already moving toward the little girl in question. Her hands work quickly, fixing the problem before it becomes a pratfall memory in every wedding video. I marvel at how she notices these things—the tiny imperfections that threaten to cascade into larger issues.

The ceremony proceeds with the effortless flow we've refined over dozens of weddings. Aria stands near the front row, her fingers working a loose rose back into one of the aisle arrangements as the bridesmaids pass. Kaia hovers near the videographer, subtly directing his attention to each carefully planned moment. We operate like a silent film crew, invisible to the guests but essential to the production.

I take my place along the side wall, scanning for any hint of trouble. The caterers are preparing behind the scenes, the DJ has his cues written out, and the photographer moves with unobtrusive grace. Everything is unfolding exactly as planned. I should feel nothing but professional satisfaction.

Instead, my attention is captured by something else entirely.

As the bride and groom exchange their vows, I catch the expression on Belle’s face—a fleeting look of wistful longing that she quickly masks with her professional smile. Across the pavilion, Aria's eyes glisten slightly as she watches the ring exchange, her hands unconsciously twisting the fabric of her dress. The raw emotion on their faces hits me with unexpected force.

My mind drifts to the family we've built—complicated, unconventional, and absolutely mine. In five years, our numbers have grown in ways that still sometimes leave me breathless.

My son Leo, born to Paula, is four with her hair and eyes but shares my stubborn chin and analytical mind. Already, he observes the world meticulously. Caleb, my son with Odette, is just a month younger, yet he and Leo are inseparable, sharing a bond that defies their appearance.

Tony, at ten, embraces his role as the big brother, guiding the younger boys with patience. Though not biologically mine, he began calling me "Dad" a year after he moved in with us, a moment that left me speechless.

Belle and Hazel each have three-year-old daughters, Amelia and Laura, are also inseparable. Both women are pregnant again, seemingly in sync, sparking jokes about coordinated motherhood.

Sadie's daughter Bonnie and Kaia's daughter Emma, both two, form another pair. Bonnie has my dark hair and her mother's grey eyes, while Emma is a mini Kaia. Kaia is also expecting our ninth child. Nine children in five years—an astonishing reality.

The applause of the wedding guests pulls me from my reflection. The couple is kissing, sealing their vows as husband and wife. I glance at my watch—perfect timing. We're right on schedule.

I remember my life as a CPA in Philadelphia with a kind of detached amusement now—the quiet condo, the predictable routine, the creeping certainty that I would die alone amid my carefully organized financial records. How could I have known that my attempt to escape that fate would lead to... this? This beautiful, chaotic abundance.

Our family grew so quickly that housing became an immediate challenge. The farmhouse, spacious as it is, couldn't comfortably contain all of us. It was Odette who provided the solution, insisting that Belle and Hazel move into her home before they gave birth. The new road connecting our properties—initially a practical consideration for the resort—has become a well-worn path between our two households. What once was a fifteen-minute drive now takes barely three minutes, allowing our extended family to flow between spaces as needed.

Aria returned home after college graduation two years ago, bringing her degree in fashion design and a national student award for her rose-patterned textiles. I offered to help her set up a studio in the city, but she refused. "My inspiration is here," she said simply. Now her designs are featured in our boutique and sold online to customers across the country. Her career flourishes, but lately I've noticed her watching the children with increasing interest. When she holds Emma or Bonnie, a subtle alteration touches her face—a softening, a yearning.

As the newlyweds process down the aisle amid a shower of rose petals (Aria's special touch), I find myself strangely moved. There's something powerful about public declaration, about standing before witnesses to proclaim your commitment. I've given my ladies rings over the years—individual tokens of my devotion—but never anything like this shared ceremony, this communal moment.

Paula’s gaze finds mine across the pavilion, raising an eyebrow at whatever expression is on my face. I smile back, a plan already forming. Why not give them this? Not a legal ceremony, obviously, but a moment—a beautiful, meaningful gesture acknowledging what we've built together. We could hold it right here in our own rose garden, with just our children as witnesses.

The idea fills me with unexpected joy. I've actually had the rings for months now—five identical bands with a single rose crafted in rose gold, nestled in my dresser drawer. I bought them on a business trip to San Francisco, drawn to their simple elegance, but I've been waiting for the right moment, the right occasion.

As we shift into reception mode—Paula directing the transition while Aria and Kaia guide guests to the café area—I make a silent promise to myself. After this wedding, after our clients have gone home with their perfect memories, I'll speak to my ladies. I'll suggest something just for us—not to make official what needs no official sanction, but to celebrate the unconventional, extraordinary life we've created together.

The father of the bride passes me again, this time with a glass of champagne in hand and the relaxed smile of a man whose financial hemorrhage has finally stopped. "You and your staff are miracle workers," he says.

I accept his compliment with a nod, thinking how little he knows about the real miracles in my life—the ones waiting for me at home, the ones that transformed a lonely accountant into the center of a universe I never dreamed possible.


CHAPTER 12
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I stand in the doorway of our dining room, taking in the beautiful chaos before me. Years ago, when I was a happy bachelor, eating dinner alone at the Carrara marble countertop in my spacious Philadelphia condo, I couldn’t have imagined this scene—seven women bustling around the table, seven children ranging from toddlers to pre-teens making more noise than seems physically possible, and me at forty-seven, feeling both exhausted and more alive than I've ever been.

The dining room that once seemed roomy now barely contains us all, but there's nowhere else I'd rather be. Tonight's ordinary family dinner is about to become something much more, if the seven rose-adorned rings burning a hole in my pocket have anything to say about it.

"Greg, could you grab the water pitcher?" Paula calls out, her blonde hair swept up in a messy bun that somehow looks effortlessly elegant. She's balancing our son Leo on her hip while arranging a platter of roasted vegetables with her free hand.

Leo, at four years old, is the spitting image of his mother—blond hair, blue eyes, and a determined set to his jaw that says he knows exactly what he wants. Right now, he wants down.

"Daddy!" he shouts when he spots me, struggling against Paula's hold.

I cross the room, taking Leo from Paula's arms. "Hey, buddy. Ready for dinner?"

"I want to sit next to Caleb!" he declares, pointing to his almost-twin.

Caleb, my son with Odette, was born just a month after Leo. He has Odette's dark hair and eyes, but the shape of his face—that's all me. The two boys are inseparable, more like twins than half-brothers, a fact that fills me with a particular kind of joy I never knew existed.

"Alright, tornado twins together it is," I say, setting Leo down in his booster seat next to Caleb, who's already been strapped in by Odette.

Odette catches my eye across the table and gives me a knowing smile. "They've been plotting something all afternoon," she says. "I found them in the garden with a bucket of worms they were saving for... what was it, Caleb?"

"Science 'speriment," Caleb says solemnly, his chocolate brown eyes wide with innocence that doesn't fool any of us.

"At least they've moved on from frogs," I reply, remembering last week's amphibian invasion of the kitchen.

Ten-year-old Tony sits on Caleb's other side, already setting up a napkin barrier between his plate and the younger boys'. "I tried to talk them out of it," he says with the long-suffering sigh of an older brother. Sadie's son has grown into a responsible, thoughtful kid who takes his role as the eldest very seriously.

I chuckle to myself remembering how Tony was so fascinated by bugs and worms when he was young. It feels like it wasn't too long ago, yet he's really outgrown that phase.

"Sure you did," Sadie laughs, carrying in a steaming dish of mac and cheese—tonight's kid-friendly option. Her blonde hair is tied back in a ponytail, and there's a smudge of flour on her cheek that I find oddly endearing. "Just like you tried to talk them out of putting soap in the fountain last month?"

Tony grins, caught. "That was different. The bubbles were awesome."

Belle enters with her three-year-old daughter Amelia in tow. Amelia has her mother's blonde hair but my dark eyes, a combination that melts my heart every time she looks at me.

"Someone wanted to help carry the bread," Belle says, as Amelia proudly clutches a basket of dinner rolls to her chest.

"I'm helping!" she announces.

"You sure are, sweetheart," I say, taking the basket and placing it on the table before lifting her into her seat beside her cousin Laura, Hazel's daughter of the same age.

Laura, with her mother's hazel eyes and dark hair, immediately leans over to whisper something to Amelia that makes both girls dissolve into giggles. The two are as inseparable as Leo and Caleb.

Hazel approaches, balancing a bowl of salad in one hand and holding her very visible baby bump with the other. "Those two are trouble," she says fondly, watching the girls. "They were 'redecorating' the spa treatment room with rose petals earlier."

"Better than what these two were doing," I say, nodding toward the boys. "Worm collection."

"Boys," she sighs, but there's no real exasperation in it.

Belle rubs her own growing belly. "Don't worry, we'll have more of each soon enough."

The thought sends a surge of both terror and joy through me. Three more babies on the way—Belle's second, Hazel's second, and Kaia's second. Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night in a cold sweat, wondering how we'll manage it all. But then I look around at what we've already built, and I know we'll find a way.

Speaking of Kaia, she appears in the doorway with two-year-old Emma on her hip. Emma is still in that clingy phase, her arms wrapped around her mother's neck like she might never let go.

"Someone woke up from her nap on the wrong side of the crib," Kaia explains, trying to coax Emma into her high chair. At three months pregnant, Kaia's not showing much yet, but there's a new softness to her face that wasn't there before.

Aria swoops in to help, tickling Emma until the toddler's frown dissolves into reluctant giggles. "Come on, grumpy girl. Look, Bonnie's already in her seat."

Sure enough, Sadie's two-year-old daughter Bonnie is sitting quietly in her high chair, methodically arranging peas in a circle around the edge of her plate. Bonnie has always been the most contemplative of our children, observing the world with a seriousness that makes me smile.

"Where's the chicken?" Aria asks, glancing around the crowded table.

"Coming!" Odette calls from the kitchen.

Finally, all fourteen of us are seated around the table that was never designed for this many people. We've had to add extensions, and even then, our elbows knock together as we pass dishes around. The noise level is somewhere between a rock concert and a jet engine, with everyone talking at once, children demanding things, utensils clattering against plates.

I wouldn't have it any other way.

"So the honeymoon suite booking called today to change their flower order again," Aria says to Kaia across the table, continuing what must be a work conversation from earlier. "I told them we can do blush peonies instead of pink roses, but if they change their minds one more time..."

"I'll handle them," Kaia assures her. "The bride's mother is friends with my mom. I can smooth things over."

Paula passes me the chicken with an eye roll. "The Anderson wedding. They've changed every detail at least three times. Good thing we built flexibility into our packages."

Dinner is meant for family time, yet we can't separate it from business because we're managing a family business.

"The spa is fully booked this weekend," Belle mentions, helping Amelia cut her chicken into bite-sized pieces. "That corporate retreat from San Francisco. They've added six more massage appointments."

"I've got the staff covered," Hazel assures her. "Though if one more executive asks if our 'wellness packages' include happy endings, I might accidentally step on something sensitive during their hot stone therapy."

"Hazel!" Paula admonishes, glancing meaningfully at the children, though Tony is the only one old enough to potentially understand the reference, and he's too busy negotiating a green bean treaty with Leo and Caleb to be paying attention.

"What's a happy ending?" Tony asks suddenly, proving me wrong.

Seven women turn to me with identical expressions that clearly say: "Your turn, Greg."

"It's when everyone gets what they want at the end of a story," I say smoothly. "Like in the books we read at bedtime."

Tony seems satisfied with this answer and returns to his diplomatic vegetable mission.

Sadie meets my eye from across the table and mouths "Nice save" with a grin that makes my heart skip a beat even after all these years.

The meal continues in its cheerful chaos—spilled milk, twice, a minor tantrum from Bonnie when her pea arrangement gets disturbed, a detailed account from Tony about his science project on rose pollination, and a constant background hum of business talk, child-rearing strategies, and the easy banter of people who know each other deeply.

