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BLURB


"Why choose one when my heart wants them all?"

I never planned to stay in Birchwood Falls. Ten years in the military taught me to keep moving, never look back. But when three extraordinary women enter my life, everything changes.

There's Lucy, my ex-girlfriend whose touch still ignites me; Ginny, the tattooed bartender who challenges everything I thought I knew about myself; and Annabelle, the soft-spoken baker whose gentle strength captivates me.

As I renovate my father's lake house, I build something else too- an unconventional relationship where four hearts find the space to love without limits. But in a conservative small town, our happiness comes at a price.

A passionate, boundary-breaking romance about creating the family you choose, not the one society expects.

Harem romance with adult themes. Approx. 22.000 words.
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The late afternoon sun bathes Birchwood Falls in warm light as I steer my old Ford pickup down Main Street. I tap my fingers nervously on the worn steering wheel. Fifteen years. That's how long I've been away. The town has changed and yet everything feels familiar—like a dream you've had a hundred times before.

I slow down as I pass the "Welcome to Birchwood Falls" sign. The fresh paint seems like an affront to my memories. The old movie theater has been replaced by a café. Henderson's Hardware still exists, but with a new coat of paint. Time hasn't stood still while I was gone.

I run my hand over my closely cropped neck.I still keep my military haircut, even though I hung up my uniform six months ago. Some habits aren't as easy to shed as clothing. The scar running from my left collarbone to my shoulder begins to throb- a souvenir from Afghanistan that always reminds me during moments of tension how thin the line between life and death really is.

Two middle-aged women turn to look at my truck. In a small town like Birchwood Falls, every new face—or in my case, every returning one—is an event. One whispers something, the other nods. I wonder if they recognize me or are just gossiping about the stranger.

I turn onto Pine Street, where the houses grow larger and stand further apart. My father's house sits at the end of the street, a white colonial with a weathered porch and a crooked mailbox. The lawn is overgrown, the shutters hang askew. William Mitchell wasn't a man who cared about appearances, and the last years of illness have left their mark.

I park the truck and remain seated for a moment. I imagined this moment differently. More triumphant, perhaps. The prodigal son returns. Instead, I feel only a dull emptiness where grief or nostalgia should be.

With a deep breath, I get out and grab my duffel bag from the back seat. The smell of pine and damp earth surrounds me—a smell that was more vivid in my dreams than even my father's face.

The key is hidden under the loose board of the third porch step, just like before. Some things never change. The door opens with a familiar creak, and I step into the house that was once my home.

The smell hits me like a ton of bricks—dust, old wood, and something indefinable that simply smells like my father. Memories flood back in a rush: playing catch in the yard, arguing politics at the kitchen table, that last tense phone call before his death. I swallow hard, setting my bag down.

The house lies in a half-darkness that filters through the closed curtains. I pull them open, and dust particles dance in the sunlight. The furniture stands exactly where I remember it—my father's worn leather armchair, the coffee table with its beer coaster rings, the bookshelf full of fishing guides and western novels.

On the mantelpiece stand photos in silver frames. I pick one up and wipe off the dust. My mother smiles back at me, young and beautiful, as I never knew her. Next to it, a picture of me in a baseball uniform, maybe twelve years old, grinning with a gap in my teeth. And then one I had almost forgotten—Lucy Morgan and me at the lake, both seventeen, laughing in the summer sun. My arm is around her shoulders. Her eyes beam into the camera, while my gaze rests only on her.

Lucy. My stomach knots at the thought of her. My first love, my first... everything. The memories of our secret meetings in her father's boathouse are so vivid, as if no fifteen years had passed. Her skin under my fingers, her laughter, the echo of our bodies in the dim light. I hastily return the picture to its place, like it might scorch my fingers.

On the desk in the corner lies a stack of papers. On top, an envelope with my name in my father's scrawled handwriting. I open it with an uneasy feeling.

"Jack," the letter begins. "If you're reading this, I'm gone. I'm sorry we couldn't make amends in person. You were always a good son, even if we rarely agreed. The house is yours now, do with it what you want. But before you sell it, take a look at the lake house. I've kept it all these years, even though your mother always wanted to sell it. Maybe you'll find what you're looking for there. The plans are in my office. Your father."

Beneath the letter lie blueprints and an old map. The lake house. Another piece of the past I've suppressed. The small wooden structure on the shore of Birchwood Lake, where we used to spend our summers. I thought he'd sold it long ago.

My gaze wanders back to the photo of Lucy and me. Fifteen years. An eternity and yet just the blink of an eye. I wonder if she's still in town, if she's married, had children. The thought causes an ache in my chest.

I sigh and head to the kitchen. The refrigerator is empty except for an opened pack of butter and a bottle of ketchup with a dried rim. Typical Dad. I need a drink and something to eat. And maybe answers to questions I don't even dare to ask myself yet.

Dusk is falling as I pull the front door shut behind me. In the distance, I hear the soft rushing of the lake, calling to me like an old friend. But tonight I need something stronger than nostalgia. I climb into my truck and drive toward downtown, to the only place in Birchwood Falls that promises life after sunset.

The Timber. The name glows in warm wood above the entrance to the bar that has always been the center of social life in Birchwood Falls. My heart beats faster as I open the door and the familiar smell of beer, wood smoke, and fried food hits me. The conversations pause briefly as those present turn to examine the newcomer. I recognize a few faces, others are strangers to me. An older man at the regulars' table nods at me—Bill Henderson, the hardware store owner. I nod back and head to the bar.

And then I see her.

Lucy Morgan stands behind the counter, her hands busy polishing a glass. She's still beautiful, perhaps even more so than in my memory. The years have etched fine lines around her eyes, but her smile, as she serves a regular, is the same one that once made me lose my mind. Her dark hair falls in soft waves over her shoulders, and when she laughs, I feel a tingling in my neck I haven't felt in years.

She hasn't noticed me yet, and I use the moment to study her. She wears a simple black top that accentuates her figure without being flashy. A small necklace with a pendant rests in the hollow of her throat—I recognize it, a gift from me for her seventeenth birthday. The realization hits me like a ton of bricks.

Next to Lucy works a younger woman who definitely isn't from Birchwood Falls. Her hair is dyed a vibrant shade of purple and piled into a messy bun. Tattoos wind up her arms, and her laugh is loud and uninhibited as she hands a beer to a customer. There's something wild and free about her that stands out in this conservative small town like a flamingo among pigeons.

I sit at the bar and wait. It doesn't take long before Lucy looks in my direction. Her eyes widen, the glass in her hand pauses mid-motion. The world stops spinning for a heartbeat as our eyes meet, a decade of distance hanging between us

"Jack," she finally says, and She says my name breathlessly..

"You're back."
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"Jack," Lucy repeats, my name echoing between us. "You look... good."

Her voice is deeper than I remember, more mature, with a warmth that instantly takes me back to summer nights by the lake. She sets down her glass and tucks a dark strand of hair behind her ear. The gesture is so familiar it's painful.

"You too, Lucy," I reply, and I mean it. Time has only made her more beautiful. Her figure has filled out, more womanly, with soft curves accentuated by her black top and tight jeans. Her skin has kept that honey-colored tone that once made me kiss every freckle on her shoulders. Her lips are fuller than I remembered, naturally red without lipstick.

"What can I get you?" she asks, as if we weren't seeing each other for the first time in a decade, but her fingers play nervously with the pendant on her necklace—my necklace.

"Whiskey. Neat. And a burger with fries, please," I say, watching as she turns to grab the bottle. She moves with confidence, like a woman who knows exactly who she is. I can't stop staring at her.

"This one's on the house," she says with a small smile as she places the glass in front of me. "Welcome back."

Our fingers brush as I take the glass, sending a tingle up my arm. Her gaze lingers on mine a moment too long before she turns away to serve another customer.

"You must be Jack," says a voice with an unmistakable Australian accent beside me. The woman with purple hair leans over the counter, her tattooed arms propped in front of her. Up close, I can see that her eyes are an intense green, made even more striking by the contrast with her hair. "I'm Ginny. Lucy's told me a lot about you."

She grins, and dimples appear in her cheeks. Despite the tattoos and unconventional hairstyle, she radiates an open warmth that's immediately infectious. Her sleeveless top reveals more tattoos on her shoulders—intricate patterns I can't quite decipher. Her arms are slender but gently muscled, as if she works out regularly.

"Has she?" I ask, glancing at Lucy, who pretends not to be listening as she taps a beer.

"Oh yeah. The famous first love, old Mitchell's son, the soldier who never looked back." Ginny winks at me, but her tone is friendly, not accusatory. "Don't worry, only good things. Mostly."

"Ginny," Lucy admonishes her, but a smile plays at the corners of her mouth.

"What? He should know he's a legend around here." Ginny laughs, an open, carefree laugh. "Every new visitor gets a tour of the Mitchell-Morgan saga."

The way the two interact speaks of a deep friendship. It surprises me that Lucy—the Lucy I knew—has befriended someone like Ginny. The Lucy of my memory was reserved, cautious with new acquaintances.

"Ignore her," Lucy says, rolling her eyes. "Ginny's been here for two years and thinks she knows all the town's secrets."

"I know most of them," Ginny counters, leaning toward me. Her perfume is subtle, something citrusy with a deeper note I can't identify. "I'm this bar's confessor. People tell me everything."

An older man at the end of the counter raises his glass. "That's true, darlin'. You know more secrets than Father Mike."

Ginny bows playfully and goes to him. I watch her joke with the man, giving his shoulder a friendly squeeze. It's amazing how naturally she moves in this environment, how accepted she is despite—or perhaps because of—her obvious differences.

"She's a godsend," Lucy says quietly beside me, following my gaze. "Walked in one day asking for work and has had everyone in town wrapped around her finger ever since. Even old Mrs. Pemberton, who normally thinks anyone with tattoos is the Antichrist."

"How does an Australian end up in Birchwood Falls?" I ask, taking a sip of whiskey. It burns pleasantly in my throat.

Lucy shrugs. "You'll have to ask her yourself. But she's got something special, don't you think? This... vibrancy."

I nod. Ginny moves with a natural grace that draws the eye. Her body is slim but curvy in the right places, and she seems aware of it without emphasizing it. Her shorts reveal long, tanned legs, and when she stretches to grab a bottle from the upper shelf, her top rides up, giving a glimpse of another tattoo on her hip.

"And you?" I ask Lucy, tearing my gaze away from Ginny. "How did this happen?" I gesture to the bar around us.

Lucy's face softens. "After Tom died... I needed something that was mine. The bar was for sale, and I had some money from the life insurance." She wipes the counter with a cloth. "It was the best decision of my life."

"Tom?" The name sounds familiar.

"Tom Morgan. We got married three years after you left." She pauses. "He died two years ago. Car accident on County Road."

"I'm sorry," I say sincerely. The thought of Lucy being married to someone else leaves a hollow feeling in my chest.

"Life goes on," she says with a brave smile that doesn't quite reach her eyes. "And you? Why are you back?"

"My father died."

"I know. I'm sorry, Jack. William was a good man."

"Was he?" The question comes out sharper than intended.

Lucy holds my gaze. "To me, he was. He helped me a lot after Tom died. Taught me how to do the tax returns for the bar, came over for Sunday lunch every week." She briefly places her hand on mine. "He talked about you often."

Her touch sends warmth up my arm. Her hand is soft, but I feel small calluses on her fingers—the hands of a woman who works.

"I'm just here to sell the house," I say, pulling my hand away. "Then I'll be gone again."

Something flickers in her eyes, disappointment maybe, before she nods. "Of course."

The bar slowly fills up, and Lucy is distracted by other customers. I watch her as she works, how she interacts with people—warm, professional, but with an underlying sadness that only I seem to notice. Or am I imagining it?

Ginny glides back to my side. "So, Jack Mitchell, town hero. Tell me about yourself. Lucy says you were in the military?"

"Around fifteen years," I nod. "Nothing worth talking about."

"Oh, a man of mystery." Ginny smiles. "I like that."

I can't help but smile back. Her cheerfulness is contagious. "And you? What brings an Australian to this small town?"

"Long story." She leans closer. "Short version? I needed a fresh start, far away from everything. Put my finger on a map and ended up here." She winks. "Best random decision of my life."

"And people here don't have a problem with..." I vaguely gesture at her hair, her tattoos.

Ginny laughs. "At first, sure. But you know what? Beneath all that conservative facade, the people here are really decent. Mrs. Pemberton now brings me hand-knitted socks for Christmas, and the sheriff asks me for advice for his daughter who also wants 'cool pictures' on her skin." She leans in conspiratorially. "I think they like me because I'm different but don't try to change them. I respect their way of life, they respect mine."

As she leans forward, I notice the gentle curve of her cleavage. Her top isn't revealing, but it accentuates her figure in a way that stimulates imagination. I force myself to look her in the eyes.

"And you never get homesick?" I ask.

A shadow crosses her face. "Sometimes. But here I found something I never had back home." She looks over at Lucy, who's serving drinks to an older couple. "Family."

The way she says the word, full of warmth and gratitude, touches something in me. I know that feeling—the longing for belonging that I felt during my military years.

The bar gets busier, and Ginny has to attend to other customers. I watch the two women as they move effortlessly through the room, how they communicate with each other—a look here, a nod there. They're a well-oiled team, and I feel a twinge of... what? Envy? Longing?

After finishing my burger and third whiskey, I decide to leave. As I stand up, Lucy comes over to me.

"Heading out already?" she asks.

"Long day," I say. "And I've got things to take care of tomorrow."