As dinner winds down and dessert—a rose-infused crème brûlée that Sadie and Odette perfected for the resort's menu—is served, I feel the weight of the small velvet pouch in my pocket. My palms are sweaty, my heart racing. I've faced business competitors, angry suppliers, and the judgment of traditionalists who don't understand our family structure, but nothing has made me as nervous as what I'm about to do.

I clear my throat and stand, tapping my water glass with my spoon. The adults immediately quiet, looking at me with curious expressions. The children, sensing something important, gradually fall silent too—even Emma, who's been babbling happily to herself for the last ten minutes.

"I have something I'd like to say," I begin, my voice steadier than I feel.

"Are we getting a puppy?" Leo asks hopefully.

"No, buddy, not tonight," I laugh, grateful for the tension breaker. "This is something else."

I look around at the faces I love most in the world—seven extraordinary women and seven amazing children, with three more on the way. My family. Unconventional, complicated, and absolutely perfect.

"Five years ago, I was a lonely man who thought he knew what he wanted from life. Then I met all of you—some for the first time, some in a new way—and everything changed." I take a deep breath. "What we've built together—this family, our home, our business—it's beyond anything I could have dreamed of. And while I know we don't need traditional structures to validate what we have, I want to stand up in front of the people we love and commit to each of you, formally and publicly... well, as publicly as we can manage."

I reach into my pocket and pull out the velvet pouch, untying its drawstring to reveal seven rings, each one custom-designed with a unique rose motif and gemstone.

"I had these made to represent each of you," I say, my voice catching slightly. "Because while we're one family, you're each unique and irreplaceable to me."

I walk around the table to Paula first, kneeling beside her chair. The children watch with wide eyes, sensing the importance of the moment even if they don't fully understand it.

"Paula," I say, taking her hand. "You were the first to show me what family could really mean. Your strength, your vision, your uncompromising spirit—they've shaped everything we've become." I slip a ring onto her finger—a white diamond at the center of a realistic rose carved from platinum. "White roses for loyalty and new beginnings. Will you marry me?"

Paula's blue eyes fill with tears as she nods, pulling me in for a kiss that makes the children giggle. "Yes," she whispers against my lips.

I move to Belle next, kneeling before her. "Belle, your quiet passion and deep understanding have been my anchor so many times." I slide a ring onto her finger featuring a deep red ruby nestled in a rose-shaped setting. "Crimson like the roses you tend so carefully, for love and beauty. Will you marry me?"

Belle's hand trembles slightly as she examines the ring. "It's perfect," she says softly. "Yes, of course yes."

Next is Aria, whose eyes are already glistening with tears. "Aria, your creativity and spirit bring light to even our darkest days." Her ring features a pink tourmaline, its facets catching the light. "Pink for grace and admiration, like the roses you weave into your designs. Will you marry me?"

"Took you long enough," she teases through her tears, throwing her arms around my neck. "Yes!"

I move to Odette, who watches me with those piercing brown eyes that still see right through me. "Odette, your ambition and confidence pushed all of us to dream bigger." Her ring features a deep purple amethyst surrounded by small diamond accents. “Purple for enchantment and majesty, like the regal Cabernet Sauvignon clusters that flourish in your vineyard. Will you marry me?"

Odette's smile is slow and knowing. "Oui, mon cher. It would be my pleasure."

Kaia is next, one hand resting protectively over her barely-there bump. "Kaia, your kindness and adaptability have taught me how to bend without breaking." Her ring holds a brilliant yellow citrine. "Yellow for joy and friendship, like the sunshine roses you love. Will you marry me?"

Kaia pulls me close, whispering, "For you, for us, for our children—yes."

I kneel before Hazel, whose practicality has always been balanced by a fiery passion. "Hazel, your honesty and dedication have made us stronger in ways we never expected." Her ring features a vibrant emerald in an intricate rose gold setting. "Green for life and abundance, like the garden we've grown together. Will you marry me?"

"About damn time," Hazel laughs through tears. "Yes, you impossible man."

Finally, I reach Sadie, who's been watching each proposal with shining eyes. "Sadie, your gentle strength and resilience remind me daily of what really matters." Her ring features a deep blue sapphire nestled among smaller diamonds. "Blue for loyalty and faith, like the bluebonnets you love so much. Will you marry me?"

"Yes, darlin'," she says, her Texas accent thick with emotion. "A thousand times yes."

The children, who have been surprisingly quiet during this procession, suddenly erupt in cheers and questions.

"Are you all getting married?" Tony asks, looking puzzled but happy.

"Does this mean a party?" Amelia wants to know.

"Can I wear a princess dress?" Laura chimes in.

I laugh, returning to my seat with seven "yes" answers warming my heart. "Yes to all of that. We're going to have a ceremony at our own wedding pavilion at the resort."

"The rose garden one?" Leo asks excitedly.

"That's right," Paula confirms, admiring her ring. "Where all the fancy weddings happen."

"But who will marry us?" Belle asks, voicing the practical concern that's been in the back of my mind. "It's not like we can just call up any minister or judge."

The room grows quiet as we all consider this problem. Our unconventional family structure isn't exactly welcomed by traditional religious institutions, and while we've carved out acceptance in our little community, finding someone to officiate presents a real challenge.

"What about grandpa and grandma?" Aria asks Paula.

Paula shakes her head. "They've come a long way in accepting our family, but performing a ceremony? That's asking too much."

"My parents have never even met Greg," Hazel points out with a sad smile. "They're not even acknowledging Laura as their granddaughter."

I feel a familiar ache at the mention of family rejection. "And my father and I exchange birthday cards once a year. He's not an option," I say.

"What about my dad?" Sadie suggests after a moment of silence.

We all turn to look at her.

"Dylan?" Paula asks, surprise evident in her voice.

Sadie nods, a slow smile spreading across her face. "He came to visit when Bonnie was born, remember? He and Greg got along great."

I remember Dylan Wilson—a tall, easy-going Texan with Sadie's gray eyes and a philosophical outlook on life. We'd spent an evening talking about rose cultivation and family while he bounced his newborn granddaughter on his knee.

"Your dad has his own... similar arrangement, doesn't he?" Odette asks carefully, mindful of the children listening.

"Yes, he does," Sadie confirms. "He has two wives now, all living together on his flower farm in Texas. He even had a commitment ceremony with them last year. That's why I think he'd be perfect—he understands. I know he'd do it for us if I asked."

"Then ask him," I say, reaching for Sadie's hand across the table. "Ask if he'll help us make official what we already know in our hearts—that we're a family, unconventional but unbreakable."

Sadie squeezes my hand. "I'll call him tonight."

"That sounds wonderful," Paula responds, and the other women nod in agreement. "Thanks, Sadie." 

"Not a problem," Sadie replies with a smile. She then adds, "Just so y’all know, he's not ordained and can't legally officiate."

Belle shrugs. “Does that matter? We're not doing this for legal reasons..." She trails off, looking at me. 

"Exactly," I reply with a nod. "The wedding is purely symbolic. It's my way of showing my commitment to you all." 

The ladies pause for a moment, then begin to murmur. "Sounds exciting to me," Kaia says, and her enthusiasm is echoed by Aria, Hazel, and Belle. 

"To me, all weddings are symbolic," Paula adds. "They're more meaningful than marriage licenses." 

Odette agrees with her friend. "I can't wait to wear a bridal gown—" 

She's interrupted by Aria. "I volunteer to design all the wedding dresses if that's okay." 

"Absolutely," the ladies say in unison. 

"But since they're custom-made," Odette adds, "I'd like mine to match my ring stone color." 

"Me too!" Belle chimes in, and everyone else follows suit. 

"Alright," Aria agrees. "Matching gown colors with ring stone colors. Any other requests?" 

"I want mine in satin with a V-neck and minimal embellishments," Paula says. 

"Okay," Aria notes, scribbling on a notepad. "That's classic." 

"And I want silk, strapless," Belle adds. 

"Sure, a red silk strapless. Very elegant." 

"I want a high neckline, puff sleeves, and tiered skirts," Hazel requests. 

"Ooh," Aria raises an eyebrow. "I didn't know you liked Victorian style." 

"You haven't spent enough time with me, sister," Hazel replies playfully. 

The planning continues for about an hour, with the ladies envisioning their bridal gowns. Aria takes notes eagerly, ready to begin the project. She's mentioned designing bridal gowns before but hasn't had the chance. This opportunity is perfect for her to explore, and I know these dresses will enhance her impressive design portfolio and attract future clients.

I look around at my family—my fiancées now, I realize with a surge of joy—and see hope blooming on their faces.

Around us, the children have lost interest in the adult conversation and returned to their desserts and private negotiations. Emma smears crème brûlée across her cheek. Bonnie methodically deconstructs hers into component parts. The older boys are planning their suits for the wedding, while Amelia and Laura are already arguing over who gets to throw more flower petals.

My gaze meets Paula's across the table, and she gives me a smile that still makes my heart race. One by one, I look at each woman who has agreed to marry me—Belle's quiet contentment, Aria's sparkling excitement, Odette's sensual confidence, Kaia's gentle happiness, Hazel's fierce joy, and Sadie's tender love.

"So," I say, raising my glass in a toast, "to our wedding. And to the family we've grown, thorns and all."

Seven hands with seven rose rings rise to meet mine, and in that moment, I know I've found something most people search their whole lives for—a place where I truly, completely belong.


CHAPTER 13
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Moments later, the living room of our farmhouse has transformed into a nest of drooping heads and heavy eyelids. Emma has curled herself into a tight ball in Kaia's lap, her thumb lodged firmly in her mouth. Across from them, little Amelia fights a losing battle with sleep, her blonde head bobbing against Belle's chest with each slow breath. I watch my family—my real, actual family now that they've all said yes—succumb one by one to the gentle pull of dreams, and I've never felt more awake.

"I think it's time," Paula whispers, nodding toward three-year-old Laura, who's sprawled across Hazel's growing belly like she's trying to hug her unborn sibling. Beside them, Bonnie's eyes have closed completely, her chubby hand still clutching a half-eaten cookie.

Odette checks her watch and nods. "Past time, actually. The little monsters have remarkable staying power when there's excitement." Her words are crisp, but her hand moves with tender precision as she brushes dark curls from Leo's forehead. Her four-year-old son has inherited her piercing gaze, but in sleep, his face is all softness.

"They wanted to stay up for the 'party,'" Sadie says, her drawl stretching the last word. She shifts Tony in her arms—at five, he's the oldest of the children, but even he couldn't outlast the day's emotions. "Though I reckon none of them really understood what we were celebratin'."

"They will someday," I say, my voice catching slightly. The weight of the day—of asking seven women to marry me, of hearing seven yeses—sits heavy and warm in my chest. "We'll tell them how their moms all made me the luckiest man in California."

Sadie stands, balancing Bonnie on her hip while Tony leans against her sleepily. “We should get these little ones to bed. Tony's got school tomorrow, and Miss Bonnie here gets mighty cranky without her full twelve hours."

I move to help her, but she shakes her head. "I've got them, Greg. The cottage is just a short walk, and the night air might do me good." Her gray eyes, dreamy as ever, meet mine. "Today's been... a lot. In the best way."

I understand. Sadie, more than any of the others, had been hesitant about formalizing our relationship. Her ex-husband had left scars that went deeper than she liked to admit. Her yes had come last, soft but certain.

"I'll walk you to the door at least," I tell her, following as she navigates toward the entrance.

At the doorway, I lean down and press a kiss to Tony's forehead, then Bonnie's. "Sleep tight, kiddos," I murmur, though neither stirs.

To Sadie, I ask, "Are you going to turn in as well?"

“Not yet," she says. “I’m too excited to sleep.” 

“Then come back after you tuck them to bed,” I say, kissing her on the lips.

“I will.” Sadie nods with a knowing smile. She then shifts Bonnie higher on her hip and steps into the night.

Back in the living room, Belle and Hazel are already standing, and their daughters limp with sleep in their arms. Belle's pregnancy shows less than Hazel's, but the gentle curve of her belly is unmistakable beneath her flowing dress.

"We should head back too," Belle says softly. "These little ladies need their beds."

Odette moves to join them, but Aria—my spirited, surprising Aria—places a hand on her arm.

"Why don't you stay here tonight?" Aria suggests, her copper hair reflecting the lamplight. "I'll sleep over at your place. I can help with the girls in the morning."

Odette's eyebrows rise slightly. "Are you sure, chérie? I don't mind—"

"I'm sure," Aria cuts in, with a meaningful glance between Odette and her mother, Paula. "Besides, I promised Emma we’d dress her Barbie together tomorrow. This way we can get an early start."

I catch Aria's eye and see the knowing twinkle there. She's grown into a perceptive young woman, far from the impulsive nineteen-year-old I first met. She understands the complex web of relationships in our unconventional family, and she's giving her mother and Odette space to celebrate together.

Odette hesitates only a moment before nodding. "Merci, Aria." She turns to Paula. "Shall we put the boys down upstairs, then?"

Paula's smile holds a warmth I've come to treasure. "Yes, let's put them in Bella’s old room. It has those twin beds they like."

Together, they gather up their sons—Caleb, Paula's boy, and Leo, Odette's—and head for the stairs.

"Bye Mom, enjoy your evening!" Kaia says to her mother, shifting her sleeping daughter in her arms.

Belle follows suit, and their mothers turn around at the staircase and wave them goodbye quietly.

"I'll drive you all," I offer, fishing my keys from my pocket. "It's too dark to walk with the little ones."

Belle gives me a grateful smile. "Thanks, Greg. Laura's getting heavy these days." She looks down at her sleeping daughter with such tenderness that my heart squeezes.

Outside, the May evening wraps around us, warm with the promise of summer. I help load drowsy children into car seats in my SUV—a practical purchase I never imagined making at forty-seven. Yet here I am, checking buckles and adjusting tiny heads against cushions.

The drive to Odette's Mediterranean villa is short but winding, the road curving through the vineyard that has flourished under her expert care. Exotic Wines has become one of the most respected vineyards in Vine Valley, its bottles gracing restaurants as far away as New York. I drive slowly, conscious of the precious cargo I carry.

In the rearview mirror, I catch glimpses of Kaia and Aria whispering together in the back seat, their friendship a constant that has weathered the complications of our family structure. In the middle row, Belle and Hazel sit with their daughters, both women's faces soft in the dashboard light.

"Hard to believe it's been five years," Hazel murmurs, almost to herself. Her hazel eyes meet mine briefly in the mirror.

"Five years since you came back to Vine Valley," I confirm, remembering how she'd returned from LA, disillusioned with city life and seeking something real. She'd found it, unexpectedly, with us. “And since I discovered Enchanting Roses and its more enchanting women.”

"Five years since everything changed," Belle adds, her voice thoughtful. She'd been reserved when I first arrived at Enchanting Roses, protective of her mother and suspicious of my intentions. Now, she wears my ring on her finger.

The villa appears around the final bend, its stone façade glowing amber under strategically placed lighting. Odette's home is an oasis of European elegance nestled among California vines, with a terracotta-tiled roof and tall, narrow windows. Ivy climbs one wall, framing a balcony that overlooks rows of carefully tended grapes.

I park close to the entrance and come around to help unload children and mothers. Emma doesn't stir as Kaia lifts her, but Amelia blinks sleepily as Belle extracts her from the car seat.

"Home?" Amelia asks, her voice thick with sleep.

"Yes, sweetheart," Belle confirms. "Time for bed."

Laura wakes more fully, squirming in Hazel's arms. "Want Daddy," she announces, reaching for me with grabby hands.

My heart does a funny little flip—it still does, every time one of the children calls me Daddy. I take Laura from Hazel, giving her a momentary reprieve from the weight.

"Daddy's here," I tell Laura, smoothing back her dark hair—so like Hazel's. "But it's sleepy time now."

"Not sleepy," she protests, even as her head drops heavily against my shoulder.

We file into the villa, the tile floor cool beneath our feet. The interior always reminds me of Odette herself—elegant but comfortable, with rich colors and textures that invite you to linger. The women move with the ease of people who know a space well, heading straight for the wing that has been converted into a nursery and children's bedrooms.

I follow, Laura growing heavier in my arms with each step. The children's wing is a marvel of organization, with four small bedrooms branching off a central playroom. The walls are painted with murals of vineyards and rose gardens, a tribute to the businesses that brought us all together.

"This one's yours," I whisper to Laura, laying her in a bed adorned with purple sheets—her current favorite color. She mumbles something incoherent as I tug off her shoes and pull the light blanket over her.

In the next room, I find Hazel tucking in Amelia while Belle watches from the doorway, one hand resting on her pregnant belly.

"Need help with Emma?" I ask Kaia, who shakes her head.

"She's already out," she reports, slipping out of a third bedroom. "Didn't even wake up when I changed her into pajamas."

Caleb's bedroom, the fourth one, is vacant. I look at the decor and smile. The walls are painted a soft shade of blue, reminiscent of a clear summer sky, and the neatly made bed is adorned with a quilt that features a patchwork of vibrant colors.

With three babies arriving soon, the children will have to share rooms. I briefly consider how to arrange it, but choose to leave the decision to their mothers.

Aria emerges from what she considers her room when she stays over, having changed into sleep shorts and a tank top. "All set for the night," she announces. "Though I might raid the kitchen first. Anyone else want ice cream?"

Kaia raises her hand. " I want some of that leftover blueberry cake, too. I’m already hungry.”

"You are?" Aria asks. "It seems like you didn't have much to eat at dinner, probably because you were busy looking after Emma."

"I ate plenty. Growing another human will do that to you," Kaia remarks, giving her still-flat stomach a gentle pat. "You'll understand soon." She suddenly halts, glancing at me with her hand covering her mouth.

I grow curious. "What do you mean?" I look between Kaia and Aria. "Aria, are you pregnant too?"

Kaia silently mouths "sorry" to Aria.

Aria beams. "I planned to share the exciting news with you at dinner, but your grand proposals beat me to it."

I can't contain my excitement. I've been wondering when Aria would have our child. She's ambitious and seems to have many plans before starting a family. I pull her close. "I'm so thrilled, sweetheart. We should celebrate soon."

"Yes, we should," Aria replies, leaning in to kiss me.

"Four pregnant women under one roof," Hazel remarks, joining us in the hallway. "God help us all."

Belle laughs softly. "The hormone levels in this house are about to get interesting."

I linger in the house, watching them share a bowl of ice cream and a cake Belle baked the day before. They chat about the day’s events—the wedding, the groom and the bride—and then compare their engagement rings, giggling as if they were the best gifts they’ve ever received. While complimenting each other’s rings, each insists that hers is the best.

I look at them—these beautiful, strong women who have chosen to build a life with me, with each other—and feel a wave of emotion so powerful it nearly knocks me off my feet.

"I should get back," I say after they finish eating, my voice rougher than I intended. "Paula and Odette are waiting."

They walk me to the door, a procession of the women who hold pieces of my heart. I kiss each of them goodnight—Belle's kiss sweet and lingering, Hazel's fierce and quick, Aria's playful, and Kaia's gentle.

"Tell Mom and Odette we should have dinner together again tomorrow," Belle says. "So we can start talking about... wedding plans." She says the last two words with a hint of wonder, as if she still can't quite believe it.

"Good idea. I will," I promise. "Sleep well, all of you."

The drive back to the farmhouse is quiet, just me and my thoughts humming along with the engine. The road is dark except for my headlights cutting through the night, illuminating glimpses of the world we've built here—Enchanting Roses to the left, its fields dormant but alive with potential; Exotic Wines to the right, the neat rows of vines standing sentinel in the moonlight.

As I pull up to the farmhouse—our home base, the heart of our scattered, unconventional family—the living room sits empty, the remnants of our celebration dinner cleared away. The house feels different now—the commotion of earlier replaced by a hushed anticipation. I climb the stairs again, this time heading toward the bedroom Paula and I share.

I pause outside the nursery converted from Belle’s old bedroom, cracking the door just enough to see Leo and Caleb, our twin-like four-year-old boys, sprawled in their matching beds.

Their breaths are steady and their expressions calm, a sight that assures me they are enjoying pleasant dreams. Smiling, I close the door quietly and continue down the hall.

As I approach our bedroom, a sound stops me in my tracks—a soft moan that sends heat spiraling through me. The door stands slightly ajar, and something wafts out—a fragrant mist carrying the unmistakable scent of our roses. I push the door open slowly.

The bedroom is bathed in a warm, dim light. Paula lies on her stomach across our bed, her naked back glistening with oil. Odette straddles her, her elegant hands working Paula's muscles with refined precision. Neither woman is wearing anything, their bodies a study in contrasts—Paula's fair skin against Odette's olive tone.

"Am I interrupting?" I ask, my voice rough with sudden desire.

Paula turns her head, her blue eyes finding mine. "Not at all," she murmurs. "Join us."

Odette smiles without pausing her movements, her fingers digging into Paula's shoulders. "We were just warming up for you."

I slip my shirt over my head, unbuckle my belt. As I undress, I notice the source of the fragrant mist—our ultrasonic diffuser, designed like a blooming crimson rose, sits on the nightstand, sending tiny particles of rose-scented essential oil into the air.

"The diffuser's a nice touch," I say, nodding toward it.

Paula sighs as Odette hits a particularly tense spot. "We have one more thing to celebrate. The LA distributor called today—they want to double their order."

I can't help but smile. Hazel's idea to create the diffuser with our rose essential oil has taken our business to a new level. When she suggested an ultrasonic diffuser shaped like a rose, with Aria designing the ceramic shell, we took a chance. Now it has become the most popular product we make in the workshop.

"The resort guests can't get enough of them," Odette adds, her hands moving lower down Paula's back. "We sold twenty just this week."

I settle onto the bed beside Paula, propping myself up on one elbow to watch them. "I think it has less to do with the diffuser and more to do with the saleswomen," I say, reaching out to stroke Paula's hair.

Odette smirks, her hands sliding to Paula's sides, deliberately brushing the sides of her breasts. "Maybe you're right," she teases, her eyes never leaving mine as her fingers dance across Paula's skin.

"Odette," Paula chides, though her complaint transforms into a moan as Odette's hands move to cup her breasts fully.

"What?" Odette says innocently. "I'm just being thorough." Her hands move again, this time to knead Paula's ass cheeks. The oil makes her skin shine in the low light, and I feel a surge of envy at Odette's position.

I watch, captivated, as Odette runs a single finger along Paula's butt crack, teasing her butt hole with a delicate touch. Paula whimpers, her body squirming beneath Odette's treatments.

A groan escapes me, and I shift closer, my hand joining Odette's on Paula's body. Our fingers touch, and I feel a spark between us—not static, but something deeper, a connection that has grown between all of us over these years together.

"I think," Paula says, her voice muffled against the pillow, "that the celebration should involve all of us."

Odette's eyes meet mine, dark with invitation. "I couldn't agree more."

Odette dismount Paula, and together we help Paula roll onto her back. Odette positions herself between Paula’s legs, gently spreading them apart, and runs the back of her hand along Paula’s wet center. Paula moans softly, her hips arching to press against Odette’s hand. Her face is flushed, her blue eyes filled with desire as she looks back and forth between Odette and me.