"I understand." She hesitates. "It was good to see you, Jack."

"Yeah," I say, and I mean it. "You too, Lucy."

As I turn to leave, she calls me back. "Jack? Come back sometime, and don't disappear for years again, okay?" She winks at me.

Her eyes are warm and open, and for a moment I'm tempted to stay, to tell her everything—about Afghanistan, about the nightmares, about the emptiness I've been carrying for years. Instead, I just nod.

"Will do," I say.

Ginny waves to me from the other end of the bar. "See you around, soldier! Next time I'll show you my favorite tattoos!"

Her laughter follows me through the door into the cool night air. On my way home, I think about the two women—so different yet strangely connected. About Lucy's gentle strength and Ginny's unbridled joy for life. About the way they looked at me, without judgment.

My father's house greets me with darkness and silence. I don't turn on the lights, finding my way through the familiar rooms to my old bedroom. There I lie down on the bed and stare at the ceiling, as memories and new impressions mingle in my head.

Lucy. Ginny. The lake house.

Maybe I'll take a look at it tomorrow. Just to see what my father found so important that he mentioned it in his last letter.

With that thought, I fall asleep, for the first time in a long time without the help of sleeping pills.
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Morning greets me with sunlight filtering through dusty curtains. For a confusing moment, I don't know where I am, instinctively reaching for the weapon that no longer lies under my pillow. Then memory returns—Birchwood Falls, my father's house, Lucy and Ginny at the bar.

I rub my eyes and sit up. The room is a time capsule of my youth—football trophies on the shelf, a faded Montana Grizzlies poster on the wall, my old desk with carved initials. Everything untouched, as if my father had hoped I would one day return and pick up my old life where I left it.

After a quick shower, I stand in the kitchen and realize I desperately need to go shopping. There's not even coffee in the house. I pull on a fresh pair of jeans and a gray t-shirt that accentuates my shoulders, a habit from the army—always looking presentable, even in civilian clothes.

It's a beautiful, sunny morning in Birchwood Falls as I stroll down Main Street. The small park in the center is surprisingly well-maintained, with colorful flower beds and freshly painted benches. An elderly couple greets me with a nod, as if I'd never been away. The familiarity of the town is both comforting and unsettling.

My stomach growls, and the scent of fresh pastries lures me to a shop I don't remember from my childhood. "Sweet Memories" is written in flowing script above the door, and through the large window front, I can see an inviting bakery with light wooden tables and colorful cushions on the chairs.

As I open the door, I'm enveloped by an aroma that makes my mouth water. Warm cinnamon, fresh bread, and something exotic I can't immediately identify. The shop is almost empty, just an older man sitting in the corner with a newspaper and a cup of coffee.

Behind the counter stands a woman I estimate to be in her early thirties. She's shorter than Lucy and Ginny, with a petite figure accentuated by a simple blouse and a wrap skirt. Her light brown hair is tied up in a neat bun, from which a few rebellious strands have escaped. When she looks up, her eyes meet mine—clear, blue-gray, and surprisingly expressive.

"Good morning," she greets me with a soft voice that has a barely perceptible accent. "What can I offer you?"

Her hands are small and deft, with perfectly manicured nails, as she gestures toward the display. Each pastry looks like a small work of art—muffins with intricate sugar decorations, croissants that rise in perfect layers, and pastries I've never seen before.

"I'm not sure," I admit, smiling involuntarily. Something about her calm presence is soothing. "What do you recommend?"

She tilts her head slightly, and I notice a delicate shine at her neck, a fine gold chain with a tiny pendant in the shape of a cherry blossom. "Are you new in town?"

"Not really. Returned. Jack Mitchell." I extend my hand, and she takes it hesitantly. Her hand is warm and soft, almost disappearing in mine.

"Annabelle Smith." She smiles, and small dimples appear in her cheeks. "Then you're William's son. He was a good customer."

Those words again. My father, the good man. The stranger everyone seems to know, except me.

"For you, I would recommend the matcha rolls," Annabelle continues, pointing to spiral-shaped pastries with a slight green tint. "Your father liked them very much. And perhaps a coffee to go with them?"

"That sounds perfect," I nod, touched by the idea that my father was a regular here, that he liked things I knew nothing about.

As Annabelle prepares my coffee, I secretly observe her. She moves with graceful precision, every movement seems deliberate. Her skirt swings gently around her slender legs, and when she stretches to take a cup from the shelf, the fabric of her blouse tightens across her modest, well-shaped chest. She's attractive in a completely different way from Lucy or Ginny—more reserved, finer, with a quiet elegance that makes me curious.

"Here you go." She places a plate with the matcha rolls and a steaming cup on the counter in front of me. "Please, have a seat. It's still early, I have time for conversation if you'd like."

I take a seat at one of the tables by the window, and to my surprise, she joins me with her own cup of tea. The morning sun streams through the window, making her hair shine.

"So, Jack Mitchell," she says, taking a sip of her tea. "What brings you back to Birchwood Falls?"

I bite into one of the rolls and am surprised by the taste—sweet, but not too sweet, with an earthy note I don't recognize. "This is excellent," I say honestly.

She smiles, and her eyes light up at the compliment. "Thank you. It's a traditional recipe with an American twist."

"To answer your question, I'm here because of my father's house. To sell it." The words sound harsh to my ears, but Annabelle just nods understandingly.

"I'm sorry about your father. He spoke of you often."

"Did he?" I can't hide the surprise in my voice.

"Oh yes. He was very proud of you." She pauses and regards me with a thoughtful look. "He kept your letters. In a box under the counter. He showed them to me sometimes."

I swallow hard. The few letters I wrote—brief, distant, dutiful. I never thought he would keep them.

"How long have you been in Birchwood Falls?" I ask, changing the subject.

"Three years." She tucks a loose strand of hair behind her ear, a gesture that seems oddly vulnerable. "After my divorce, I needed a fresh start. Somewhere no one knew me."

"And you chose Birchwood Falls of all places? Not exactly a melting pot of cultures." I gesture to her clearly Asian appearance.

She laughs softly, and the sound is like wind chimes. "That was part of the appeal. Something completely different from San Francisco, where I lived the last few years. And the people here..." She pauses. "They're curious, but friendly. They ask questions, not to judge, but because they truly want to understand."

I think of Ginny and her similar experience. Perhaps Birchwood Falls has changed more than I thought.

"And the bakery?" I ask, indicating the lovingly furnished room.

"A dream I always had." Her eyes light up as she speaks. "My grandmother taught me to bake, traditional recipes from Germany. And I've mixed that with Asian, modern influences, like matcha, for example." She smiles mischievously. "People here were initially very skeptical about green tea in their muffins, but now they line up for them."

We continue talking, and I learn that Annabelle was born in Germany. She studied business administration, but her true passion was always baking. Her marriage to an American lawyer, whom she met during his study abroad, broke down when he didn't take her dreams seriously. She came to the US with him but stayed after the divorce with a work visa that is now about to expire. The way she talks about it, factually, without bitterness, impresses me.

"And you?" she finally asks. "What do you plan to do after the military?"

The question catches me off guard. "I don't know," I admit. "I thought I'd sell the house and... keep searching."

"For what?" Her question is gentle but direct.

I shrug.

"That's the big question, isn't it?"

Our conversation is interrupted when the door bell rings and a group of older ladies enters. Annabelle excuses herself with an apologetic smile and returns behind the counter. I watch as she greets the women, each by name, with questions about grandchildren and gardens. She belongs here, despite her obvious differences. The thought is strangely comforting.

As I get up to leave, Annabelle comes to me once more.

"If you're staying longer, my flour supplier has let me down. Your father sometimes helped me carry the heavy bags." She blushes slightly. "I would pay you, of course."

"No problem," I hear myself say. "I'll stop by tomorrow morning."

Her smile is like sunshine. "Thank you, Jack."

Outside, I pause briefly and take a deep breath. Three women in less than twenty-four hours, all so different, all fascinating in their own way. I shake my head at myself. I'm not here to form new attachments. I'm here to dissolve old ones.

With that thought, I set off for the lake house. My father's map is yellowed but readable. The path leads me through dense forest, past birches that gave the place its name. After about a twenty-minute walk, the woods thin out, and I see the lake house for the first time since my youth.

It's larger than I remembered, a two-story log cabin with a wraparound porch. The years have left their mark. The wood is weathered, parts of the roof appear to be leaking, and the porch has collapsed in several places. But even in this condition, the house has a presence, a dignity that makes me pause.

Behind it, Birchwood Lake glitters in the sun, calm and inviting. The dock extends into the water, also in need of repair, but still standing. A small boathouse on the shore is almost completely overgrown with vines.

I climb the creaking steps to the porch and carefully open the door. The interior is surprisingly bright, thanks to the large windows facing the lake. Dust dances in the sunlight, and cobwebs hang from the ceiling, but I can immediately see the potential.

The main room is open and spacious, with a massive stone fireplace as its centerpiece. A staircase leads upstairs, presumably to the bedrooms. The kitchen is old-fashioned but roomy, with an island in the center that invites communal cooking.

I wander through the rooms, opening windows to let in fresh air. Everywhere I find traces of my father—fishing rods in a corner, a half-finished wooden boat in the side room, building plans spread out on a table. He spent time here, a lot of time, without me knowing.

On a shelf, I discover photos—me as a child fishing, my mother on the dock, my father and I repairing the boat. Happy moments that have faded in my memory, overlaid by the arguments of later years.

I sit on the dusty couch and look out through the large windows onto the lake. The sun reflects off the water, and for a moment, I can understand why my father kept this place. There's a peace here I haven't felt in years.

Almost without conscious decision, I begin to clear away debris, move broken furniture aside, sweep the floor. The physical work calms me, gives me a purpose, if only for the moment. I lose myself in the task, and when I finally look at the clock, it's already late afternoon.

Sweat runs down my back as I step onto the porch and breathe deeply in the fresh air. The lake lies calm before me, a few ducks gliding across the surface. In the distance, I hear a woodpecker hammering. Peace.

Without really planning to, I pull out my smartphone and call the real estate agent I had contacted to sell my father's house.

"Mr. Reynolds? Jack Mitchell here. I need to reschedule our appointment. I need some more time to sort through the estate items."

How much time, I wonder as I end the call. A week? A month? And what about the lake house?

On my way back to town, I think about the three women I've met—Lucy with her quiet strength and our shared history, Ginny with her unbridled joy for life and direct manner, Annabelle with her gentle grace and hidden depths. All three so different, all three fascinating in their own way.

Maybe, I think, maybe I'll stay a little longer than planned.


[ 4 ]


I wake up the next morning with an unfamiliar feeling—a plan for the day. I get dressed and drive to the bakery as I promised Annabelle. The sky is overcast, gray clouds hanging low, but it hasn't started raining yet.

Sweet Memories is already open, though it's barely seven. Through the window, I see Annabelle kneading dough, her movements rhythmic and precise. She's wearing a simple white apron over a light blue dress that accentuates her petite figure. Her hair is braided into a loose plait today, falling over her shoulder.

When I enter, she looks up and her face brightens. "Jack! You really came."

"I'm a man of my word," I say, noticing how her cheeks flush slightly. Today, in the softer morning light, I notice details about her I missed yesterday—the slight asymmetry of her lips that gives her smile something special, the fine laugh lines around her eyes, the tiny freckles on her nose that are only visible up close.

"The supplier will be here in about an hour," she says, wiping her floury hands on her apron. "Would you like some coffee while you wait? I have fresh cinnamon rolls."

I sit at the counter and watch her as she works. Her hands are skilled and sure, whether she's shaping dough or applying frosting. Occasionally, she glances over at me and smiles shyly before lowering her gaze again.

"How long have you been baking?" I ask as she hands me a steaming cup of coffee and a cinnamon roll whose aroma alone is intoxicating.

"Since I was five," she answers, leaning slightly against the counter. The movement causes her dress to stretch across her hips. "My grandmother would stand me on a chair so I could reach the table. She always said baking was like magic, transforming simple ingredients into something wonderful."

Her eyes shine as she speaks, and I catch myself watching her mouth, the way her lips form around the words. She has a slight accent that softens certain syllables.

"Your grandmother was right," I say and bite into the cinnamon roll. It's perfect—warm, sweet, with a hint of something I can't identify.

"Cardamom," she says, as if she'd read my thoughts. "My little twist on the classic recipe."

The supplier arrives earlier than expected, a young man with a van full of flour sacks and other ingredients. I help carry the heavy bags into the storage room while Annabelle checks the delivery. The room is small, and as we move between the shelves, our bodies brush against each other several times. Each time, I feel her momentarily freeze before relaxing again.

When the last sack is stowed away, we face each other in the narrow storage room. A ray of sunlight falls through the small window, bathing her face in golden light. For a moment, time seems to stand still.

"Thank you," she says softly, and her voice has a quality I haven't heard before—deeper, softer.

"You're welcome," I reply, surprised by the sudden intimacy of the moment. I take a step back, and the spell breaks.

Out in the shop, Annabelle helps me brush the flour dust from my t-shirt. Her touches are light as butterfly wings.

She laughs.

"Now I've gotten you all dusty, I'm sorry."

"I owe you something," she says. "How about dinner? I cook almost as well as I bake."

The invitation surprises me. "That's not necessary..."

"But I want to..." she says with a determination and a graceful, confident smile that almost takes my breath away.

"Tonight? It's not hard to find: I live right above the bakery."

I nod, suddenly curious about this other aspect of Annabelle, the woman behind the reserved baker.