Paula is clearly eager for me, but she’s also relishing Odette’s expert touch. I groan, my own arousal intensifying. I can’t wait to be inside her. I move closer to Paula’s face and guide my cock to her lips. She eagerly licks me at first, then takes me into her mouth. The position is a bit awkward, with Paula having to turn her head to face me, but it works. I thrust gently so she doesn’t have to move her head anymore.

As my cock pulses in Paula’s mouth, Odette is pleasuring Paula with her tongue. Paula’s body writhes, her hands gripping the bedsheet for support. I help by cupping Paula’s trembling breast with one hand and holding her head with the other. I’m not sure what Odette is doing, but it’s driving Paula to the edge quickly. A glance down reveals Odette sucking Paula’s clit while pumping her fingers inside her, pushing me to my limit as well. Paula comes with a loud moan, her body shaking. I quickly pull out of her mouth to let her catch her breath.

It takes Paula a moment to calm down, but I’m still rock-hard. Odette moves aside, gesturing for me to take her place. I eagerly position myself between Paula’s legs and enter her still-quivering pussy. The subtle waves ripple over my length, threatening to make me come instantly. I grit my teeth, resisting the urge. I need to savor this. I thrust slowly, inch by inch, to draw out every second of the sensation.

We're lost in each other when the door creaks open. I glance up to see Sadie standing in the doorway, her platinum blonde hair tumbling over her shoulders, her grey eyes widening at the sight before her. She's wrapped in a thin robe that clings to her curves, and her cheeks flush pink as she takes in our tangled limbs and flushed skin.

"I'm sorry I'm late," she says. "Tony was havin' nightmares, and he woke Bonnie. I had to read her two stories before she closed her eyes again." Her words trail off as her gaze locks on where I'm joined with Paula, while Odette straddles Paula's face. "Holy shit," she murmurs, "it's so hot in here."

Paula makes a muffled sound of acknowledgment, her tongue still busy between Odette's thighs.

"Join us," I manage to say, my voice strained with the effort of maintaining my rhythm while speaking.

Sadie shakes her head, but there's a smile playing on her lips. "I'll just watch for a bit, if y'all don't mind." She leans against the wall, not taking her eyes off us for a second.

The knowledge of being watched adds another layer to our pleasure. I thrust deeper into Paula, feeling her body respond beneath me. Odette rocks against Paula's mouth, her back arched, her hands braced on the headboard. The room fills with our collective sounds—sighs, moans, the wet sounds of sex—creating an erotic symphony.

From my position, I can see Sadie slip one hand inside her robe, cupping her generous breast. The thin material does nothing to hide the fact that she's naked underneath. Her other hand slides down her stomach, disappearing between her legs. She doesn't try to hide what she's doing; in fact, the way her eyes hold mine tells me she wants me to see.

The sight makes my desire surge and my cock throbs inside Paula. Though Sadie and I consummated our love shortly after we met, it took her some time to feel comfortable sharing other women with me. Even though she had no objection to group sex, and was eager to be part of it, she simply couldn’t take the first step. She said she would be too self-conscious around other women, and wouldn’t be able to enjoy our intimacy. We and the ladies didn’t push her, and respected her preference. For about two years, I only had one-on-one sex with Sadie.

Then, one day, the four of us, Sadie, Paula, Odette and I, were soaking in the hot spring. Odette and Paula started to make out, and I joined them. We thought Sadie would run away like she normally did, but to our surprise, she stayed and watched. And then she started to touch herself, quite discreetly at first, before becoming bolder and bolder. Paula and Odette made it easy for her by seemingly ignoring her, while secretly tempting her with their naughty gestures. In the end, Sadie asked to join us. I still remember the moment when she came forward, her cheeks flushed pink, and her eyes dark with lust. She looked timid, but her shyness was overcome by her eagerness to be part of our experience.

I can still remember Sadie’s fervent moans as she surrendered to the joy we provided her, which she later called extraordinary. Paula and Odette each took one of her breasts, while I lowered myself to lick her pussy. Sadie’s orgasm came like a freight train, and she was insatiable. Under her request, I fucked her twice, once in the water, and once on the deck, all in front of Paula and Odette. Since then, Sadie has fully embraced our group experiences.

The ladies' moans pull me back from my reverie, and back into the present moment. My hands move to Odette's breasts, kneading them as she grinds against Paula's face. I'm surrounded by beauty, by desire, by love in its most physical form.

Sadie's breathing grows heavier as her fingers work between her legs. Her head tilts back against the wall, her eyes half-closed but still watching us. The robe has slipped open now, offering glimpses of her full, prominent breasts, looking like ripe fruits. Fuck, the sight intensifies my lust.

Among all the women, Sadie has the largest and deepest bra cups. They humorously dubbed her the Queen for this reason shortly after she joined the harem. The arrival and breastfeeding of Bonnie only reinforced her regal title.

Still eying Sadie’s beautiful breasts, I feel Paula's walls begin to contract around me—the familiar pulsing that signals her approaching climax. Odette's movements grow more erratic above her, her thighs trembling with tension. And against the wall, Sadie's body begins to writhe, her hand moving faster between her legs.

It's as if an invisible current connects us all, building toward a simultaneous breaking point. Paula cries out first, her body bucking beneath me. Her orgasm triggers Odette's, who grasps the headboard with white knuckles, grinding down one final time before shuddering through her release. The sight of them—combined with Sadie's moan as she comes against her own hand—pushes me over the edge. My release rips through me with an intensity that leaves me gasping, my vision briefly spotting at the edges.

For a moment, the only sound in the room is our collective panting. Then Sadie laughs, a warm, pleased sound that breaks the tension.

"Well," she says, letting her robe fall completely open, "that was quite the show."

I collapse onto my back beside Paula, still trying to catch my breath. Odette moves to make room, stretching like a satisfied cat beside Paula.

"Don't tell me you're done already," Sadie teases, approaching the bed. The mattress dips as she climbs on, her movements deliberate and sensual.

Before I can answer, she straddles my thighs, bending down to take my softening cock into her mouth. The sudden warm wetness makes me jerk in surprise and growing arousal. Sadie's heavy breasts hang down like milk bags going to burst in any minute, their weight a pleasant pressure against my thighs. I reach for them, filling my hands with her soft flesh, feeling her nipples harden against my palms.

Sadie's eyes grow dreamy as I knead her breasts, her mouth working magic on my rapidly recovering erection. Her ass points up in the air, presented like an offering. Odette takes the invitation, moving behind Sadie and parting her thighs wider.

I watch as Odette lowers her face to Sadie's sex, her tongue making a long, slow stroke from Sadie's clit to her entrance. Sadie moans around my cock, the vibration sending shivers up my spine. Something warm and wet drips onto my thigh—Sadie's arousal or Odette's saliva, I can't tell which. Whatever it is, the thought of their mingled wetness only heightens my desire.

Odette reaches toward the nightstand, opening the drawer to retrieve a curved, pink silicone dildo. She catches my eye and smiles wickedly before returning her attention to Sadie. With one hand spreading Sadie open, she positions the toy at her entrance.

Sadie releases my cock from her mouth with a pop when she feels the pressure. "Oh God," she whispers, her grey eyes finding mine, clouded with lust.

Odette pushes the dildo inside Sadie with one smooth thrust, causing Sadie to cry out in pleasure. She begins a steady pace, fucking Sadie from behind while Sadie returns to pleasuring me with her mouth.

"You are such naughty women," I curse, overwhelmed by the sight and sensations. "All of you."

Paula, who has been watching with heavy-lidded eyes, moves closer to kiss me. Her lips are soft, tasting faintly of Odette. "On a scale of one to ten," she murmurs against my mouth, "how happy are you right now?"

The question catches me off guard. Between Sadie's warm mouth, the visual of Odette working the dildo in and out of her, and Paula's tender kiss, my mind can barely form coherent thought.

"One hundred," I mumble, unable to articulate anything more complex.

The women's laughter surrounds me, warm and genuine, filling the room with joy as much as desire.

Feeling a surge of dominant energy, I tap Sadie's shoulder. "I want both of you," I say, my voice rough with need. "Odette, Sadie—on all fours."

The women exchange glances, then move to obey, arranging themselves side by side on the bed. They present me with a vision of perfect contrast—Odette's firm, heart-shaped buttocks next to Sadie's rounder, more generous curves. Between their smooth thighs, their sex glistens invitingly, like an exotic flower begging to be admired.

I kneel behind them, running my hands over both their asses, appreciating their different textures and shapes. Then I lower my face, taking a long taste of each of their pussies in turn. Odette tastes sharp and tangy, while Sadie is sweeter. They moan in unison as my tongue explores them.

Positioning myself behind Odette first, I slide inside her with one firm thrust. Sadie makes a small sound of disappointment, which turns to pleasure when Paula returns with the dildo, circling it against her G-spot with effortless precision.

"God, Paula," Sadie coos, "you're so good at that."

A possessive urge seizes me. I withdraw from Odette and move to Sadie, replacing the dildo with my cock in one smooth motion. Sadie's walls grip me tightly, pulling me deeper.

I establish a pattern of switching between them, pulling out just as their tension builds to a peak, denying them release. When they begin to complain, I explain between labored breaths, "I'm edging you. You'll come harder this way."

Paula helps me, using her hands and mouth on whoever I'm not inside at the moment. We could continue this game indefinitely, but my own control is slipping. The sight of these beautiful women, the sounds of their pleasure, the knowledge that they're all mine—it's too much.

With a final, powerful thrust, I spill inside Sadie, her walls clenching around me as she finally reaches her climax. Not wanting to leave Odette unsatisfied, I quickly withdraw and enter her, giving her the last pulses of my orgasm as she too crashes over the edge.

Afterward, we collapse in a tangle of limbs, sweat-slicked and satisfied. As my breathing slows, I look at the three women surrounding me—Paula, Odette, and Sadie—and marvel at how we found our way to this unconventional but perfect happiness.

"So," Paula says, her head resting on my chest, "should we start planning the wedding?"

Laughter bubbles up from deep inside me, joined by the women's voices, creating a harmony that feels like home.


CHAPTER 14
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The Rose Pavilion gleams in the afternoon sun, transformed from a tourist attraction into our sanctuary for the day. Rose garlands drape from the wooden beams overhead, their scent hanging in the air like an invisible guest—my mother's presence, or so I like to imagine. I adjust my tie for the fifth time, my fingers trembling slightly. At forty-seven, I never thought I'd be standing here, about to marry seven women who somehow, against all odds, love me as much as they love each other.

Two months have passed since I proposed, and we've closed the resort for the weekend for the special, private occasion. The wooden altar stands adorned with roses of every shade—crimson, blush, ivory, and the special purple-orange variety my mother created decades ago. I chose a charcoal suit with a deep burgundy tie, nothing fancy but well-tailored. The small gathering of guests sits in white chairs facing the altar: my seven children, Paula’s parents, Dylan’s two wives and four children.

A string quartet begins to play, and my heart pounds against my ribs. I look toward the pathway where they'll appear and wait, breathing through my mouth.

They come not in a procession but together—seven women in seven different dresses, walking as a unified front. Paula leads slightly, natural in her role as the first. Her gown is classic white satin with V-neck, and rose embroidery climbing up from the hem despite her request for no embellishment. Beside her, Odette wears violet with a regal design: high neckline, long train and a dramatic veil. Sadie chose pale blue that makes her gray eyes shine like rain clouds. Belle and Hazel, both showing their second pregnancies, wear complementary shades of burgundy and emerald. Aria, forever the artist, wears a pink silk dress painted with delicate rose patterns. Kaia completes the group in ivory that sets off her olive skin and honey-brown hair.

They carry no bouquets—we agreed it would be redundant in this place where roses surround us completely. Instead, each wears a crown of roses matched to her dress.

Dylan stands beside me, handsome in his Western-cut suit, his silver hair combed back from his forehead. He isn't legally ordained, but that's not the point of today. This ceremony isn't about paperwork or government recognition—it's about commitment, about standing before those we love and making promises we intend to keep.

The women form a semicircle before us. Dylan clears his throat and begins in his rich Texan drawl.

“Friends and family, we're gathered here today to witness somethin’ rare and mighty beautiful—a kind of love that don’t fit in boxes, but sure as heck honors what it means to stick by each other.” His gray eyes, so like Sadie's, scan the gathered faces. “I've known some of these folks since they were knee-high to a grasshopper, and others I've only recently had the pleasure of meeting. But what I see before me is a family, unusual as it may be."

He turns to me. "Gregory Taylor, son of Adrianna, do you take these women—Paula, Odette, Sadie, Belle, Hazel, Aria, and Kaia—to be your wives? Do you promise to love each of ’em equally, to stand by their dreams, to help raise your young’uns together, to honor the special bond each woman brings to this family, and to stay true to this unusual but mighty sacred commitment for as long as y’all shall live?”

"I do," I say, my voice steadier than I expected. "With everything I am."

Dylan nods, then turns to the women. "Paula, Odette, Sadie, Belle, Hazel, Aria, and Kaia—do you take Gregory to be your husband? Do y’all promise to stand by one another like sisters in this marriage, to tend to your own special bond with him while respectin’ the love he’s got with each of you, to raise your young ones as one family, and to stay true to this union for as long as y’all shall live?"

Their voices blend together: "We do."

We exchange rings—simple bands of rose gold for each woman, and a wider band for me with seven small stones embedded within—the same types of stones I chose for their rings. 

"By the power vested in me by absolutely no legal authority whatsoever," Dylan says with a wink that breaks the tension, "I now pronounce you husband and wives. Gregory, you may kiss your brides."

One by one, I move down the line, each kiss different but equally meaningful. Paula's is familiar and grounding, Odette's passionate, Sadie's sweet, Belle's intense, Hazel's playful, Aria's creative, and Kaia's tender. When I finish, they all embrace, forming a circle around me. The guests applaud, our children cheer, and someone—I think it's Aria—starts crying happy tears.

The celebration moves to tables set up beneath a canopy of string lights and roses. We feast on a meal prepared by Odette, Kaia, and Sadie, who refused to relinquish kitchen duties even for their own wedding. Wine flows—Odette's finest vintages—and music plays. The children run between tables, high on cake and excitement.

I find myself cornered by Paula's parents, James and Sarah Lovejoy, both in their seventies now but still sharp-eyed and formidable.

"Never thought I'd see the day my daughter and granddaughters would all marry the same man," James says, his voice gruff but not unkind. His hand rests on my shoulder, heavier than necessary.

"We didn't raise our girl to follow convention," Sarah adds, smoothing her silver hair. "But we did raise her to follow her heart. That's what matters."

"Thank you for understanding," I say, meaning it. "And for your blessing. It means everything to us."

James leans in, his breath smelling faintly of whiskey. "You'd better keep those vows, son. All of them. To all of my girls."

"I will," I promise. "Every day, for the rest of my life."

Sarah kisses my cheek. "We believe you. That's why we're here."

Later, during cocktail hour, I find Dylan at the bar, his weathered face relaxed in a rare moment of repose. He's handsome in that distinctly Texan way—tall, lean, with skin tanned from years under the sun. His wives Lily and Willow stand nearby, both blonde and beautiful in their forties, laughing with Sadie.

"Thank you for doing this," I tell him, clinking my glass against his. "It meant a lot to have you officiate."

"My pleasure," he says. "You're a lucky man, Gregory. And a brave one. Your mama would be proud of you."

The mention of my mother sends a pang through my chest. "Do you think so?"

"As sure as the sun’s gonna rise." He takes a sip of his whiskey. "Adrianna was never one for doing things the expected way. She was ahead of her time."

"Do you miss her?" I ask, the question slipping out before I can stop it.

"Every day," Dylan admits. "I was heartbroken when she wouldn’t marry me."

"I’m sorry, man," I say with empathy. "Sadie mentioned that my mom thought she was too old for you."

"Well, Sadie doesn’t know the whole story," Dylan replies after a moment of silence.

"Were there other reasons?" I ask, intrigued.

“Adrianna didn’t exactly turn me down,” Dylan drawls, glancing over to where his wives are dancing together. “She kinda offered me a different deal—more like a condition, y’know? Said she’d keep seein’ me if I married someone younger, someone who could still have more kids. Didn’t mind sharin’, long as we could build a future together.”

I'm taken aback, but only briefly. Somehow, it's not surprising that Adrianna would make such an unconventional suggestion. "No way," I murmur. "She really said that?"

Dylan nods. “Yeah. Blew my dang mind,” he says with a slow shake of his head. “Seemed impossible to me back then, and I didn’t reckon I’d find anyone open to that kinda arrangement. So, I took it like a rejection.” He pauses for a beat. “Took me years to realize I was a fool not to take her up on it.”

"What changed your mind later on?"

"Life did." He nods toward Lily and Willow. “Lily’s sister came to help out on the farm after I married Lily,” he says, his voice low and steady. “’Bout three years in, I realized I had feelin’s for both of ’em. Damn near drove myself crazy tryin’ to fight it.”

He lets out a quiet chuckle. “Then I remembered what Adrianna had said, and all of a sudden, it didn’t seem so far-fetched no more.”

I watch the sisters, seeing their easy companionship, the way they seem to orbit each other. "They're happy?"

"We all are. Took work, but we got there." He finishes his drink. "Your mama was practical. She saw possibilities where others saw problems."

A thought occurs to me. "Would you like to visit her grave? We're going tomorrow."

Dylan's eyes mist slightly. "Yeah, I'd like that. It's been too long."

As the party continues around us, I find myself looking up at the darkening sky, wondering if my mother is watching. I like to think she is—and that she's pleased with the garden her legacy has grown into.


CHAPTER 15
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Vine Valley Cemetery rests on a gentle slope, its gravestones gleaming in the morning light like old teeth in a weathered smile. The summer sky stretches above us, impossibly blue with just a few wisps of cloud. I stand at the bottom of the hill, Paula's hand in mine, watching as Dylan takes his first uncertain steps toward the place where my mother lies. The air smells of freshly cut grass and the bouquets of roses we've brought—harvested from the farm my mother built, the legacy she left us.

"You okay?" Paula asks, her thumb brushing across my knuckles. Her blonde hair is pulled back in a simple ponytail today, her face free of makeup, beautiful in the honest light of morning.

"Yeah," I say, though my throat feels tight. "Let's go up."

We follow the path that winds toward the hilltop, Belle and Aria a few steps ahead, Sadie and Dylan behind us. The cemetery is peaceful today, empty except for a groundskeeper in the distance. A breeze rustles through the cypress trees that stand like sentinels along the perimeter.

My mother's grave occupies a prime spot at the crest of the hill. From here, the entire valley unfolds below us like a living map. I can see the geometric patterns of vineyards, the neat rows of our rose fields, and even the red roof of the farmhouse in the distance. The Enchanting Roses Garden Resort glimmers at the edge of my vision, its buildings nestled among gardens like a fantasy village.

"She chose this spot herself," Paula says softly as we approach the simple marble headstone. "Said she wanted to keep watching over the farm even after she was gone."

This is something I haven’t heard before. A chill passes through me despite the summer heat. For five years now, since the moment I first set foot on the farm, I've felt her presence—in the soil, in the roses, in the laughter of the women who've become my family. It wasn't just my imagination after all.

The grave itself is beautiful, tended with obvious care. Bluebonnet plants that Sadie planted form a dense carpet around the stone, their vibrant blue flowers nodding in the breeze. Several rose bushes grow at the head of the grave, their blooms open to the sun.

I kneel and begin gently cleaning the headstone with a cloth I’ve brought. I’ve been visiting Mom’s grave about twice a year. Sometimes I come alone, sometimes with company. I sit by the stone sometimes, and tell her about my life on the farm.

Dylan stands a few feet back, his weathered face unreadable. "I should have come sooner," Dylan says. He didn’t get a chance to visit the grave when he was here two years ago.

"You're here now," Sadie says softly. "That's what matters."

We work together in comfortable silence, tending to the grave. Paula and I trim the rose bushes while Aria arranges fresh-cut flowers in the stone vase embedded in the ground.

Sadie busies herself tending to the bluebonnets that she planted a few years back after ordering the seeds from Texas. "They're hardy little things. Remind me of home." She looks up at the headstone. "Adrianna cultivated roses, but she loved wildflowers, too.”

We light rose-scented candles around the grave, the flames barely visible in the bright sunlight but the scent rising to mingle with the flowers. One by one, they begin to speak—sharing memories, updates, moments that matter.

Paula goes first, her voice steady but full of emotion. "You told me once that the farm would outlast all of us if we loved it enough. I didn't believe you then—it seemed so fragile. But you were right. It's stronger than ever, and so are we."

Belle brings forward a bouquet of distinctive roses—deep blue petals with yellow edges, my mother's signature creation.

"These are doing really well," Belle says, addressing the headstone directly. "We've had orders from all over the country. People specifically ask for Twilight Glow." She touches the petals gently. "And I wanted to show you these." She produces another bouquet, this one holding roses with an unusual lavender center that fades to cream at the edges. "I call them 'Morning Mist.' They're my first successful hybrid."

I watch Belle's profile as she speaks to my mother, struck by how natural it seems to her. She's not performing grief or remembrance—she's continuing a conversation.

Aria steps forward next, a small spray bottle in her hands. "The workshop is thriving," she says, misting rose water over the flowers. "Just like you always dreamed. We're selling rose water, bath salts, candles, soaps—even that rose petal jam you used to make." She grins. "I still can't get the recipe quite right, but Belle’s getting closer."

Sadie's memories are more specific—afternoons learning to graft roses, evenings on the porch swing talking about Texas. "You made California feel like home when I had none," she concludes, wiping away a tear.

Dylan's voice shakes slightly when his turn comes. "You saved me, Annie," he says, using a nickname I've never heard before. "After Charlotte left with that fella from Sacramento, I was broken. You taught me how to stand up again, how to love again." He glances at me. "You were right about everything. Should've listened sooner."

Everyone has something to share—a lesson learned, a moment treasured, a piece of wisdom that guided them. Everyone except me.

I stand with my hands in my pockets, a hollow feeling expanding in my chest. I could just say something about how well the farm is doing now and thank her again for the legacy she left me. But I’m eager to say something else—some precious memory to offer up as tribute. I wreck my brain in vain— my memories of my mother are fragmented, faded by time and trauma. I was so young when she and my father split, and I've spent so many years trying not to think about her.

The guilt rises like bile in my throat. What kind of son stands mute at his mother's grave?

As if reading my thoughts, Paula leans close, her lips brushing my ear. "She used to talk about the summer you spent at your grandparents' vineyard," she whispers. "Said it was the happiest month of her life."

Something stirs in the depths of my memory—something buried so deep I'd forgotten it existed.

"I was four," I say, the words coming slowly at first. "Dad had to stay in Pennsylvania to work, and Mom took me to California for the first time. The vineyard was like a kingdom to me, something out of a Disney movie. Grandpa and Grandma were the king and the queen. And then there was Uncle Louis and his son Mateo, who was in college at the time… " The memory unfolds like a flower opening to the sun. "There was this old truck on the property—a rusted-out Chevy. It belonged to Grandpa. He and Uncle Louis fixed it up that summer. They knew everything about engines."

The details come faster now. "Grandma and mom taught me about the vines and grapes. How to tell when grapes were ready to harvest. We lived in the old chateau, which Mom called a castle. We lived on the second floor. Our room was cool although there was no AC. There was a fan that Mom sometimes turned on."