I spend the rest of the day at the lake house, continuing to clear up, making a list of necessary repairs. It's more work than I expected, but strangely, I don't mind. The physical exertion feels good, distracts me from the thoughts that usually haunt me.

As I remove a rotten plank from the porch, I hear the crunching of car tires on the gravel path. I straighten up and see a familiar truck approaching—Lucy's old blue Chevy. My heart skips a beat.

Lucy gets out, one hand raised over her eyes against the afternoon sun. She's wearing jeans and a simple white t-shirt. Despite this simple outfit, she looks sensual and sexy even from a distance.

"That's what I figured," she calls as she approaches. "You're hiding out here."

"I'm not hiding," I reply, leaning on my hammer. "I'm working."

Lucy climbs the steps to the porch, carefully maneuvering around the loose boards. "I can see that. And here I thought you just wanted to sell and disappear again."

I shrug. "My plan isn't set in stone."

She smiles, and it reaches her eyes, making them sparkle in the sun. "Good. So there's hope. Because Birchwood Falls would be boring without you."

"How did you know I was here?"

"Small town logic. You weren't at your father's house, not at the bar, not in town. Where else would you be?" She steps closer and examines my work. "Besides, Your father talked a lot about this place these last few years. He wanted to renovate it, for..." She breaks off.

"For what?" I probe.

Lucy shakes her head. "For later, he always said. I think he wanted to fix it up for you. For when you came back."

The idea that my father had been hoping all these years for my return hits me unexpectedly hard. I turn away to hide my reaction and walk to the porch railing.

Lucy follows me and leans beside me. The lake lies calm before us, the water rippling slightly in the wind. "Wow, it's still as beautiful here as it used to be," she says quietly.

"Yes," I agree. We stand silently side by side, and for a moment it feels like back then, before I left, before life got complicated.

"Why are you really here, Lucy?" I finally ask.

She turns to me, her blue eyes serious. "I wanted to ask you something. The class reunion is next weekend."

"Class reunion?"

"Birchwood High reunion. They somehow roped me into the organizing committee." She rolls her eyes. "It'll be at the community center. Everyone will be there."

"Everyone?" I ask skeptically.

"Well, everyone who's still alive and not in prison." She laughs briefly. "The point is... Ryan will be there too."

The name brings up old memories. Ryan Blackwood. The quarterback. Lucy's boyfriend before we got together. The boy who broke her heart, and whose nose I broke in return. The irony that I would later break her heart myself isn't lost on me.

"He's coming with his new wife. Wife number three, if I'm correctly informed." Lucy chews on her lower lip, a habit she has when she's nervous. "I don't want to show up alone. Not after everything that happened."

"Lucy," I begin, unsure where she's going with this.

"I know it's asking a lot," she says quickly. "But could you accompany me? As... as my date?"

"You want me to be your date for the class reunion?" I can't hide the surprise in my voice.

She nods, her cheeks slightly flushed. "I know it's silly. I'm thirty-five, I should be over such things. But the thought of seeing Ryan with his young, pretty wife while I sit there alone..." She shakes her head. "Forget it. It was a stupid idea."

She turns to leave, but I catch her by the arm. Her skin is warm under my fingers. "I'll do it," I hear myself say.

Lucy turns around, surprise and joy on her face. "Really?"

"Really. What are old friends for if not to accompany each other to awkward school events?" I smile, and she beams back.

"Thank you, Jack." She hesitates, then rises on her tiptoes and kisses me on the cheek. Her scent, a mixture of vanilla and something floral, briefly envelops me. "This means a lot to me."

As she pulls back, I hold her gaze. Something flickers between us, an old familiarity that never quite disappeared. For a moment, I think she's going to kiss me, really kiss me, but then she steps back.

"We should probably practice," she says, and her voice sounds slightly breathless.

"Practice?"

"For the reunion. Our story. How long we've been back together, how we reconnected. People will ask."

"We could stick to the truth," I suggest. "I came back to sell my father's house, we ran into each other, you asked me to accompany you."

Lucy shakes her head. "That sounds so... pathetic. Like I couldn't find a real partner and had to fall back on an old friend."

"What do you suggest?"

She thinks for a moment, her forehead slightly furrowed.

"We could say we've been in touch for a few months. That you called after your father's death to thank me for taking care of him. That we started writing, calling, and that's why you came back—not just for the house, but also for me."

The story is surprisingly detailed, and I wonder how long she's been thinking about it. "That sounds convincing," I say. "And what about... how far along we are? Will people want to know that?"

Lucy blushes slightly. "Probably. We could say we're taking it slow. That we've learned from our past mistakes."

"That's not even a lie," I observe, and she smiles.

"No, it's not."

We spend the next hour developing our fake relationship history, adding details to make it credible. Lucy sits on the porch steps, the afternoon sun making her hair shimmer golden. I sit beside her, closer than necessary, and feel the warmth of her body.

"We should also practice some... physical familiarity," she finally says, and her voice has an undertone I can't immediately place.

"So it looks natural."

"Physical familiarity?" I repeat, suddenly very aware of how close she is.

She nods and moves even closer. "Small gestures. How people touch when they're together. Holding hands. That look couples have."

"What look?" I ask, though I know exactly what she means.

Instead of answering, she places her hand on mine. Her fingers are slim and strong, with short-cut nails—the practical hands of a woman who works.

"Like this," she says softly and intertwines her fingers with mine.

The simple touch sends a tingling up my arm. How often had we sat like this, holding hands, as teenagers? It feels both foreign and familiar.

"And when you put your arm around me," she continues, "it should look like this."

She takes my arm and places it around her shoulders, nestling against my side. Her body still fits perfectly against mine, as if the years in between never happened.

My heart races, and I'm sure she can feel it. The scent of her hair fills my nostrils—the same as before, a hint of coconut and sunshine.

"And when we look at each other," she says and turns her face to mine. Her eyes are deep blue in this light, with golden flecks around the pupils. "It should look like this."

Her gaze falls to my lips, and I feel my breath catch. The air between us feels electric, charged with old desires.

"Lucy," I say softly, unsure what I actually want to say.

She leans forward, her lips only inches from mine. "And when we kiss," she whispers, "it should be convincing."

Then she bridges the distance between us, and her lips touch mine. The kiss is gentle, hesitant. For a moment, I'm too surprised to react, but then I place my free hand on her cheek and return the kiss.

It's like a dam breaking. All the pent-up feelings I've been trying to suppress since my return come flooding forth. The kiss deepens, grows hungrier, and Lucy sighs against my lips, a sound that goes straight to my core.

Her hands move into my hair, pulling me closer, while my arms wrap around her waist. Her body is softer than before, more womanly, and I feel her curves under the thin t-shirt. As my hands slip under the hem and touch her warm skin, she trembles slightly.

The kiss becomes more passionate, more desperate, as if we're trying to capture lost years in a single moment. Lucy presses against me, her chest against my upper body, and I can feel her heartbeat, quick and strong like mine.

When we finally separate, we're both breathless. Her lips are swollen from kissing, her cheeks flushed, her eyes dark with desire. She looks like the Lucy of my memories and yet different—more mature, more confident, even more beautiful.

"That was convincing, don't you think?" she begins, then breaks off and licks her lips.

"Just convincing?" I ask, my voice rougher than intended.

She laughs softly.

We sit in silence for a moment, both surprised by the intensity of what just happened. The sun is beginning to set, bathing the lake in golden and pink light. It's a perfect moment, peaceful and yet electrically charged.

"I should go," Lucy finally says and stands up. I follow her, our hands still intertwined. "The bar opens in an hour, and I still have some preparations to make."

I nod, suddenly unsure what to say. Was that just practice for her? Or was it more?

As if she'd read my thoughts, Lucy turns around once more at her truck. "Jack? I'm glad you're back. Just so you know."

Before I can answer, she gets in and drives away, leaving a cloud of dust on the gravel path. I remain behind, the sun warm on my face, the taste of Lucy still on my lips.

Only when I look at my watch do I realize that I'm expected at Annabelle's for dinner in an hour. The realization hits me like a blow—I have commitments to two women on the same evening. Already, after just a few days in Birchwood Falls, my life is becoming more complicated than I ever imagined.

With one last look at the lake, I make my way back to town, my thoughts a jumble of memories of Lucy and curiosity about Annabelle.

Chapter 4: First Agreement (Continued)

I drive back to my father's house, shower quickly, and put on a fresh shirt. My thoughts are still circling around the kiss with Lucy, the intensity of feelings it triggered. Fifteen years should be more than enough time to get over someone, but apparently my heart doesn't work on that schedule.

With one last look in the mirror—I look tired but presentable—I make my way to Annabelle's apartment. The evening sun bathes Main Street in warm light as I park in front of the bakery. A small sign next to the main door points to a separate entrance on the side of the building—"A. Smith."

I knock, a bottle of wine I bought on the way in hand. After a moment, Annabelle opens the door, and I have to look twice. The reserved baker has transformed. She's wearing a simple but elegant red dress that accentuates her narrow waist and ends just above the knee. Her hair falls loose over her shoulders, shiny and silky, and she's wearing subtle makeup that makes her brown eyes even more expressive.

"Jack," she greets me with a smile. "Right on the dot."

"Military habit," I reply. "You look beautiful."

A delicate pink colors her cheeks.

"Thank you. Come in."

Her apartment surprises me. I had expected something small and functional, but the space I enter is spacious and lovingly furnished. High ceilings, large windows overlooking the park, an open kitchen with a dark wood island. The walls are painted in warm colors, and plants are everywhere—large ferns, blooming orchids, small bonsai trees. In one corner stands a low table with cushions around it, in another a modern sofa with colorful pillows.

"This is... not what I expected," I admit.

Annabelle laughs softly. "Most people think I live in a tiny, neat room with nothing but a bed and an oven."

I have to laugh and continue to admire her large apartment.

"This used to be a storage room. I renovated it myself, with a little help from your father." She takes the wine bottle. "Thank you. This will go perfectly with the meal."

I follow her into the kitchen, where several pots are already on the stove. The aroma is seductive—spices I can't identify, something sweet and something spicy.

"Can I still help somehow?" I ask.

"You can open the wine," she suggests and hands me a corkscrew. "And keep me company while I finish the final touches."

I lean against the kitchen island and watch her as she skillfully chops vegetables and tosses them in a wok. Her movements are fluid and precise, just like when she bakes. The red dress emphasizes her slender figure, and when she stretches to get a spice from an upper shelf, the hem slides higher, giving a glimpse of her well-formed legs. I have to pull myself together not to stare at her the whole time, which is really difficult.

"How long did you live in San Francisco?" I ask, to distract myself.

"5 years," she answers while stirring a sauce. "My parents have since returned to Germany, but I stayed here."

"And they were okay with your career as a baker?"

Annabelle laughs, but it sounds a little bitter. "Not really. They had... other plans for me. Medicine, law, something 'appropriate.' The bakery was a shock to them."

"But you did it anyway."

She nods as she arranges vegetables on plates. "Sometimes you have to follow your heart, even if it disappoints others."

The words hit me unexpectedly deep. How often have I done exactly the opposite, fulfilled expectations instead of following my heart?

"And your divorce?" I ask before I can stop myself. "Was that also following your heart?"

Annabelle pauses briefly, then nods slowly. "In a painful way, yes. Michael, my ex-husband, was exactly the kind of man my parents wanted for me. Successful, ambitious. But he..." She searches for words. "He didn't really see me. Not the real Annabelle."

She places the plates on a table in the corner, where candles are already burning and cutlery is laid out. "Come, let's eat. I've made some of my favorite dishes."

We sit on the chairs, and Annabelle explains each dish—steamed potatoes with rosemary, cooked red cabbage, crispy meat in a brown, savory sauce, and a cabbage soup as an appetizer. Everything tastes fantastic, complex yet harmonious.

"This is incredible," I say after the first bite. "You weren't exaggerating, you really cook as well as you bake."

She smiles, obviously pleased with the compliment. "My grandmother taught me that food is a form of communication. A way to show love without using words."

"What are you trying to tell me?" I ask half-jokingly.

Annabelle holds my gaze, her dark eyes warm in the candlelight. "That you're welcome. That I'm happy to get to know you."

The honesty of her answer surprises me. There's an openness in her that contrasts with her reserved manner.

We eat and talk, and the wine flows. Annabelle tells me about her childhood in Germany, about her grandmother who lived through a war in Europe and never spoke about the past but expressed her love through food. I tell her about my time in the military, filtering out the worst parts, but sharing more than I had expected.

"And now, will you stay here?" she suddenly asks me straightforwardly.

I swirl the wine in my glass. "Honestly, I don't know."

Annabelle nods understandingly. "I know the feeling. After my divorce, I felt... lost. As if I had given up my place in the world. As if I didn't belong anywhere."

"And have you found it here? Your place?"

She smiles thoughtfully. "I think so. The bakery, the people here... it feels right." She hesitates. "But there's a problem."

"What kind of problem?"

Annabelle sighs and pours herself more wine. "My visa. It expires in three months."

"Can't you extend it?"

She shakes her head. "Not so easily. I have a work visa, but the conditions are complicated. Without a solid anchor, I'll lose my residency status."

"A solid anchor?"

Annabelle looks at her hands. "A family. A marriage. Something that shows I really belong here, not just temporarily."

The implication of her words hangs in the air between us. I don't know what to say, so I remain silent.

After a moment, Annabelle shakes her head and smiles. "But let's not talk about such negative topics. Tonight I just want to enjoy the food and your company."