My voice breaks, and I feel tears on my cheeks. "One night though, we slept on the balcony because it was hot inside. Mom knew all the constellations. She'd make up stories about each one. The Summer Triangle, the Swan…"

I kneel beside the headstone, placing my hand on the sun-warmed marble. I buried that memory because it hurt too much to remember. Every time I thought about it as a kid, I missed her so badly I couldn't breathe.

The others have stepped back, giving me space. I feel Paula's hand on my shoulder, grounding me.

"I miss you, Mom," I say, my voice steadier now. "I love you. Thank you for the legacy you left us. Thank you for this family—for Paula and the others, for this farm, for the life you made possible." I rest my forehead against the cool stone. "I hope you can see what we've built. I hope you're proud."

We stay until the candles burn down, until the shadows lengthen across the grass. When we finally turn to leave, I look back one last time at the hilltop grave with its blanket of bluebonnets and circle of roses. From here, she can see everything—the farm, the resort, the family we've become. And somehow, I know she's watching, just as Paula said she wanted to.

The breeze picks up as we descend the hill, carrying the scent of roses. I breathe it in deeply, feeling my mother's presence not in grief or memory, but in the here and now—in the land, in the flowers, in the seven women and seven children who make up my unexpected, unconventional, perfectly imperfect family.
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Sample Chapter from The Landlor’s Harem

I SCOOP THE LAST BIT of leftover pasta from the plastic container and leave it in the sink. Another meal by myself, another night coming with no one here but the characters I invent.

It’s eight at night, not really late, but time has its own rules when you spend most of it inside your head. The laptop waits on the desk in my study, ready for another round with Peter Chronin and his messy trip through time.

I move from the kitchen toward my desk. From outside comes the wail of the baby in Unit 6 across the courtyard, and with it thoughts of Anya Petrov’s endless complaints. Landlord work is far from ideal, but compared with teaching high school English to students indifferent to Steinbeck or Fitzgerald, it at least allows me space to write.

I settle into my chair and open the document on my laptop. Three months of work spread across three hundred pages of rough draft, and still I have no idea how to end it. Peter Chronin stares back at me from between the lines, waiting for me to decide his fate.

My main character found a time portal in his basement, tucked behind an old furnace that hadn’t worked since he was a kid. Peter then keeps going backward, trying to fix the one moment that broke his family. His parents split when he was a teenager, and he’s convinced that single event ruined his chances at love or anything lasting. He’s forty now, still single, and he thinks if he can patch that old wound, maybe the rest of his life will finally come together.

I push a hand through my hair and notice it’s too long. When did I last step outside Seaview Villas for something other than groceries or checking on tenants? These past three months have disappeared into this book, eaten up by late nights and early mornings bent over the keys. No friends, no real social life, barely even TV. Just me and Peter, stuck in his obsession to rewrite the past.

But the story won’t play nice. What started out as a straightforward tale about second chances keeps twisting out of shape. Every time I think I see the ending, Peter’s choices mess it up again. I feel less like the writer and more like the guy taking dictation, the characters pulling me where they want to go.

I stare at the blinking cursor, feeling my character’s frustration and mine stacking on top of each other. Outside, the sky shifts into Santa Monica dusk, the blue heavy and quiet. It pulls me back to Seattle winters, when my mother and I lived in that tiny apartment after we left California.

Peter’s story isn’t so far from mine. My parents split when I was twelve too. I came back to California for college, thinking I’d do something meaningful, maybe reach students with books the way I once dreamed. Instead, I got years of paperwork and classrooms full of kids who didn’t care. My father’s death finally gave me an out, though I still don’t know if I used it well.

I direct my thoughts back to the story. Peter has gone back to high school, to the night after prom, standing in front of Amber, his first love. He looks eighteen again but thinks like a forty-year-old man. In the original timeline, that night was the end. She told him she would love him forever and asked him to say it back. He couldn’t. His parents’ failure had burned him too deep, and he let her slip away. More than twenty years later, he still lives with that silence.

My fingers hang over the keys. This time he has to change it. He has to give her the words she wanted, even if it warps everything that comes after. The story isn’t built for easy endings, not for him, not for me.

I see him in my mind, stumbling out of the portal, lightheaded from the jump between middle age and youth. He’s at the edge of the football field, the spot where Amber once told him to meet her.

His body thrums with energy he’d forgotten he ever had. The night air feels alive in a way it never did when he was eighteen. He pushes his fingers through a head of thick hair and almost laughs at the feel of it. Every breath comes sharper, every nerve awake. For a moment he knows exactly what he lost through decades of classrooms and disappointments.

I sit back, trying to catch the mix of fear and hope that keeps him moving. This is it. This is the moment that counts. I don’t have a portal to step through, only these pages, only fiction to guess at what better choices might have been.

“Tonight,” I type, “he has to say the words he couldn’t say twenty-two years ago.”

And then the noises break the night.

"Ah, ah, ah... harder... yes... yes... yes!"

I stop typing and stare at the screen, listening to the noises that carry through the wall. Then I sigh. It's my tenant, John Avery, and his lady friend again. This is the third night in a row he has put on this kind of show, an endless parade of moaning and shouting that spills into my unit whether I like it or not.

I can picture him clearly in my mind. Mid-thirties, handsome, with a smile that tries to imitate Tom Cruise. Except if you look closer, his teeth are not nearly as white.

I have no problem with tenants enjoying themselves in their own units, but the problem is John is married. At least that is what he told me, and what he wrote on the application when he first rented the place nearly a year ago.

John moved to California from the East Coast for a job in the film business. Some kind of talent agent. He told me his wife would join him soon, but it never happened. She has not visited once. During the holidays he would fly back to New York instead.

I place my hands back on the keyboard, trying to recapture the moment, to return to Peter and his attempt to win back a girl he lost two decades ago. But the mood is broken. The contrast between his tender gesture and the crude soundtrack next door is too jarring. Fiction and reality collide, leaving me stranded somewhere in between, unable to fully inhabit either world.

I retrieve some earplugs from the drawer and put them on. It is none of my business, I remind myself. The man can fuck whoever he wants. I am his landlord. All that matters to me is that he pays his rent, does not break the wall, and does not go all night.

I try again to return to my novel, but the magic is gone. All I can think of is what is happening next door. They are getting really loud. The earplugs are not very effective. I type a few lines but delete them right after.

I try meditation, taking deep breaths and picturing a calm beach or a quiet forest. The moans cut through the silence anyway. There is banging now too. I suppose it is the headboard hitting the wall and I hope they do not damage the property. I curse under my breath and my eyes flicker open.

“You feel so fucking good, baby… almost… fuuuuck!”

Damn. I sigh. Lucky bastard. As much as I’m annoyed, I cannot deny that I envy John. I have caught glimpses of some of the women before, by accident. They are all beautiful, in their early to late twenties. Some look like college girls. Since John is a talent agent, it is not hard to guess that they are actresses or women aspiring to be actresses.

I stand up and head to the kitchen. I pour myself another cup of coffee. I should probably speak to him tomorrow and tell him to keep his noise down. But is it necessary? He has every right to do what he wants in his own apartment. Shit. What annoys me most is wondering what is wrong with me.

John is barely home during the day, and it isn’t so late. Sure, he interrupted my creative energy. But I’m normally used to noises and interruptions. I used to live in an apartment much noisier than Seaview Villas, but I was able to work with no problem. In my younger days, I would spend weekends writing in the Starbucks, where people talked loudly around me. So why am I bothered so much by this?

Okay. Truth is, I have not had sex for a while. The last time was…three months ago, shortly before I started my current writing project.

Maybe I should call one of my old acquaintances. I have been single all my life, and I have not had a long-term relationship in years, but I have had a few friends with benefits. Once in a while I meet women in bookstores, cafés, or bars, though I am never good at keeping in touch with them.

The last woman I saw was Sara Shaw, someone I met while walking on the beach about five months ago. An artist with the most mesmerizing blue eyes I have ever seen. We talked about the weather and somehow hit it off right away. I invited her over once, and later I went to her place. We met a few more times, until I started my current writing project and became too busy.

I scroll through my phone and find Sara’s number. My thumb hovers over the call button. It has been a while. She called me a few times when I was brainstorming the novel, but I did not pick up. I texted her back to say I was busy, and eventually she stopped calling. That was almost three months ago. She might be mad, or she might have met someone else. I set the phone down, then pick it up again when the party next door begins their second round.

The phone rings three times before I hear her voice.

“Hey, it’s Sara. I’m probably in the studio with paint on my hands. Leave me a message and I’ll call back when I clean up.”

Her voice washes over me, light and confident, with that touch of playfulness I used to find irresistible. It has been months, but hearing it now makes me throb. I had forgotten the way she sounds, elegant, a little quirky, like she is smiling through the words. In an instant I know how much I miss her. I know how stupid I was to let her slip away.

I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. What could I even say? Hi Sara, it’s me, Walter. Can I come over because my tenant is having sex and it’s making me horny? Pathetic. Selfish. I hang up instead.

It’s about eight in the morning and I’m still in bed. Not that I’m being lazy. I didn’t get to sleep until two, pushing myself to finish the draft. So I figure I’ve earned the extra hours.

I lie there with both hands behind my head, staring at the ceiling and running through the day’s list. Paul’s coming by, the contractor I’ve used plenty of times before. He’ll take a look at Unit Three. The place is cleaned out and ready for work, so all I need is his estimate. Hopefully it won’t be too steep.

And that’s it. That’s the whole list. Nothing else hanging over me, nothing I can’t deal with. The rough draft is finally done, and I promised myself a few days to breathe before starting the rewrite.

I glance toward the window. The blinds are pulled, but the light still pushes through, filling the room. Another bright California morning. Maybe I should walk down to the beach before the sun gets too strong. Better yet, take a book and sit there for a while.

My eyes drift to the bookcase. The middle shelf is filled with classics I have read and promised myself to reread. Some of them have been with me for years, traveling from the college dorm to one apartment after another.

I scan the spines. Far from the Madding Crowd, Hardy’s masterpiece with its poetic prose. The Rainbow, which my English professor once jokingly called a “steamy classic.” And Tom Jones, that lucky devil and his romantic misadventures. I read it over twenty years ago for an eighteenth-century British Literature class, but I did not read carefully and relied far too much on SparkNotes.

Tom Jones it is.

I get out of bed, pull on my bathrobe, and head downstairs to make coffee. Fifteen minutes later, I am in the kitchen with a fresh cup, a plate of toast and eggs, and Fielding’s hefty novel. The antiquated language used to slow me down, but today it feels easier, and I even appreciate his sly humor.

Before I know it, the coffee is gone, the plate is empty, and I am halfway through Chapter Ten of Book One. I am so absorbed in the book that I do not realize how much time has passed. I gaze out of the window, remembering my earlier plan of taking a walk at the beach. The sun is already too high up, and I don’t want to put the book down. The walk can wait.

The intercom buzzes just as I'm getting to the good part in Tom Jones where he climbs the tree trying to save Sophia’s bird, but ends up falling into the canal instead.

I dog-ear the page and set the worn paperback on my coffee table. Through the window, I can see Paul’s truck pulling up to the gate of the parking lot. The clock on my wall reads ten to eleven. Paul is early for our appointment, as usual.

I press the intercom button. "I'll be right out, Paul."

I make my way to the front door, pausing to press the gate release. The mechanism groans, another thing that probably needs fixing. I watch as the gate swings open, admitting Paul's truck into the parking area.

Outside, the air is thick with salt and jasmine. The Santa Monica morning has burned off its marine layer, revealing a sky so blue it hurts to look at. I cross the courtyard as Paul climbs out of his truck, a tape measure already in his hand.

He's a big man, barrel-chested, with forearms like small tree trunks. His jeans bear the battle scars of countless renovations: paint splatters in every color, small tears at the knees, and worn white at the stress points.

"Morning, Walter," he says, offering his calloused hand. His grip is firm and reliable like the man himself.