She gets up to clear the plates, and I help her. In the small kitchen, we constantly come close to each other, our arms brush, our hands touch as we pass plates. Each touch sends a slight tingling through my body.

"Dessert?" she asks when we're done.

"After this meal? I'm not sure I can fit anything else in."

"Oh, I'm sure you'll find room for my dessert," she says with a smile that's surprisingly seductive. She opens the refrigerator and takes out a small bowl. "Lychee panna cotta. My specialty."

We sit on the sofa, closer to each other than necessary. The dessert is light and refreshing, with an exotic sweetness that melts on the tongue.

"This is incredible," I say after the first spoonful.

Annabelle watches me with a satisfied smile. "I'm glad you like it."

When I'm finished, I take her empty bowl and place it on the coffee table. Our faces are only inches apart. In the candlelight, her eyes look almost black, deep pools I could lose myself in.

"Thank you for this evening," I say softly. "For the meal, for... everything."

"You're welcome," she replies, her voice barely more than a whisper.

I don't know who moves first, but suddenly her lips are on mine, soft and hesitant. The kiss is completely different from the one with Lucy—not driven by old passion and memories, but cautious, exploring, new.

Annabelle's lips are soft, taste of lychee and wine. Her hand finds my arm, resting there lightly like a butterfly. I place my hand on her cheek, feeling the warmth of her skin under my fingers.

The kiss remains gentle, almost chaste, and when we separate, her cheeks are flushed, her lips slightly parted. She looks amazed, as if surprised by her own boldness.

She laughs softly. "I'm sorry. It... it felt right."

"Yes," I agree and run my tongue over my lips, still tasting her kiss.

We sit in silence for a moment, the tension between us almost palpable. Part of me wants to kiss her again, wants more, but another part, the more reasonable one, reminds me of Lucy, of the kiss by the lake, of the complications I'm letting into my life barely back in Birchwood Falls.

Annabelle seems to sense my thoughts. "It's getting late," she whispers softly. "And we both have a busy day tomorrow."

I nod in agreement. "Yes, I... I should get going."

On the way home, I walk, needing the fresh air to clear my head. The night is cool and clear, the sky full of stars. I think about the two kisses—Lucy, passionate and familiar; Annabelle, gentle and new. About the complications already emerging, though I've only been here a few days.

With this thought, I reach my father's house, which lies still and waiting in the moonlight. As I unlock the door, it feels less like a place of the past and more like a possible beginning.
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The morning after Annabelle's dinner greets me with rain drumming against the windows. I lie in bed listening to the steady patter while thoughts of yesterday swirl through my mind. Lucy at the lake, the kiss that erased years of absence. Annabelle in her red dress, her soft lips on mine.

My smartphone vibrates on the nightstand, a message from a hardware store in the neighboring town. The materials I ordered for the lake house have arrived. At least it's a distraction from my emotional chaos.

I get up, pull on jeans and an old flannel shirt, and make myself a strong cup of coffee. The rain has developed into a real storm, thunder rumbling in the distance. Perfect weather to bury myself in a hardware store.

As I open the front door, a drenched figure stands on the porch, purple hair plastered to her head, mascara running in dark streaks down her cheeks, and a backpack as soaked as its carrier.

"Ginny?" I stare at her in surprise.

"Surprise!" She tries to smile, but her lips tremble from the cold. "Can I come in before I drown out here?"

I step aside, and she slips into the house, leaving a puddle on the hardwood floor. Now that she's in the light, I can see her eyes are red, as if she's been crying.

"What happened?" I ask, handing her a towel.

Ginny wraps it around her shoulders and rubs her hair dry. Her soaked t-shirt clings to her body, highlighting her slender figure and the gentle curves of her breasts. I force my gaze back to her face.

"My apartment is underwater," she says with a crooked smile. "A pipe burst. The entire floor, my furniture, everything's ankle-deep in water."

"I'm sorry," I say sincerely. "Can't your landlord do anything?"

Ginny laughs bitterly. "Old Man Jenkins? He said it'll take at least a week before I can move back in. Until then, I should find somewhere else to stay."

She shrugs, a gesture that tries to appear carefree but doesn't quite convince. "Normally I'd stay with Lucy, but she only has that one room above the bar, and with all my stuff..."

She leaves the sentence unfinished, but her eyes—those intense green eyes—look up at me hopefully.

"You need a place to stay," I state.

"Just for a few days," she quickly assures me. "Until Jenkins gets my apartment back in shape. I'd be practically invisible. And I can cook! Not as fancy as Annabelle, but edible."

I raise an eyebrow. "How do you know about Annabelle?"

Ginny grins, and for a moment her usual liveliness flashes back.

"Small town gossip, buddy. You had dinner at her place yesterday. Mrs. Pemberton saw you through the window and announced it this morning while buying rolls."

Of course. There are no secrets in Birchwood Falls.

"What about your kiss with Lucy at the lake?" I ask, half-joking.

Ginny winks. "Nobody's reported that one yet. But the day is still young."

I shake my head, not sure whether to laugh or sigh. Then I look at Ginny—drenched, vulnerable despite her jokes, with that backpack probably containing everything she managed to save.

"You can have the guest room," I say. "Upstairs on the left. The bathroom's at the end of the hall."

Her eyes widen in surprise, then she beams. "Really? You're a lifesaver, Jack!" She steps toward me as if to hug me, then pauses and looks down at herself. "Better not. I'd just get you wet."

"Go take a shower," I suggest. "I need to head to the hardware store, pick up materials for the lake house. Make yourself at home."

Ginny salutes playfully. "Aye, aye, Captain. And Jack? Thanks."

The sincerity in her voice surprises me. Behind all the joking and forward manner lies a vulnerability I hadn't expected.

When I return hours later, loaded with lumber, roof shingles, and tools, the house has changed. The smell of something fried hangs in the air, music plays softly from the kitchen, and as I enter the hallway, I see Ginny standing at the stove in shorts and an oversized t-shirt (my t-shirt, I realize) stirring something in a pan.

She turns and smiles. "Hey, roomie! Perfect timing. I made burritos."

Her hair has dried and is back up in the messy bun she wore at the bar. Without makeup, she looks younger, the freckles on her nose more noticeable. The t-shirt slips off one shoulder, revealing another tattoo—something that looks like a bird rising from flames.

"You don't have to cook for me," I say as I take off my boots.

"I know," she replies cheerfully. "But I like cooking. Besides, it's my way of saying thanks."

The burritos are surprisingly good, spicy, with perfectly seasoned meat and fresh salsa. We eat at the kitchen table, and Ginny tells me about her day—how she washed her soaked clothes, how she went to the village to buy groceries, how Mrs. Pemberton stopped her to tell her about her niece.

"She really likes you," I note.

Ginny grins. "The old lady? Yeah, she's cool. Gave me hand-knitted socks for Christmas. With flamingos on them, because I once told her I like those."

"How do you manage it?" I ask, genuinely curious. "To be accepted in a town like this, even though you're so..." I gesture vaguely in her direction.

"Different?" She laughs. "I think that's exactly it. I don't try to fit in or pretend. People respect authenticity, even if they don't understand why someone would want purple hair."

She takes a swig of beer. "Plus, I help out where I can. Bring Mrs. Pemberton her groceries when the weather's bad. Listen to the sheriff when he complains about his teenage daughter. Small things."

I nod slowly. It makes sense. Ginny may look different, but she's genuine, helpful, without ulterior motives. No wonder the town has taken her to heart.

"And what's your story?" I ask. "How does an Australian end up in Birchwood Falls?"

Something flickers in her eyes—a shadow that disappears as quickly as it came. "The long or the short version?"

"We have time," I say and lean back.

Ginny sighs and takes a big gulp of beer, as if she needs courage for what's coming.

"The truth isn't particularly glamorous. I was on a bad path in Sydney. Drugs, wrong friends, the whole package."

She traces a tattoo on her wrist with her finger—a date in Roman numerals. "This is the day I almost died. Overdose. Not a very glamorous moment in my life."

Her openness surprises me.

"I'm sorry," I say.

She shrugs. "Me too. But it was a wake-up call. When I got out of the hospital, I knew I had to leave. Far away. So I took my last dollar, bought a one-way ticket to the US, and just... left."

"And you ended up in Birchwood Falls?"

Ginny laughs, and the heaviness of the moment dissipates. "Not directly. I moved through a few cities, worked where I could. Then, one day, I was sitting on a bus and saw this sign, 'Welcome to Birchwood Falls.' It sounded like something from a fairy tale. I got off, went into the first bar I saw—Lucy's bar, met Lucy, and the rest is history."

"Lucy just hired you like that?"

"Not immediately. I had to convince her." Ginny grins. "But I can be very persuasive when I want to be."

I can imagine that. With her charm and directness, Ginny is hard to resist.

"And now?" I ask. "Is Birchwood Falls your home?"

She nods, her eyes suddenly serious. "More than any other place I've ever been. Here I feel like I belong somewhere for the first time. Crazy, right? Finding my home in this conservative little town of all places."

I understand what she means. Despite my complicated history with this place, I too feel that strange attraction. That connection I haven't found anywhere else, not even in my army unit, which was supposed to be like family.

"Not crazy," I say. "Sometimes you find home in the most unlikely places."

Ginny raises her beer bottle. "To unlikely homes."

We clink bottles, and for a moment, a comfortable silence settles between us. The rain still drums against the windows, but inside it's warm and cozy.

"So," Ginny finally says, leaning forward, her green eyes sparkling.

"Tell me about Lucy and Annabelle."

I almost choke on my beer. "What do you mean?"

She rolls her eyes. "Come on, Jack. You kiss Lucy at the lake, go out with Annabelle the next evening. In a town where everyone knows everyone. What's your plan?"

"I don't have a plan," I admit. "It all just... happened."

Ginny studies me with a thoughtful look. "Two women in two consecutive days. Not bad for someone who just returned."

I feel my cheeks getting warm.

"It's not what it sounds like."

"No?" She raises an eyebrow.

"Lucy has hardly talked about anything but you since you came back. And Annabelle, usually so reserved and cautious, invites you to dinner? You must have made quite an impression."

I don't know what to say to that. The situation isn't entirely clear to me either.

Ginny seems to sense my confusion. Her face softens.

"Hey, I'm not judging. I actually think it's kind of sweet. Two great women interested in you. The question is, what do you want?"

"I don't know," I admit. "I actually just came here to sell the house. I didn't plan to stay or... get into relationships."

"But?"

"But now I'm working on the lake house, have a roommate, a date for the class reunion with Lucy, and..." I break off, overwhelmed by the speed at which my life here has picked up.

Ginny laughs.

"Welcome to real life, soldier. Sometimes it has its own plan."

She gets up to clear the plates, and I follow her to the sink. Inevitably, my gaze drifts to her backside, which moves seductively under her shorts with each step. As we stand side by side, I notice how small she is compared to me, her head barely reaching my shoulder. And yet she radiates a strength that has nothing to do with physical size.

"Thanks for the meal," I say. "And for the conversation."

She looks up at me, a smile in her eyes. "You're welcome, roomie."

For a moment we stand like that, closer than necessary, and I feel a tension between us that wasn't there before. Or perhaps I just hadn't noticed it.

Ginny breaks the moment by playfully slapping me on the chest with the towel.

"Enough talking. Show me what you're planning for the lake house. I'm good with tools if you need help."

Grateful for the change of subject, I bring out the blueprints, and we spend the rest of the evening discussing renovation work. Ginny proves surprisingly knowledgeable, making practical suggestions and even sketching a few designs for the interior.

When we finally go to bed, I hear her singing softly through the thin wall, an Australian folk song, I guess, melancholic yet hopeful. I lie awake, thinking about the day, about the unexpected turn my life has taken.

A roommate I barely know. Two women I'm attracted to, in completely different ways. A house I'm renovating instead of selling.

None of it was planned, and yet it feels strangely right. As if Birchwood Falls had been waiting for my return to show me what I've been missing all these years.
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The week flies by. Between working on the lake house and unexpectedly living with Ginny, there's hardly time to think. Ginny turns out to be a surprisingly good handywoman; she can lay roof shingles and knows her way around electrical work, skills she acquired during her travels through Australia working on various construction sites.

"My dad was a carpenter," she explains while expertly installing wiring. "Before he took off, he taught me a few things."

Living together works amazingly well. Ginny respects my privacy but is also pleasant company. In the mornings, we meet in the kitchen, drink our coffee together, and chat about the renovation before starting our day. In the evenings, we take turns cooking or order pizza when we're too exhausted.

I deliberately keep some distance from Lucy and Annabelle, not from lack of interest, but because I need time to sort out my thoughts. Both seem to respect this, though Lucy occasionally sends messages reminding me about the upcoming class reunion.

On Friday evening, Ginny stands in the doorway of my room, a critical look on her face.

"Please tell me you're not planning to wear jeans and a flannel shirt to the class reunion."

I look down at myself. "What's wrong with jeans and a flannel shirt?"

She groans theatrically. "Everything, if you're accompanying Lucy as her date. This is an opportunity to make her ex jealous—or better yet, make him green with envy."

She enters and opens my closet. "Let me see what we've got."

After some rummaging, she pulls out a dark pair of jeans and a navy blue shirt I'd forgotten I owned. "These and your brown leather shoes. Simple but elegant. Oh, and a brown belt to match."

"Since when are you my stylist?" I ask, but I have to smile.

"Since you needed one, obviously." She tosses me the clothes.

"Trust me. Lucy will be thrilled."

An hour later, I stand in front of the mirror and have to admit that Ginny was right. The darker jeans and the shirt do look better than my usual work clothes. I run my hand through my hair, which I trimmed shortly before, and grab my car keys.

Ginny is sitting in the living room, feet propped on the coffee table, a book in hand. She whistles appreciatively as I come in.

"Not bad, Mitchell. You look almost presentable."

"Thanks for the help," I say sincerely.

She waves it off.

"No problem. Have fun with the alumni. And tell Lucy to take a picture of Ryan's face when he sees you two together."

I laugh and head out to Lucy's house, a small but well-kept bungalow on the edge of town. When I arrive, I'm surprised by how nervous I am, as if this were a real date and not just an arrangement between old friends.

Lucy opens the door, and my breath catches. She's wearing a midnight blue dress that perfectly accentuates her figure. Form-fitting, not too revealing, but absolutely stunning. Her hair is up in a bun. She's wearing subtle makeup that highlights her blue eyes. Around her neck glitters the necklace I gave her all those years ago.

"Wow," is all I can manage.

Lucy smiles, and I can see she's just as nervous as I am. "You don't look too bad yourself."

"Ginny advised me," I confess.

Lucy laughs. "Of course she did." She steps beside me and takes my arm. "Ready to dive into the past?"

The community center is festively decorated with banners in the colors of Birchwood High. People I partially recognize and partially don't stand in groups, drinks in hand, laughing about old stories. A DJ is playing hits from our school days, and enlarged yearbook photos hang on the wall.

As we enter, several heads turn toward us. I feel Lucy tense on my arm and instinctively place my hand over hers.

"Jack Mitchell," a voice calls, and a man with thinning hair and a beer belly approaches us. "Man, I couldn't believe it when they said you were back in town."

It takes me a moment to recognize him—Mike Peterson, once the center on the basketball team. "Mike," I nod. "Long time no see."

"Man, you look good. The Army seems to have treated you well." He glances at Lucy. "And Lucy Morgan. Or is it Mitchell again now?"

Lucy smiles politely. "Still Morgan. But who knows what the future holds."

The hint surprises me, but I play along. "We're taking our time," I say and put an arm around her waist. The gesture feels more natural than it should.

Mike grins. "You two were always the dream couple of the school. Nice to see some things never change."

We move further through the room, constantly being stopped for conversations and memories. Lucy stays by my side, her hand in mine, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. We effortlessly fall into our role as a reunited couple, complementing each other's stories, laughing at the same jokes.

"There he is," Lucy suddenly whispers and squeezes my hand tighter.

I follow her gaze and see Ryan Blackwood, who is just entering with a distinctly younger blonde woman. He's hardly changed, still handsome, with the confident walk of a man used to being the center of attention. His wife, presumably number three as Lucy had mentioned, hangs on his arm and smiles brightly at the crowd.

"You look better than he does," I say quietly to Lucy, and it's not a lie. Ryan may be fit, but Lucy radiates a maturity and elegance that his young wife doesn't possess.

Lucy smiles, but I can sense her tension. "He left me when I was pregnant," she says so softly that only I can hear. "Claimed it wasn't his."

The information hits me like a blow. "I didn't know that."

"Nobody knew. I kept it to myself." She looks up at me, her eyes suddenly vulnerable.

"I lost the baby."

My heart constricts. "Lucy, I'm sorry. If I had known..."

"What would you have done? Stayed?" She shakes her head. "That was a long time ago, Jack. I've gotten over it. But seeing him with his perfect wife and his perfect life..." She takes a deep breath. "It brings it all back."

Without thinking, I pull her closer. "Then let's show him what he missed out on."

Lucy looks up at me in surprise, then smiles—a genuine, warm smile that reaches her eyes. "Yes, let's do that."

The evening goes better than expected. We dance to slow songs, my hands on her waist, her arms around my neck. It feels familiar, as if we never stopped dancing. We laugh about old stories, toast with former classmates, and the whole time I can feel Ryan's eyes on us.

"He can't stop looking over here," Lucy whispers as we stand at the bar.

"Can't blame him," I reply. "You look stunning tonight."

She blushes slightly, and I find I like eliciting that reaction from her. "Thank you for doing this," she says. "For helping me like this."

"You're welcome. What are friends for, after all?"

Something flickers in her eyes—disappointment?—but she smiles bravely.

"Yes, friends."

When the DJ plays a particularly slow song, I pull her back onto the dance floor. We barely move, standing almost still, body to body, her cheek against my chest. I can feel her heartbeat, smell her perfume, and for a moment I forget that this is all just for show.

"He's coming over," Lucy suddenly murmurs.

I turn us slightly, and indeed, Ryan is heading toward us, a fake smile on his face.

"Lucy," he says when he reaches us. "You look fantastic."

"Thank you, Ryan," she replies coolly.

"Mitchell," he nods to me. "Heard you're back in town."

"As you can see," I say and pull Lucy closer to me.

Ryan watches the gesture with a frown. "So you two are back together?"

"Back together like we were never apart," Lucy answers with a smile that doesn't quite reach her eyes.

"Interesting." Ryan doesn't sound convinced. "I just thought, after such a long time..."

"Some connections last forever," I interrupt him. "Even when tested."

Ryan's smile becomes strained. "Of course. Well, I just wanted to say hello. My wife is waiting." He gestures toward the blonde watching us. "She's a model, we met in Miami."

"How nice for you," says Lucy with a sweetness that's almost caustic. "Number three is lasting longer than the others?"

Ryan's face darkens. "Still got that sharp tongue, I see."

"And you're still the same ass," I counter before Lucy can respond. "Nice to see some things never change."

Ryan stares at me, then at Lucy.

"You two really do belong together," he says, then abruptly turns and goes back to his wife.

"Perfect," whispers Lucy and squeezes my arm.

I smile down at her. "He looks like he bit into a lemon."

She laughs, a liberating laugh that comes from the heart. "Thank you, Jack."

The rest of the evening flies by. We dance, we laugh, we perhaps drink a glass too many. By the time the event winds down, we're both slightly tipsy and in high spirits.

On the way home to Lucy's house, I hold her hand, and she leans against me as we walk through the nighttime streets of Birchwood Falls. The sky is clear, the stars twinkling above us, and the cool night air is filled with the scent of pine and damp earth.

"I can't remember the last time I had so much fun," Lucy confesses as we stand in front of her door.

"Me neither," I agree. "You're a convincing actress."

"Who says I was acting?" She looks up at me, her eyes dark and mysterious in the moonlight.

A pause ensues where neither of us knows what comes next. We stand so close to each other that I can feel the warmth of her body, smell the gentle scent of her perfume.

"I should go inside," she finally says, but makes no move to do so.

"Yes, it's late," I agree, also staying put.

Lucy bites her lower lip, a gesture I know from our youth—she does that when she's nervous or wants something but is afraid to say it.

"Jack," she says softly. "Our performance tonight... was it all just for show?"

The question hangs in the air between us. I could lie, could say it was all about making Ryan jealous. It would be the safe path.

But as I look into her eyes, those eyes that have haunted my dreams since my return, I can't lie.

"No," I say quietly. "Not all of it."

She takes a sharp breath, and then, without another word, she rises on her tiptoes and kisses me. Unlike at the lake, this kiss isn't hesitant or questioning. It's certain, determined, as if she'd made the decision to take what she wants.

I return the kiss immediately, my arms wrapping around her waist, pulling her closer. Her lips are soft and taste of the wine we've been drinking. Her hands move into my hair, holding me tight as if afraid I might disappear.

The kiss deepens, becomes hungrier, more passionate. I feel her body pressing against mine, her chest against my torso. My hands travel down her back, over the gentle curve of her hip.

When we finally separate, we're both breathless.

"Come inside," she whispers, her voice husky.

Part of me, the rational part, knows I should decline. That this is all moving too fast. But another part, the stronger one in this moment, wants nothing more than to follow her, to forget the past for one night and focus only on the here and now.

Before I can answer, my phone rings. The shrill tone tears through the moment like a sharp knife. Cursing, I pull it from my pocket, ready to ignore the call.

Then I see the name on the display: Sheriff Donovan.

"I'm sorry," I say to Lucy. "The sheriff. It could be important."

She nods, steps back, and I immediately feel the absence of her warmth.

"Sheriff?" I ask into the phone. "Mitchell here."

"Jack," the sheriff's deep voice sounds tense. "Sorry to bother you so late. We've got a forest fire near the lake house. Nothing major yet, but with the wind, it could get worse quickly. Thought you should know."

My stomach tightens. The lake house—all the work I've already invested, the plans I've made.

"How bad is it?" I ask, adrenaline pumping through my body.

"Still under control. We've got teams on site. But you'd better check if everything's okay. The wind is shifting."

"I'm on my way," I say and hang up.

Lucy looks at me with concern. "What happened?"

"Forest fire near the lake house," I explain hastily. "I need to check on it."

"Of course." She hesitates briefly. "Should I come with you?"

The question surprises me, but I shake my head. "Better not. Could be dangerous."

She nods understandingly. "Be careful, Jack."

I kiss her once more, briefly, then hurry to my truck. As I drive away, I see in the rearview mirror that Lucy is still standing in front of her door, a solitary figure in the moonlight.

The road to the lake house is dark, only my headlights cutting through the night. As I get closer, I can see the orange glow in the sky, smell the smoke in the air. My heart races as I speed the truck over the bumpy road.

I think about the lake house, about the work I've already invested. About the plans that were slowly taking shape. About the possibility that it could all go up in flames.

And strangely, I also think about Lucy, about the interrupted moment at her door. About the decision I almost made. Perhaps this forest fire is more than just a threat to the lake house. Perhaps it's also a sign that I should take things slower, that I shouldn't rush into what's happening with Lucy—or with any of the women in my life.

With that thought, I turn onto the final stretch of road leading to the lake house, uncertain of what awaits me there.
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Thankfully, the forest fire only consumed a small part of the woods before the firefighters got it under control. The lake house remains unharmed, but the scare runs deep. All night, I help the firefighters set up fire watches and ensure no embers are overlooked.

When I return home the next morning, I'm exhausted, soot-stained, and smell of smoke. Ginny is waiting for me, a worried expression on her face.

"Sheriff Donovan called," she explains. "Are you okay?"

I nod tiredly. "Just exhausted. The lake house is undamaged."

"Thank God." She looks me up and down. "You look terrible. Go take a shower, I'll make breakfast."

I'm too tired to argue and do as I'm told. The hot water washes away the soot and some of the exhaustion, but when I fall into my bed, I'm asleep instantly.

Three days later, I enter Sweet Memories to get my morning coffee. The bakery is unusually empty for this time of day. Annabelle stands behind the counter, her posture tense, her usually precise movements fidgety. When she sees me, she tries to smile, but it doesn't reach her eyes.

"Jack," she greets me. "The usual?"

"Please." I watch her as she prepares the coffee. Something's wrong. Her hands tremble slightly, and there are dark shadows under her eyes. "Everything okay?"

She pauses briefly, then shakes her head. "Not really. But it's nothing I should burden you with."

I lean over the counter and gently touch her arm. "Hey, you can talk to me. Maybe I can help."

Annabelle looks around as if afraid of being overheard, then gestures toward the door to the back room. "Come to the kitchen for a moment?"

I follow her into the small room filled with the aroma of freshly baked rolls. Annabelle closes the door behind us and leans against the work table. In the bright light of the kitchen, I can see she's been crying.

"I received a letter from immigration yesterday," she says quietly. "My visa expires in eight weeks, and my application for an extension was denied."

"What?" I step closer. "Why?"

Annabelle swallows. "They say I haven't demonstrated that I'll stay here long-term. That my business is running well, but doesn't qualify as sufficient reason." She blinks back tears. "Jack, I have to go back to Germany if I can't find another way."

"But the bakery..."

"I'd have to sell it." Her voice breaks. "Everything I've worked for. Everything I've built. Gone."

I place my hands on her shoulders, feel her trembling under my touch. "There must be a solution. Have you spoken with a lawyer?"

She nods. "Yesterday. He said without family ties here..." She falls silent, then looks me directly in the eyes. "He said marriage would be the surest way. Creating an American family."

The words hang in the air between us. I know what she's implying, but I'm not sure how to respond.

"Annabelle, I..."

"I'm not asking you to," she interrupts hastily, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. "I would never... It's just... I'm desperate, Jack. I don't know what to do."

Tears run down her cheeks, and without thinking, I pull her into my arms. She nestles against me, her body shaking with suppressed sobs. I hold her tight, stroke her hair, murmur soothing words.

"We'll find a solution," I promise, though I have no idea what that might be. "I'll help you, Annabelle."

She slowly pulls away from me, wipes away her tears, and tries to compose herself. "Thank you. Just talking about it helps."

"When do you need to make a decision?"

"The lawyer says we have about four weeks to file an appeal or..." She hesitates. "Or find other options."

I nod slowly. "Let me think about it. Maybe I'll come up with something."

A faint smile appears on her face. "You're a good man, Jack Mitchell."

The bakery bell rings, and Annabelle straightens her shoulders. "I should get back to work."

Before she goes, she briefly squeezes my hand. "Thanks for listening."

I remain in the kitchen for a moment, overwhelmed by the feeling of wanting to help but not knowing how. The thought of Annabelle having to leave Birchwood Falls leaves an uncomfortable feeling in my chest. In the short time I've been here, she's slipped into my life with her gentle manner and hidden strength.

In the afternoon, I sit in the office of Frank Delaney, the only lawyer in Birchwood Falls. He's an older gentleman with bushy eyebrows and a sharp mind.