"Paul. Thanks for coming." I nod toward Unit 3. "Shall we?"

We walk down the brick path that cuts through the center of the property. Seaview Villas isn't actually a complex of villas, and you can only see the ocean if you stand on the roof, and even then, it's just a sliver of blue between two taller buildings. My father said the previous owner told him the view was great when the place was built.

“How’ve you been keeping?” Paul asks, squinting at the flower beds as we pass. His voice has the same easy familiarity it used to carry when he’d talk to my father.

“Fine. Busy with my writing.” Not entirely a lie because I finished a draft last night.

“That sci-fi thing you were working on?”

“Oh, I finished that one. This one’s time travel,” I answer.

Paul shrugs. “They don’t sound different to me.”

I laugh, letting it go. “Exactly.”

Paul worked for my dad for nearly two decades before I inherited the property. By the time Dad bought Seaview Villas, they were already fifty years old, worn around the edges, but he made them shine as if they were new. My father tended the place like a living being that responded to care. 

I try to maintain his standards, but there's always something slipping through the cracks. I lack his passion for property management, or perhaps his attention to detail.

We pass between the two front duplexes, Spanish-style buildings from the 1950s with white stucco walls and terracotta roof tiles. The front of the property features an arched entryway with a wrought iron gate, lending the place a certain old-world charm that most modern apartments can't replicate.

Between the buildings, a small garden flourishes, bougainvillea climbing up trellises, a stone patio with a wrought-iron table and chairs where tenants occasionally sit in the evenings. It's quaint, almost romantic in the right light.

The third duplex sits at the back of the property, facing the entrance. It houses Units 3 and 4, and it's to Unit 3 that we're headed now. I fish the key from my pocket and unlock the door, pushing it open to reveal the empty apartment beyond.

The space greets us with that particular emptiness of recently vacated homes, an absence that feels pointed somehow. Dust motes drift in the sunlight streaming through the arched windows. The previous tenants left it clean, but there's no hiding the wear of decades.

"Not bad," Paul says, running his hand along the wall. "Structurally sound as ever."

The place has good bones, arched doorways connecting the living room to the dining area, hardwood floors that have dulled with age but remain intact, plaster walls with crown molding that speaks to an era when even modest apartments were built with aesthetic consideration.

But the kitchen is a time capsule from the 1980s, with tile countertops and dated appliances. The bathroom fixtures have seen better days.

Paul kneels, examining the floor near the doorway. "Could use a good sanding and polish," he says, tapping the hardwood. "Get some life back in these floors."

I nod, mentally calculating costs. "What else?"

He moves into the kitchen, opening cabinets, testing the tap. "Kitchen's overdue for an update. Could replace these counters, update the sink and fixtures." He turns on the faucet, watches the water run. "Plumbing's functional but old. Might be worth replacing some pipes while we're at it."

The list grows as he moves through the apartment, light fixtures, window seals, bathroom tile. Each item adds to the imaginary invoice forming in my head. I have money set aside for renovations, but it's never enough, is it?

"Okay," I say finally. "Let's do it. Start with the floors and the kitchen. If there's money left, we'll tackle the bathroom next."

Paul nods, making notes on a small pad he's pulled from his back pocket. His handwriting is cramped but precise.

"Your dad would be happy to see you keeping the place up," he says, not looking at me as he writes. It's the closest thing to sentimentality I've ever heard from him.

I'm not sure how to respond to that. My father's standards loom over every decision I make with this property. Would he approve of my half-hearted landlordship? Or would he see it as just another area where I've settled for less than I could be?

"He'd probably tell me I'm overpaying you," I say instead, forcing a smile.

Paul laughs, a short bark of sound. "Damn right he would. Man could squeeze a nickel till the buffalo screamed."

We're moving toward the bedroom to check the closet doors when the front door creaks open behind us. I turn and curse inwardly at the intrusion.

Anya Petrov from Unit 5 stands in the doorway, her slim figure outlined by the morning light. She takes one step into Unit 3, then another, as if the space already belongs to her. I force my face into what I hope passes for a welcoming smile, though my stomach tightens with the familiar mix of attraction and annoyance she always evokes in me.

"Anya," I say, walking toward her. "What can I do for you?"

She stands there in black slacks and a linen blouse that hangs just so from her shoulders. Her dark blonde waves fall loose around her face. She has an easy glamour that makes her casual clothes look deliberate and expensive. No makeup that I can detect, but her skin has a glow that seems to come from within. My heart quickens despite my determination to remain professional.

"I need a quiet neighbor," she says, her gray eyes sharp and cool when they settle on me. "That's what you can do for me, Walter."

I sigh, feeling the old frustration bubble up. For months now, Anya has been complaining about the baby next door to her unit. Every crying jag becomes an assault on her peace, every middle-of-the-night wail a personal affront. I've talked to the parents, given Anya noise-canceling headphones, even looked into soundproofing options. Nothing satisfies her.

"We've been through this," I say, trying to keep my voice even. "There's no law against a baby crying, and they're not crying nonstop at all hours. I've been over there. I've monitored the situation."

She rolls her eyes dramatically, the gesture both childish and somehow elegant coming from her. "You checked at convenient times when the baby was asleep. Of course."

I can feel Paul watching this exchange with interest, and I wish he'd disappear. Having an audience makes this harder.

"I've done everything reasonable," I say. "What more do you expect?"

"Nothing, apparently." Anya's voice cools further. "Which leaves me no choice but to give the place a terrible review online. Potential tenants should know what they're getting into."

The threat stings more than it should. "That's hardly fair," I counter. "I've accommodated your other requests, the new blinds, the repainted bathroom, the special deadbolt. I've been more than flexible. And may I remind you that you've been late with rent more than once?"

Anya's expression shifts, calculation replacing indignation. "You're right," she says, tipping her head to one side. "I guess I should just move out."

My mouth falls open. I saw this coming. She's been building to this for weeks, but I still feel a pang of regret. Anya has been here for two years. Despite the headaches she causes, there's something about her presence that enlivens the place.

"I'm sorry it's come to this," I say, meaning it more than I'd like to admit. "I know the situation isn't ideal."

Anya stares at me with those penetrating gray eyes, her face softening unexpectedly. "Don't tell me you'll miss me, Walter. I've been a pain in the ass for you."

The vulgarity catches me off-guard, coming as it does from that elegant mouth. There's something disarming about the contrast, like finding a coffee stain on a silk shirt, it makes her more real somehow.

"Not at all, Anya," I say, then correct myself. "Yes. I will indeed miss you."

A smile appears at the corners of her lips, transforming her face. "Then, I've got a better idea," she says, stepping further into the apartment and looking around with new interest. "What about I move into Unit 3 when it's ready?"

I blink, considering. It's not a bad solution. Unit 3 is on the opposite corner from the young family in Unit 6, with the courtyard lying between them.

"Why not?" I shrug, trying not to look too relieved. "But are you sure? You might still hear the baby through the open windows."

"It should be okay," she says, running her hand along the kitchen counter. "Alan and Edwin say they can't hear a thing over here."

Of course they've discussed it. Anya and the couple in Unit 4 have become friends, often sharing bottles of wine on the patio on summer evenings. I've watched them from my window sometimes, and I’ve heard their laughter. The sound drifts up to me as I sit alone with my laptop.

"Okay, then," I say. "The unit will be yours as soon as it's ready."

"How long?" Anya asks.

I direct this question to Paul, who's been silent throughout our exchange.

"Couple weeks," he says. "Maybe less, depending on materials."

"Perfect." Anya begins moving through the apartment with purpose now, inspecting every corner. "While we're at it, this kitchen needs a new countertop. Something in quartz, I think. And new appliances. The stove looks like it's from the Reagan administration."

I open my mouth to object. I'd only planned on basic updates, but she continues before I can speak. I glance at Paul. He can barely hide his amusement, though he’s kind enough not to say a word.

"And built-in shelves for books," she adds, gesturing to the alcove beside the fireplace. "It would add value to your property anyway. Win-win."

I hesitate, mentally recalculating costs. Everything she's suggesting will add thousands to the renovation budget. But there's something in the way she looks at me, expectant, already assuming my agreement, that makes it hard to refuse.

"I was thinking something more modest," I begin, but my voice lacks conviction.

"Walter." She steps closer, and I catch a hint of her perfume, something with jasmine, maybe sandalwood. "You know I'll take good care of the place. And I've put up with a lot in Unit 5. Consider it compensation for my suffering."

Put that way, it's hard to argue. I do feel guilty about the noise situation, even though it's not my fault. And the improvements would indeed add value.

"Fine," I concede. "But that's it. No more add-ons."

She smiles victoriously. "One more thing," she says, raising a finger. "I keep my current rate for rent. It's only fair."

The rational part of my brain screams in protest. Unit 3 is larger than Unit 5, with better light and a separate dining area. I could easily charge $200 more per month. But Anya's gray eyes hold mine, and I feel my resolve crumbling.

"Agreed," I say, the word slipping out before I can stop it.

Her smile widens, transforming from victory to genuine pleasure. It lights up her face in a way that makes my surrender feel almost worth it.

"Wonderful," she says. "I'll start packing. Let me know when it's ready."

She sweeps out of the apartment with the same confidence with which she entered, leaving behind a silence that feels somehow emptier than before.


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.


The Writer's Harem

A writer's dirty fantasies come true…

After James's neighbor, John leaves his family, James finds himself to be the center of three gorgeous women's attention. John's daughter Tessa and her friend Lizzy both want James to be their first and only. Linda, John's wife whom James has lusted over for years, isn't shy to display her affection for him either.

James has been a Don Juan all his life, but he wants the three women for more than a fling. He wants a family with not just one but all of them, and he will show the ladies he's got enough supply to make everyone happy!

The Lifeguard's Harem

One hot summer, two busty MILFs and a sexy virgin.

Kevin is an introvert and has never had a girlfriend before graduating from high school. But after he starts working as a lifeguard at a local gym, his life is about to change. It doesn't take Kevin long to fall head over heels for Brianna, a beautiful but aloof blonde girl of his age. Kevin asks her out and gets a humiliating scorn. Brianna's busty stepmom, Sandra witnesses the drama and offers to help Kevin win over the young woman by giving him a makeover. After giving Kevin the best haircut he's ever had, Sandra takes a step further and teaches him how to pleasure a woman. Before Kevin knows it, he's lost his virginity to the older woman. After that, Kevin's love life takes a dramatic turn. He not only gets to have Brianna, but also Nancy, Sandra's gorgeous sex therapist friend, and experiences role play and kinky sex with her. The three women's appetites are insatiable, and they compete for his attention and want him from all positions, front and behind, indoors and outdoors. Fortunately, the quiet young man is well-endowed and has inexhaustible reserves to meet their demands.

The Rancher's Harem

When Paul's compulsive gambler brother leaves for Vegas and neglects his family and business, Paul not only shoulders the burden of running their ranch alone, but also struggles with his long-hidden lust for his brother's wife Molly, a buxom blonde MILF and her daughter Laila. The two ladies' eagerness to please Paul makes it even harder for him to do the right thing.

As if he isn't facing enough challenges, Molly's stunning stripper friend Jackie, a busty dark-haired beauty, comes to work for Paul. The three gorgeous women are determined to not only assist Paul in running the ranch but also satisfy his sexual needs and put his virile seed to good use.

The ladies' enthusiasm convinces Paul that his luck has changed and his lonely days are about to end. It takes him little time to get used to the extravagant foursomes they indulge him with. The only thing left for Paul to do is come up with ways to take over the ranch entirely so he and his harem can live there happily ever after.

The Investor's Harem

When Bob promised his dying friend he would take care of the three women in his family, he didn't know what exactly he got himself into.