"A marriage of convenience would be illegal, I hope you're aware of that," he says after I've told him about Annabelle's situation. "Immigration authorities scrutinize such cases very carefully. Interviews, home visits, checking joint finances—they look for evidence that the marriage is real."

"I didn't mention a marriage of convenience," I defend myself, though exactly this thought had crossed my mind.

Frank leans back and studies me over his reading glasses. "No? Then excuse my assumption." He flips through some papers. "There are other possibilities. A work visa could be extended if she can prove her business is indispensable to the community. Or an investor visa, if she can demonstrate enough capital."

"And what are the chances?"

He shrugs. "Honestly? Not good. Small bakeries in rural areas rarely qualify as 'indispensable,' and for an investor visa, she'd need at least a million dollars."

I run my hands through my hair in frustration. "There must be a way."

"There might be," says Frank slowly. "But it requires commitment. Real commitment."

I know what he's getting at. A real marriage. Not a marriage of convenience for papers, but a genuine connection. The thought makes my heart beat faster, not from fear, but because part of me wonders if that would really be so far-fetched.

"I'll think about it," I finally say and stand up. "Thank you for your time."

Frank nods. "Do that. But don't think too long. Time is running out."

Rain pelts against the windows of the lake house as Ginny and I work inside. We've spent the whole day repairing the roof, and now that night is falling, we're laying the new electrical wiring.

"Can you hand me the pliers?" asks Ginny, who's half inside a wall opening, only her legs and backside sticking out. The tight jeans stretch across her curves as she reaches for the cables. I hand her the tool and try not to stare too long at her body. Despite our strictly professional relationship, I can't help but notice how her form fills out those work jeans perfectly. The distraction is unwelcome, especially with Annabelle's situation weighing so heavily on my mind. I shift my weight and focus instead on the exposed wiring above us, willing my thoughts back to the task at hand rather than Ginny's curves.

"Like what you see?" she asks without turning around, her voice echoing slightly in the wall cavity.

I feel heat rise to my cheeks, caught in the act. "I... um..."

Ginny backs out of the opening and turns to face me, a knowing smile on her lips. Her face is smudged with dust, a streak of it across her cheek, but somehow it only enhances her wild beauty. "It's okay to look, you know. I don't mind."

"You're observant," I say, finding my voice.

"And you're avoiding the question." She tilts her head, those green eyes piercing through me.

"Yes," I admit finally. "I like what I see."

Her smile widens, dimples appearing in her dust-streaked cheeks. "Good. Because I like what I see too."

The air between us shifts, charged with something that's been building since she moved into my house. Outside, thunder rumbles in the distance, and rain begins to patter against the windows.

"Storm's getting worse," I observe, desperate to break the tension.

Ginny steps closer, close enough that I can smell her scent—something citrusy mixed with sweat and sawdust. "Looks like we might be stuck here for a while."

As if to emphasize her point, lightning flashes, illuminating the room in stark white light, followed immediately by a deafening crack of thunder. The lights flicker once, twice, then go out completely.

"Perfect timing," Ginny laughs softly in the sudden darkness. "Got any candles?"

"In the kitchen cabinet," I reply, my voice sounding strangely rough. "I'll get the fireplace going."

We move through the dim house, the only light coming from occasional lightning flashes through the windows. I kneel at the fireplace, arranging kindling and logs, hyperaware of Ginny moving behind me, the soft pad of her footsteps on the wooden floor.

When the fire catches, it casts a warm, flickering glow throughout the room. Ginny returns with several candles, setting them on the coffee table and mantelpiece. In the golden light, her purple hair takes on a rich, almost burgundy hue, her skin glowing amber.

"Much better," she says, sitting cross-legged on the floor near the fire. "Now we won't freeze to death."

"Is that a real concern in Australia? Freezing to death?" I ask, sitting beside her, careful to leave space between us.

She laughs. "Not where I'm from. But I've learned to appreciate a good fire since coming here." She stretches her hands toward the flames, and I notice a small tattoo on the inside of her wrist I hadn't seen before—a simple line drawing of a bird.

"What's that?" I ask, nodding toward her wrist.

Ginny glances down, then holds her arm out so I can see better. "A phoenix. For my new beginning."

Without thinking, I take her wrist gently, turning it to catch the firelight. Her skin is soft beneath my fingers, her pulse beating steadily. "It's beautiful," I say, looking up to find her watching me, her expression unreadable.

"Jack," she says softly, and something in the way she says my name makes my heart stutter.

"Ginny, I⁠—"

She places a finger against my lips. "Don't overthink this."

Then she leans forward and replaces her finger with her lips. The kiss is gentle at first, questioning, but when I respond, pulling her closer, it transforms into something hungry, urgent. Her lips are soft, tasting faintly of the beer we shared earlier, and she kisses with the same uninhibited enthusiasm she brings to everything.

My hands find her waist, her skin warm through the thin fabric of her tank top. She shifts, moving onto my lap with fluid grace, her legs straddling me. The position brings us chest to chest, and I can feel her heart racing against mine.

"I've wanted to do this since I first saw you," she murmurs against my lips, her hands sliding into my hair.

"Why didn't you?" I ask, my own hands exploring the curve of her back, the dip of her waist.

She pulls back slightly, her eyes reflecting the dancing flames. "Because you were busy falling for Lucy and Annabelle." There's no bitterness in her voice, just simple honesty. "And that's okay. I'm not the jealous type."

"I'm noticing that," I say, and she laughs, the sound vibrating through both our bodies.

Then she's kissing me again, deeper this time, her tongue exploring my mouth as her hips begin a slow, maddening rhythm against mine. I groan, my hands sliding under her tank top to find bare skin, tracing the intricate patterns of the tattoos on her back.

"Too many clothes," she whispers, and in one fluid motion pulls her top over her head.

In the firelight, her upper body is a canvas of art and beauty. Tattoos wind around her ribs, across her shoulders, dipping below the band of her simple black bra. A phoenix spreads its wings across her left side, the colors vivid even in the dim light. But it's not just the art that takes my breath away—it's the lean strength of her body, the soft curves of her breasts, the look of open desire on her face.

"Your turn," she says, tugging at my shirt.

I let her pull it off, and her hands immediately explore my chest, tracing old scars with gentle fingers. "War?" she asks, touching the one that runs from my collarbone to shoulder.

"Afghanistan," I nod.

She bends down, places a soft kiss on the scar. "Thank you for your service," she whispers, and somehow, coming from her, the words don't sound like the empty platitude I've heard a hundred times before.

Then her mouth is on mine again, and talking becomes secondary to the language our bodies are speaking. Her bra joins our shirts on the floor, and the feeling of her bare skin against mine sends electricity through my veins.

I flip our positions, laying her gently on the soft rug before the fire. The flames cast shifting patterns across her skin as I kiss my way down her neck, across her collarbone, to the gentle swell of her breast. She arches beneath me when my lips close around her nipple, a soft gasp escaping her.

"Jack," she breathes, her hands urging me lower.

I take my time, exploring her body with lips and hands, learning what makes her sigh, what makes her moan. The storm rages outside, rain lashing against the windows, but inside our world has narrowed to just this—skin and heat and building desire.

When I finally unbutton her jeans and slide them down her legs, I discover more art—a swirling pattern that starts at her hip and winds down her thigh. I trace it with my tongue, and she trembles.

"Stop teasing," she says, her voice husky.

"Patience," I reply, but I'm finding it hard to follow my own advice. My body thrums with need for her.

Ginny is not a patient woman. She sits up, pushing me back, and makes quick work of my remaining clothes. When we're both naked, she straddles me again, the heat of her core pressed against my hardness.

"Do you want this?" she asks, suddenly serious despite her playful nature. "Because I do. Very much."

"Yes," I say without hesitation. "I want you, Ginny."

She smiles, reaches for her discarded jeans, and pulls a condom from the pocket. "Always prepared," she says with a wink.

Her hands are sure as she rolls it on, and then she's positioning herself above me, our eyes locked as she slowly takes me in. The sensation is overwhelming—her tightness, her heat, the look of pleasure that transforms her face.

"Oh god," she moans as I fill her completely, her body trembling as she adjusts to my size. Her inner walls grip me like a vise, hot and slick around my hardness. I can feel every pulse, every twitch of her body as she takes a deep breath.

"You feel incredible," I groan, my hands gripping her hips, feeling the smooth skin and the subtle ridges of her tattoos beneath my fingers.

Ginny begins to move, lifting herself almost completely off me before sliding back down with agonizing slowness. Each stroke sends waves of pleasure coursing through my body. I watch, mesmerized, as my shaft disappears into her, glistening with her arousal in the firelight.

"Fuck, Jack," she gasps, picking up the pace, her breasts bouncing with each movement. "You're so deep... I can feel you everywhere."

Her words inflame me further. I thrust upward to meet her, driving deeper, harder. The sound of our bodies coming together fills the room, punctuated by our increasingly ragged breathing and the occasional crack of thunder outside.

I reach up to cup her breasts, rolling her nipples between my fingers, and she throws her head back with a loud moan. Her inner muscles clench around me, sending a jolt of pleasure up my spine.

"That's it," I encourage her, watching her face contort with pleasure. "Take what you need."

Ginny rides me with abandon now, her hips rolling and grinding, finding the angle that hits her most sensitive spots. Her purple hair falls around her shoulders in wild disarray, and sweat gleams on her skin, making the colors of her tattoos seem to move in the firelight.

I sit up without breaking our connection, wrapping one arm around her waist while my other hand tangles in her hair. The new position drives me impossibly deeper, and Ginny cries out, her nails digging into my shoulders.

"Right there," she pants against my ear, her breath hot and urgent. "Don't stop... please don't stop..."

I hold her tight against me, thrusting upward with controlled force, feeling her thighs tremble around me. Her movements become more erratic, her breathing more desperate. I slip a hand between us, finding her swollen clit, and circle it with my thumb.

"Oh fuck!" she cries out, her body going rigid. "I'm coming... Jack, I'm coming!"

Her inner walls clamp down on me rhythmically as her orgasm tears through her. She grinds against me, riding out the waves of pleasure, her face a beautiful mask of ecstasy. The sight of her coming undone nearly pushes me over the edge, but I grit my teeth, determined to make this last.

As her tremors begin to subside, I roll us over, laying her on her back without breaking our connection. Her eyes flutter open, dark with lingering pleasure and renewed desire as she realizes I'm still hard inside her.

"Your turn," she whispers, wrapping her legs around my waist, pulling me deeper.

I begin to move again, long, deep strokes that have her moaning anew. I hook one of her legs over my shoulder, changing the angle, and am rewarded with a sharp gasp as I hit a spot deep inside her.

"There," she urges, her hands gripping my arms. "Right there."

I drive into her with increasing urgency, the pressure building at the base of my spine. Ginny meets each thrust, her body arching off the floor, her breasts bouncing with the force of our movements. The firelight plays across her sweat-slicked skin, highlighting the curve of her hip, the taut line of her stomach, the parted fullness of her lips.

"You're so beautiful," I tell her, and mean it. In this moment, she's the most beautiful thing I've ever seen.

Her eyes lock with mine, a connection deeper than the physical joining of our bodies. "Come for me, Jack," she urges, her voice a husky command. "I want to feel you lose control."

Her words, combined with the exquisite friction of her body around mine, push me to the brink. I thrust harder, faster, chasing release. Ginny's hands slide down to grip my ass, pulling me deeper still, and suddenly I'm there, teetering on the edge.

"Ginny," I groan, my rhythm faltering. "I'm going to⁠—"

"Yes," she hisses, tightening her inner muscles around me. "Come for me."

The orgasm hits me like a tidal wave, pleasure crashing through every nerve ending. I drive into her one final time, burying myself to the hilt as I pulse inside her, my body shuddering with the intensity of release. Ginny cries out, her back arching as my climax triggers a second one of her own, her inner walls milking every last drop from me.

For long moments, we remain joined, our bodies trembling with aftershocks, our breathing gradually slowing. Finally, I carefully withdraw and collapse beside her on the rug, pulling her against my chest. She nestles into me, her skin hot and slick against mine, her heart still racing.

"Holy shit," she murmurs, pressing a kiss to my chest. "That was... intense."

I laugh softly, stroking her damp hair away from her face. "That's one way to put it."

She props herself up on an elbow to look at me, her eyes gleaming with satisfaction and mischief. "So much for just being roommates."

"So much for that," I agree, tracing the line of her collarbone with my finger. The warmth of her skin radiates against my touch, and I follow the elegant curve all the way to the hollow of her throat. "I think we've officially crossed that boundary and burned the bridge behind us."

Later, wrapped in blankets we've pulled from the couch, we lie together before the fire, watching the flames dance. The storm continues outside, but it feels distant now, unimportant.

"This doesn't have to complicate things," Ginny says after a while, her head resting on my chest. "I'm not asking for promises."

I stroke her hair, considering her words. "What if I want it to mean something?"

She props herself up on an elbow, studying my face. "Then we figure it out. Day by day." She traces the line of my jaw with a finger. "But Jack, I've seen how you look at Lucy. At Annabelle. I'm not asking you to choose."

"That seems... impossible," I say, though the thought has crossed my mind—the impossibility of choosing between these three women who have each touched my life in different but equally significant ways.

Ginny shrugs. "Maybe. Maybe not. Life doesn't always fit into neat little boxes." She kisses me softly. "Let's just see where it goes, okay?"

I nod, pulling her close again. "Okay."