Now he not only finds himself responsible for saving John's breast implant company, but also in charge of the three gorgeous women's happiness. John's widow Helen is a stunning model who became famous with the very product made by John's company and Bob is one of her fans. John's older daughter Evelyn, a beautiful redhead and an intelligent medical student is determined to pursue her dad's unfinished dream but is unsure about a match her dad made for her. And last but not least, Lisa, a capricious blonde who's been close to Bob since she was little, demands Bob to take her V-card.

Will Bob be able to keep his promise while struggling with forbidden lust for not only one but all three women?

The Detective's Harem

Three seductresses and a lonely bachelor…

When Detective Mark Jackson agreed to solve a case involving the death of Bill Walker, a strip club owner, he had no idea he would be investigating three gorgeous women.

Walker's daughter Nora, a college sophomore, had been Mark's obsession and the reason he visited the local coffee shop where she worked every morning. Despite their age difference, Mark couldn't resist the obvious chemistry between them. And when the younger woman eagerly offered Mark her cherry, there was no way he could refuse her.

Riley, the top stripper at Walker's club, was a golden-skinned busty beauty no man could ever resist. The fact that Riley turned out to be Nora's best friend only made her more attractive. After an accidental voyeurism, in which Mark discovered the two women's amorous relationship, he found himself onboard a ship of threesome adventure.

Sophie, Walker's wife and Nora's stepmom, a blue-eyed beauty with auburn hair, was a living embodiment of Mark's teenage fantasies.  Needless to say, he fell for her at first sight, even though she was the prime suspect in the case. The sexy woman did not hide her interest in Mark either, and her blowjob seduction attempts put Mark's willpower on trial. 

The three women had distinct personalities, but they were closely bonded with one another, and they all had the hots for Mark. Mark cared for the feisty but vulnerable women just as much. The problem was, of course, they were all suspects. Could Mark put his lust aside and focus on work, or should he let go of his moral qualms and enjoy his luck with the ladies?

The Trainer's Harem

What are the chances you meet all three of your significant others on a single night?

The only reason Brad agrees to accompany his stepmom Camilla to a company party is because he's had a crush on the gorgeous dark-haired beauty since he was a teen. He has no idea the party will be a turning point in his life. He not only falls head over heels for Camilla's voluptuous blonde boss Stella, but is also captivated by Stella's daughter Olivia, a naughty brunette who isn't shy to display her passion publicly. Both the mother and daughter seem to be interested in Brad as well, even though both are also off-limits to him. Stella is getting engaged and Olivia has her eye on her mom's fiancé. As if Brad hadn't gotten enough tease, Camilla makes a surprising confession to him after the party, evoking his undying, hidden fantasies for her.

The Camper's Harem

Dan's divorce turns out to be the best thing that's ever happened to him.

Otherwise, he wouldn't find himself on an adventurous cross-country road trip, not to mention meeting three gorgeous women who worship him and vie for his attention. Dan is willing to give everything he has in order to settle for an idyllic life with the naughty brunette, the voluptuous redhead, and the sassy blonde virgin. But he must give up his six-figure job first and also deal with a jerk who thinks he owns the women. Is Dan up for the challenge? 

The Baker's Harem

When Max comes home to sell his dad's bakery, he doesn't expect the trip to take long, not to mention the adventures that await him.

Oak Springs isn't just a town stuck in time but a place that reminds Max of lost love. Twenty years ago, Sarah, Max's first girlfriend, left him for another man. Max has never gotten over her. Now, not only has Sarah returned to town, but she's also living in his house with Max's stepsister Elena and her daughter Mia. The three women, two gorgeous blondes and one fiery brunette, are determined to keep Max in their lives.

Will Max give up his high-paying IT job in a modern city and return home to a small town to become the head of an unconventional household?

Spa Resort Sisters

Getting a strip show and a hand job at a job interview?

Never in a million years did Alex dream of that. Nor did the pre-med student plan to become a masseur.

But the pay was generous, the boss was stunning, and the benefits were too good to believe. Besides, Alex didn't have many options, not when tons of student loan debt were waiting to be paid and his divorced parents had new families to care for. The job was a godsend if he could pass the trial period with plenty of challenges that tested his willpower besides skills. He had to learn new, exotic massage skills and control his lust when facing sexy and demanding customers at the exclusive spa resort. His boss believed that exposing him to many stimuli would help him quickly adapt to the new job. But would it work for Alex, an introvert who had never seen, let alone touched, a naked woman in real life?

The Waiter’s Harem

Escorting Mom's best friend turns out to be quite an adventure.

Nathan gives up a promising career in NYC and returns home to manage his family's restaurant. When his mom's best friend Maddie needs a ride after having one too many at her birthday dinner, Nathan doesn't hesitate to offer her the service. The twenty-five-year-old had a major crush on the gorgeous blonde, but Maddie's marital status and their age gap stood in his way of pursuing the curvy beauty. Maddie is recently widowed, and Nathan can't wait to take the opportunity to confess his feelings to the older woman. Maddie delights Nathan with her eagerness to reciprocate, but also surprises him by her sexual inexperience. It's up to Nathan to teach the middle school teacher skills that will turn their evening into a lot more than just a short ride home.

The Walker’s Harem series: Books 1 to 3

Book 1

Getting fired isn't the end of the world.

At least not when your boss is a jerk, and you can find a better job. Losing a girlfriend can also be a blessing, especially if she's been cheating on you.

After both unfortunate events happen to Jeff on the same day, he turns over a new leaf and starts an adventure he hasn’t dreamed of. He takes jobs that his ex-girlfriend thinks beneath him, and he dates multiple women at the same time. Starting with his neighbor, a gorgeous brunette whom Jeff has had a crush on for a long time but hasn’t had the freedom to flirt with, and Julia, a beautiful blonde much older than Jeff who seems to love dogs more than men.

Book 2

Three drop-dead gorgeous women in three days…

Jeff puts his past behind him and starts a new life. The sizzling night with his sexy neighbor Sienna certainly helps. But he has barely had the time to indulge in his exhilarating relationship with Sienna when her protective friend Sarika enters the picture. The voluptuous, dark-haired beauty might be demanding, but she undoubtedly lusts over Jeff. The two temptresses open the door to an unconventional relationship Jeff has never dreamed of.

Meanwhile, Jeff’s attraction for Julia compels him to spy on the stunning blonde. And the discovery of the older woman’s secret draws him even closer to her.

Despite his incredible luck with women, Jeff isn’t ready to commit to any of them yet. The ladies, on the other hand, are eager to go steady with him. Jeff now faces a dilemma of choosing among his new-found love interests. Needless to say, he wants them all, but can they get along with one another?

Book 3

A pleasant surprise back home…

Jeff returns home to his family’s ranch and sees Vicky, his high school sweetheart, again. As Sienna predicted, his feelings for his first girlfriend haven’t gone away. The reunion only renews the longings that Jeff held back as a teenager, and he finds the new, sophisticated town veterinarian irresistible. On top of that, Vicky brought home a cowgirl as fiery as herself. Sky is a curvy blonde girl that has a body of a porn star and rides like a rodeo champ. Jeff is impressed by the woman after witnessing her barrel race in a bikini, but Sky’s hostile greeting sets an unpleasant tone between them. Jeff decides to stay away from the fierce cowgirl, but his attempt doesn’t last because everyone in his family expects him to team up with Sky to compete in the upcoming county rodeo.

During his stay, Jeff also realizes his love for the ranch and is tempted to take it over from his dad. But the decision will affect everyone’s future. Will his harem move to the ranch with him, and how will his family react to his unconventional relationship with multiple women?

The Donor’s Harem

When Mike signs up for sperm donation at an unorthodox fertility clinic, he has no idea what he has gotten himself into.

The nineteen-year-old college student desperately needs money after his father cuts him off. With only a part-time job at a gym that doesn't pay enough, Mike feels like he has no other options and would rather struggle financially than let his father control his life. Donating sperm has never been appealing to Mike, but he’s willing to give it a try.

However, when he meets the clinic’s owner Dr. Martha Smith, a fiery and sexy brunette passionate about her work, he starts to feel more confident about his decision to become a donor. Martha doesn’t hesitate to teach Mike what he needs to become successful in the job and she can’t wait to turn Mike into her top breeder…

Although excited about his new role as a sperm donor, Mike quickly learns that this clinic has some unique practices. Mike must give the clients his sperm the natural way, and he might need to give them more than his sperm…

Will Mike rise to the challenge and fulfill these unusual requirements? Or does he even have a choice in the matter?

Join Mike on his journey as he embarks on a new, unexpected mission to help women achieve their dreams of motherhood at this one-of-a-kind fertility clinic.

The Gardener’s Harem (five-book series)

Book 1: A Deal with the Landlady

What’s an eighteen-year-old got to do to provide for his family?

Alex has barely finished high school when he becomes the man of the house and has to take care of his mom and sister. When his mom fails to pay the rent, Alex proposes a deal to Silvia, their gorgeous landlady. He'll be her gardener for a week and pay for the rent in kind. Impressed by Alex’s labor skills, Silvia eagerly hires him. But it takes Alex no time to discover what the hot redhead really wants from him.

Don’t miss this fast-paced, too-good-to-be-true harem fantasy.

Book 2: Caddie for the Mayor’s Wife

Alex's fortunes with women take an unexpected turn following a passionate encounter with Gabriela, a captivating older woman who happens to be the mayor's wife. Suddenly, he finds himself at the center of attention from several remarkable women. These include his landlady and boss Silvia, a gorgeous redhead; his childhood crush and neighbor, Ava, who returned home for college after a long absence; his weekend supervisor Stacy, a hardworking young woman who shares a similar family background; and Stacy's best friend, Emma. Can Alex navigate this newfound female attention, especially with the growing jealousy and conflicts among them?

Follow the seemingly too-good-to-be-true romantic adventures of this soon-to-be college student.

Book 3: Mom’s Best Friend

After Alex met Emma, his love life is more fulfilling than ever before. But things get complicated when they realize that Stacy, Emma's best friend, also has feelings for Alex. Meanwhile, Gabby and Silvia befriend each other, making it difficult for Alex to avoid Gabby's affection. To add to the mix, Ava, Alex's childhood crush, turns to him for comfort. And just when he thought things couldn't get any more complicated, Macy — his mom's best friend — comes to visit. How will Alex manage relationships with all of these women without hurting anyone’s feelings?

Book 4: Professor’s Extra Help

Alex eagerly anticipates the start of college, but his luck takes a turn for the worse. His truck battery decides to quit on his first day, almost causing him to be tardy. And he makes an awkward first impression on his math professor, the stunning Gwen Meyer.

Despite her appearance, Professor Meyer is kind and approachable. Alex is drawn to her confidence and charm. With Professor Meyer's encouragement, Alex becomes passionate about the subject and puts in extra effort to succeed. With her help, he gains more self-assurance than ever before.

As Alex spends more time with Gwen Meyer, he can't help developing feelings for her as a person, not just a professor. But Alex has already gotten enough on his plate, does he have room for one more woman in his life?

Book 5: Girl Next Door

Ava, the girl next door, has proven herself to be much more over the past few months. She is no longer just a childhood crush in need of protection. She has become Alex's trusted friend, and she’s helped and supported him. As their chemistry continues to grow, all they need is the right opportunity to take their relationship to the next level.

Meanwhile, Gwen learns about Alex's unconventional lifestyle and begins to distance herself from him. But Ava, who has befriended the professor, is determined to change Gwen’s mind by arranging a camping trip for the three of them. Once again, Gwen must choose between her desires and societal expectations.

As Alex's harem grows at an alarming pace, he starts thinking about starting a family. However, Rudy—Emma's father and the town mayor—still plans on making Alex's life miserable as he follows through on his threats.

How will Alex balance his complicated love life while also juggling school, work, and multiple relationships? Don't miss out on the exciting conclusion to this series.
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