As we drift into a silence, the fire slowly dying beside us, I think about the strange turns my life has taken since returning to Birchwood Falls. About the three women who have unexpectedly become so important to me, each in her own way. And for the first time, I allow myself to wonder if maybe, just maybe, Ginny is right—that life doesn't have to fit into conventional patterns, that there might be a way forward that includes all of them.

With that thought, I close my eyes, Ginny's warmth against me a comfort as the storm.
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The morning after the stormy night with Ginny breaks with brilliant sunshine. We return to the house early, both quiet, both uncertain how to deal with what happened between us. I spend the next few days primarily at the lake house, immersing myself in physical labor to clear my head. But Annabelle's situation gives me no peace.

On a clear Thursday morning, I enter Sweet Memories, determined to do more than just drink coffee and make vague promises. The bakery is full, Annabelle hurrying between tables, her cheeks slightly flushed from work. When she sees me, a smile flits across her face, but I recognize the tension behind it.

"Jack," she greets me when she has a moment. "Good to see you."

"Can I talk to you after work?" I ask quietly. "I have some ideas about your... situation."

Her eyes widen slightly. "Yes, of course. I close at three."

At three-thirty, we're sitting in my truck, heading to Frank Delaney's office. Annabelle wears a simple white dress with a thin cardigan, her hair in a loose bun. She looks fragile, but her posture reveals determination.

"I spoke with Frank," I explain as I drive. "He knows an immigration law specialist in Lakewood Hills. We have an appointment there."

"But..." She hesitates. "I've already consulted with a lawyer."

"A specialist?" She shakes her head.

"That's what I thought. Frank says there are more options than most general attorneys know about."

Annabelle looks out the window, her hands tightly folded in her lap. "Thank you, Jack. No matter what comes of this... it means a lot that you're helping me."

At the lawyer's office, a modern building in the neighboring town, we're greeted by a young woman with a sharp gaze. Eliza Wong isn't what I expected—barely older than thirty, in an elegant suit, with a direct manner of speaking.

"So, Ms. Smith," she says after we've explained the situation. "Let's talk about your options, beyond the obvious ones."

"Obvious ones?" Annabelle asks.

"Marriage," Eliza responds matter-of-factly. "That's the easiest way, but not the only one."

She explains various possibilities to us—a community petition designating Annabelle's bakery as culturally significant, a special visa for entrepreneurs with unique skills, even the possibility of filing for asylum based on persecution by her ex-husband.

"Persecution?" I glance at Annabelle, who has suddenly gone pale.

"It's nothing," she says quickly, but Eliza shakes her head.

"If he's stalking you, as you mentioned, and if he's made threats, that could be relevant."

I feel my stomach tighten. "Annabelle? What is she talking about?"

Annabelle sighs deeply. "Michael... my ex-husband. He hasn't accepted that I left. He... he found me, last year. Left messages, showed up at the bakery."

The thought of someone threatening Annabelle makes my blood boil. "Why didn't you mention this?"

"Because I thought it was over." She looks at her hands. "He hasn't shown up for months."

Eliza takes notes. "This could help us. Do you have evidence? Messages, witnesses?"

We spend the next hour discussing all possible avenues. When we leave the office, Annabelle looks exhausted but more hopeful than before.

"Thank you," she says as we sit in the truck. "I never thought there were so many possibilities."

"Why didn't you tell me about your ex-husband?" I ask as I start the engine.

She looks out the window. "It's not something I like to talk about. And... I didn't want you to see me that way. As a victim."

Without thinking, I take her hand. "I don't see you as a victim, Annabelle. I see a strong woman who's taken charge of her own life."

She turns to me, her eyes moist. "Really?"

"Really."

The moment between us stretches as we simply stand there, saying nothing. Her hand is warm in mine, and for a moment, I think about kissing her. Then my phone rings, and the moment shatters.

On the drive back, we talk about lighter topics—her plans for the bakery, new recipes she wants to try. It feels like we've reached a new level of intimacy. When I drop her off at her apartment, she hesitates briefly.

"Annabelle... all these options are good, but..." I bite my lip. "The marriage option is still the safest."

She nods slowly. "I know. But would you really do something like that?" she asks with a glimmer in her eyes.

"Hey, when a lady's in distress, I can't help but be a gentleman." I wink at her and she smiles.

"But let's see what Eliza finds out, and then... then we'll talk about it, okay?"

She smiles, a genuine, warm smile that reaches her eyes. "Okay."

In the evening, I sit on the house's porch staring into the twilight. The door opens, and Ginny steps out with two fresh beers in hand. She hands me one and sits down beside me.

"So," she says without preamble. "When do you plan on talking to me about the other night?"

I almost choke on my beer. "What?"

"You know, the night we had incredible sex in front of the fireplace." She takes a sip. "The night after which you've been treating me like we made an embarrassing mistake."

"That's not..." I break off, knowing she's right. I've been avoiding her. "I'm sorry."

"Do you regret it?" she asks directly.

"No," I answer honestly. "But it makes everything more complicated."

We drink in silence, watching as the last rays of sunlight disappear behind the trees. Finally, I sigh.

"I don't know what I feel, Ginny. For you, for Lucy, for Annabelle. You're all so... different, and yet I'm drawn to each of you."

"And you think you have to choose?" She turns to me, her face soft yet serious in the twilight. "Who says that?"

The question surprises me. "Society? Morality? Common sense?"

Ginny snorts. "Society can kiss my ass. And morality? As long as everyone involved is okay with it, where's the problem? As for common sense..." She shrugs. "That's overrated."

"You're suggesting that I... with all three of you...?" I can't even finish the sentence.

"I'm not suggesting anything. I'm just saying that you're getting in your own way with your preconceived ideas about how relationships have to look."

She takes a long swig of beer. "You know, in Australia, I lived in a commune for a while. Three couples who shared everything—the house, meals, sometimes even the beds."

"And that worked?"

"For a while. It's not easy, but what is?" She places her hand on mine. "I'm not jealous, Jack. Not of Lucy, not of Annabelle. I like them both. And I like you."

I stare at her, stunned by her openness. "Most women wouldn't think that way."

"I'm not most women." She grins. "In case you haven't noticed."

We sit for a while longer, drinking our beer and talking about other topics. But Ginny's words echo in my head, opening doors to possibilities I'd never considered.

On Saturday, I organize a work day at the lake house. The list of necessary repairs is long, and I can use all the help I can get. To my surprise, not only Ginny, but also Lucy and Annabelle offer to help.

When all four of us arrive at the lake house, there's an initial strange tension. The three women eye each other while I nervously shift from one foot to the other.

"So," Lucy finally says. "Where do we start?"

I assign tasks to everyone—Lucy and I work on the roof, Ginny handles the electrical work, and Annabelle takes on the kitchen, which needs a thorough cleaning. To my surprise, the division works smoothly. The initial discomfort gives way to a focused work atmosphere.

When we take a lunch break, Annabelle lays out a picnic on the repaired porch—homemade bread, cheese, cold cuts, and fresh fruit. We sit in a circle, eating and talking, and I'm amazed at how well the three women get along.

Lucy and Annabelle exchange recipes while Ginny tells stories from Australia that make everyone laugh. There's no trace of jealousy or rivalry, just a natural harmony that baffles me.

After lunch, we return to work. I'm fixing a window frame when I see Lucy and Ginny in the garden through the open door. They stand close together, deep in conversation, then Lucy laughs at something Ginny says and briefly places her hand on Ginny's arm. The gesture is friendly, almost tender.

Inside the house, I hear Annabelle humming in the kitchen as she cleans out the old cabinets. The atmosphere is peaceful, almost familial. It feels like we all belong here, as if the lake house is a place that brings us together.

In the late afternoon, we sit exhausted but satisfied on the porch, contemplating our work. The house is far from finished, but the progress is visible.

"This is going to be beautiful," says Annabelle, her eyes shining as she admires the view of the lake.

"Yes," Lucy agrees. "It has so much potential."

"What are you planning to do with it, Jack?" asks Ginny. "When it's finished?"

The question makes me think. "I don't know. Originally, I just wanted to fix it up to sell it, but now..."

"You could live here," Lucy suggests. "It's close enough to town but still private."

"Or turn it into a bed and breakfast," Annabelle adds. "I could supply the breakfast."

"Or keep it as a retreat," says Ginny. "A place where we can all come when we need a break."

The word "we" hangs in the air, uncommented on but meaningful. I look from one woman to another, all three so different, all three having become so important to me. And for the first time, I think that maybe, just maybe, I don't have to choose.

As the sun sets, we pack up our things. When saying goodbye, each of the women hugs the others as if they were old friends. Lucy drives Annabelle back to town, while Ginny stays with me in the truck.

"See?" she says softly as we follow the others. "It doesn't have to be complicated."

I give her a sidelong glance. "What do you mean?"

Ginny smiles knowingly. "I think you know exactly what I mean. All of you do."

The words slowly sink in, opening a door to a possibility I've never allowed myself to consider. A possibility that suddenly doesn't seem as crazy as it should.
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After our shared workday at the lake house, a week passes in strange harmony. Ginny and I continue to live under one roof, without discussing the night at the lake house. Lucy and I meet for coffee, exchanging glances that say more than words. And Annabelle's visa situation seems to be improving thanks to Eliza Wong's help, but the unspoken possibility of marriage still lingers between us.

On a warm Friday evening, Lucy invites us all to a barbecue behind the bar. "To celebrate our successful work on the lake house," she says, but I sense there's more to it.

The small backyard of the bar is decorated with string lights, a grill stands ready, and a few tables have been pushed together to form one long dining table. Ginny and I arrive together, Annabelle arrives shortly after us, carrying a tray with elaborate desserts.

"Welcome to my humble garden," Lucy greets us. She's wearing a summery dress that accentuates her tanned shoulders, and her hair falls in natural waves down her back.

"Drinks are on the table, meat's almost ready."

The evening starts off relaxed. We eat, drink, laugh about Ginny's stories of difficult customers at the bar. The atmosphere is warm, friendly, but beneath the surface I sense a certain tension, an awareness of the strange constellation we form.

After dinner, Lucy brings out a bottle of whiskey. "I thought we could play a game," she says with a gleam in her eyes that makes me nervous.

"What kind of game?" asks Annabelle, who has rosy cheeks after her second glass of wine.

"Truth or Dare," Lucy answers.

"Like back in high school."

Ginny laughs. "Oh, this can only end well."

We sit in a circle on the garden chairs, the whiskey bottle in the center. Lucy begins, spinning the bottle, which points to Ginny.

"Truth or Dare?" asks Lucy.

"Truth," says Ginny without hesitation. "I have nothing to hide."

Lucy takes a sip of whiskey, as if gathering courage. "Okay. What's going on between you and Jack?"

The question hits me like a thunderclap. I freeze, but Ginny remains calm.

"We live together, as you know," she answers. "And yes, we had sex. Once, during the storm at the lake house."

Annabelle's eyes widen, but her face remains expressionless. Lucy nods slowly, as if she had suspected it.

"Your turn," Lucy says to Ginny, who promptly spins the bottle. It lands on Annabelle.

"Truth," Annabelle says softly, before Ginny can even ask.

"What do you feel for Jack?" Ginny's question is direct, but her tone is gentle.

Annabelle looks at her hands, then at me, then at the other women.

"I... I'm attracted to him. Very much so." She takes a deep breath. "And he's offered to help me with my visa problem, possibly even through... through marriage."

Lucy nearly chokes on her whiskey. "Marriage?"

"It's just an option," I explain hastily. "A legal solution."

"And yet," says Annabelle quietly, "there could be more. At least for me."

The silence that follows is heavy with unspoken questions. Annabelle spins the bottle, which points to Lucy.

"Truth," says Lucy, her gaze fixed on me.

"What's between you and Jack?" asks Annabelle, her voice barely more than a whisper.

Lucy takes a long sip from her glass. "We were together, Fifteen years ago. He was my first love. Then he came back, and... we kissed. Several times. We almost..." She breaks off, then straightens her shoulders. "I have feelings for him. Strong feelings."

The cards are on the table, all secrets revealed. I expect anger, tears, accusations. Instead, there's a strange, almost peaceful silence.

"And now to you, Jack," says Lucy and spins the bottle, which actually points to me. "Truth or Dare?"

"Truth," I say, my throat suddenly dry.

"What do you feel? For each of us?"

The question I've feared most. I look from one woman to the other, all three waiting for my answer, their faces open, vulnerable.

"I'm attracted to all of you. Not just physically, but emotionally. In the short time since I've been back, you've all become more to me than just friends," I confess.

I turn to Lucy. "With you, it's the familiarity, the shared history, the feeling of coming home." To Ginny: "With you, it's the freedom, the lightness, the adventure." And to Annabelle: "And with you, it's the calm, the depth, a connection I can't explain."

I run my hand through my hair, frustrated at my inability to express myself clearly. "I'm sorry. I should have been more honest, from the beginning. I didn't want to hurt anyone, and now I've created this mess."

"Mess?" Ginny laughs softly. "I'd call it... interesting."

"Or complicated," Lucy adds, but she's smiling.

"Or unconventional," says Annabelle thoughtfully.

I look from one to the other, confused by their reactions. "You're... not angry?"

Lucy sighs. "Jack, we're adults. We've all made choices." She looks at Ginny and Annabelle. "And honestly... I like both of you."

"I like you too," says Ginny. "And I think we all have something that Jack needs. And he has something that we all need."

Annabelle is quieter, more thoughtful.

"For my parents, something like this would be unthinkable," she says softly. "But I'm not in Germany anymore. I'm here, in Birchwood Falls, because I wanted to make my own decisions."

"What exactly are you suggesting?" I ask cautiously, not sure if I'm understanding the direction of the conversation correctly.

"Nothing hasty," Lucy answers. "Just... openness. Honesty. Seeing where this leads."

"Without jealousy," Ginny adds. "Without possessiveness."

"With respect," says Annabelle. "For everyone's feelings."

My head is spinning. What they're suggesting sounds impossible, utopian, and yet... somehow right. As if I've been searching my whole life for something I couldn't name, and now it's right in front of me.

"I don't know if this can work," I say honestly.

"But I'm willing to try... if you are."

The rest of the evening unfolds in a strange but not uncomfortable mix of openness and caution. We talk about boundaries, about expectations, about fears. It's the most honest conversation I've ever had, and when we finally say goodbye, it feels like we've all crossed an invisible threshold.

Later that night, just as I'm about to fall asleep, there's a soft knock at my door. Ginny has gone out to cover a late shift at the bar, so I'm surprised to have a visitor.

When I open the door, Annabelle stands before me, wearing a simple blue dress, her hair falling loosely over her shoulders. She looks nervous but determined.

"May I come in?" she asks softly.

I step aside, confused but glad to see her. "Of course. Is everything okay?"

She enters and stands in the middle of the room, her hands folded in front of her. "I had to talk to you. After tonight... Jack, I'm afraid." She looks up at me, her eyes large and dark. "All my life, I've tried to meet other people's expectations. My parents', my ex-husband's, society's. And now, when I finally have the courage to go my own way..."

"Now it's scary," I finish for her. "Having the freedom to decide for yourself."

"Yes." She steps closer, only inches away from me. "I came to you because... because I don't want to wait any longer. Because I don't know if I'll have the same courage tomorrow."

My heart beats faster as I understand what she's saying. "Annabelle..."

"I want you, Jack," she says simply. "Not just as a solution to my visa problem. Not just as a friend. I want you."

The directness of her words surprises me, so different from her usually reserved manner. I raise my hand, gently brushing a strand of hair from her face.

"Are you sure?"

Instead of answering, she rises on her tiptoes and kisses me. Unlike the shy kiss after our dinner, this one is full of intention, full of desire. Her lips are soft, taste of wine and the sweet dessert she brought. Her tongue slips into my mouth, dancing with mine with a passion that surprises me. Her hands find my neck, pulling me closer.

I return the kiss, cautiously at first, then with growing passion. My arms wrap around her slender waist, drawing her to me. She feels so delicate in my arms, almost fragile, and yet I sense an inner strength in her that fascinates me.

When we break apart to breathe, her cheeks are flushed, her lips slightly swollen from kissing. "I'm sure," she whispers.

I take her hand and lead her to the bedroom. The bedside lamp casts a soft light on the unmade bed. Annabelle stands before me, suddenly shy, but her eyes betray her determination.

"I'm not... very experienced," she confesses. "With Michael, it was always..."

"We don't have to do anything you don't want to," I say and take her face in my hands. "We can go as slowly as you like."

She shakes her head. "I want everything. With you." She reaches for the hem of her dress and pulls it over her head in one fluid motion.

Underneath, she wears simple white lace underwear that beautifully contrasts with her light skin. Her body is slender, with gentle curves and a natural grace that takes my breath away. A small cherry blossom tattoo, which I never would have suspected, adorns her hip.

"You look stunning," I say, my voice rough with desire.

She smiles shyly. "May I...?" She gestures to my t-shirt.

I nod, and she steps closer, carefully pulling my shirt over my head. Her hands glide over my chest, exploring the contours of my muscles, the scar on my shoulder.

"You're so strong," she murmurs and leans forward to place a kiss on my chest.

The touch sends a tingle through my body. I lift her chin and kiss her again, deeper this time, hungrier. She nestles against me, and I can feel the warmth of her skin through the thin fabric of her bra.

Slowly, we move to the bed, falling gently onto it without breaking the kiss. My hands roam over her body, exploring every curve, every inch of her silky skin. As I open the clasp of her bra, she briefly holds her breath, then relaxes and lets me remove the garment.

Her breasts are small and perfectly shaped, with rosy tips that harden under my gaze. I bend down, take one in my mouth, circle the sensitive tip with my tongue. Annabelle moans softly, her hands burying themselves in my hair.

"Jack," she whispers and draws in a sharp breath as I circle her nipple with my tongue.

I kiss my way downward, over her flat stomach, to the edge of her panties. There I pause, enjoying the suppressed moan above me. Then I slide the last piece of clothing over her slender legs.

Now she lies completely exposed before me, vulnerable yet strong in her determination. I take my time looking at her, taking in every detail, the gentle curve of her hips, the delicate roundness of her breasts, the soft hollow of her navel.

"Come to me," she says and stretches her arms out to me.

I quickly rid myself of my remaining clothes and lie down beside her. Our bodies touch, skin to skin, and the sensation is electrifying. I kiss her again while my hand slides between her legs, touching her where she's most sensitive.

Annabelle sighs into my mouth, her hips instinctively moving toward my hand. She's already wet, ready for me, but I take my time, wanting to make sure she's completely relaxed.

My fingers explore her gently, finding spots that make her moan, rhythms that quicken her breathing. Her own hands aren't idle, roaming over my body, hesitantly at first, then more boldly, until she grasps my arousal and nearly makes me lose my mind.

"I want to feel you," she whispers. "Inside me."

Then I position myself between her legs, pausing to look at her once more. Her face is open, vulnerable, her eyes dark with desire. Wordlessly, we kiss as I slowly push forward, entering her and making her moan. Her fingernails dig into my back as I drive deep into her. She's tight around me, warm and rough. Her hands grasp my shoulders, holding on as if I were her anchor in a storm of sensations.

When I'm fully inside her, I remain still for a moment, savoring the feeling of connection. Annabelle opens her eyes, looks directly at me, and in that moment I feel a connection that goes beyond the physical, a truly naked and honest encounter.

"Jack," she whispers. "Oh yes...oh please..." Her words become a whimper as I continue.

I begin to move, slowly at first, enjoying every inch of sliding deep into her and back out. Her legs wrap around my hips, pulling me deeper, and her breath becomes faster, more ragged.

Our bodies find a common rhythm, moving in perfect harmony. I kiss her neck, her shoulders, her lips, while my thrusts become deeper, more intense. Her nails dig into my back, leaving marks I'll wear with pride later.

"I'm so close," she moans, her voice barely more than a breath. "Please...don't stop...oh god..."

Now I thrust hard. Our bodies slap together as I feel her to the hilt. Annabelle throws her head back, her body tensing beneath me, and then I feel her pulsing around me, waves of pleasure coursing through her body.

"Uhhhh!" she cries out, her face transformed in ecstasy, and it's the most beautiful sight I've ever seen.

Her climax brings me to the edge. With a few final, deep thrusts, I let go, reaching my own peak deep inside her. Pumping, I come inside her, seeking her lips, taking a hard kiss, and it feels like we're becoming one. For a moment, nothing exists but the two of us, connected in this perfect moment of lust and trust.

As the waves subside, I sink down beside her, drawing her into my arms. She nestles against me, her head on my chest, her breath warm against my skin. We lie in silence, enjoying the closeness, the afterglow of our passion.

"I never thought it could be like this," she finally whispers. "So... complete."

I stroke her hair, kiss her forehead.

She sits up slightly to look into my eyes. "I don't know what the future holds, Jack. With my visa, with... this unusual situation between all of us. But I know I'm no longer afraid to go my own way."

Her words touch something deep inside me – the part that has always searched for home, for belonging. "We'll find a way," I promise. "Together."

She smiles, a radiant, open smile that lights up her entire face. "Together," she repeats. "With Lucy and Ginny."

The mention of the other two women brings no jealousy, no insecurity. Instead, it feels like an affirmation, an acknowledgment of what we all discovered tonight – that love knows no boundaries, no rules, only honesty and courage.

As Annabelle falls asleep in my arms, her breathing even and trusting, I know we're just at the beginning of something bigger than all of us – a journey into unknown territory, but one we're embarking on together, with open eyes and open hearts.
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The following days pass in a strange state of suspension. After Annabelle's night with me, she returns to her apartment the next morning with a shy smile. Neither Ginny nor Lucy ask questions, but their knowing looks reveal that nothing stays hidden in Birchwood Falls. The atmosphere between all of us isn't tense, but marked by a careful curiosity.

On a warm Sunday evening, we all sit on the porch of the lake house. The renovation work is progressing well, the roof is newly shingled, the electrical system works, and the porch is safe again. We've spent the day working and now share a bottle of wine as the sun slowly sinks behind the trees.

Lucy suddenly clears her throat. "I've been thinking," she begins, her voice calm but determined. "About us. About this situation."

We all grow quiet, waiting for her to continue.

"What if we..." She searches for words. "What if we all lived here together? All four of us?"

The question hangs in the air, heavy with meaning.

Lucy nods slowly. "I know it sounds crazy. But we like each other. We respect each other. And we all..." She looks at me. "We all have feelings for Jack. And he for us. We could really build something here."

I feel my heart beating faster. The thought is so unconventional, so far from anything I've ever considered, and yet... it doesn't feel wrong.

"But society..." Annabelle begins.

"Society can kiss my ass," Ginny interrupts with a laugh. "We live in a free country. As long as we're not hurting anyone, it's nobody's business how we live or love."

I observe the three women, each so different, each important to me in her own way.

Lucy looks at me, her blue eyes serious. "Well, I think it would be awesome. It's obvious we'll end up living together sooner or later."

"I want it," Annabelle says suddenly, and we all look at her, surprised by her determination.

A smile spreads across Ginny's face. "Well, well, the quiet baker has a wild side."

Annabelle blushes but meets Ginny's gaze. "I really like all of you and... and in the last few weeks I've been happier than ever before. I want to be this happy every day."

Her words touch something in me – the desire for freedom from expectations, for a life I choose myself, not one prescribed to me.

We let the idea float between us, each lost in our own thoughts. The wine bottle empties, and stars appear in the sky as we sit in silence.

"If we do this," I finally say, "we need rules. Communication."

The three women nod in agreement.

"Absolutely," Lucy concurs. "Openness is crucial. No secrets, no hidden feelings."

"Equality," Ginny adds. "No one stands above the others. We're all equally important."

"And space for individuality," says Annabelle. "We don't have to share everything. Everyone needs time for themselves too."

I look from one to the other, overwhelmed by their willingness to try something so unconventional.

I look around.

"It's perfect. The house is big enough for all of us. Everyone could have their own room, but we'd also have common spaces."

"I could keep running the bakery," says Annabelle. "And with a permanent address and... family... my visa problems would be solved."

"The bar remains my baby," Lucy adds. "But I could hire someone to take more shifts."

"And I'm flexible," Ginny grins. "I can work anywhere as long as it's fun."

Discussing the practical aspects suddenly makes the idea more real, more tangible. No longer just a crazy dream, but a possible future.

"What about jealousy?" I ask, addressing the elephant in the room. "That's going to be inevitable."

"We talk about it when it happens," says Lucy. "Honestly and openly. No accusations, no blame."

"And we remember that love isn't a limited resource," Ginny adds. "Just because Jack loves you doesn't mean he loves me any less."

Love. Until now, no one had said it out loud, and yet it feels like it's been with us all along.

"I suggest we take our time," says Annabelle, as if she'd read my thoughts. "We don't rush anything. We get to know each other, we renovate the house, we see how it works."

"A gentle transition," Lucy agrees.

We all nod, relieved by this sensible approach. The tension eases a bit, and we lean back, gazing at the lake shimmering silver in the moonlight.

"So we're really doing this?" I ask, still slightly incredulous.

"I'm in," says Ginny without hesitation.

"Me too," Lucy nods.

Annabelle hesitates briefly, then straightens her shoulders. "Me too." She looks at me, then at the other women, and smiles.

A warm feeling spreads in my chest – hope, gratitude, and yes, love. For these three extraordinary women who are willing to walk an unconventional path with me.

"Then it's decided," I say. "We'll try. Together."

As we leave later, each of the women hugs the others goodbye. It's a new gesture, an acknowledgment of our changed dynamic. Lucy drives back to town with Annabelle, while Ginny and I return to my father's house.

On the drive, Ginny suddenly says: "You know what the best part about this situation is?"

"What?" I ask, curious about her answer.

She grins. "You don't have to choose. You can have all of us. And we... we get you and each other. That's a pretty good deal for everyone involved."

I laugh, surprised by her pragmatic view. "You have a way of making complicated things seem simple."

"Life is only as complicated as we make it," she replies. "Sometimes the most unconventional solution is the best one."

With this thought, we drive through the night, back to a house that will soon no longer be just mine, but the beginning of something new – a family we define ourselves, with rules we write ourselves.
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Three months later, the lake house stands in new splendor. The once-rotting porch is now an inviting terrace with comfortable chairs and a large table for shared meals. The leaky roof has been completely renewed, the windows replaced, and the interior glows in warm colors. Each of us has designed our own space, reflecting our personalities.

Annabelle's room is neat and minimalist, with soft pastel tones and a small altar with photos of her grandmother. Ginny has painted her room in vibrant colors, the walls decorated with mementos from Australia and handmade artwork. Lucy's room is cozy and practical, with a large bookshelf full of novels and an antique desk where she handles the bar's accounting.

My own room is the largest, with a king-size bed that we all use when we want to be together. The walls are painted in a calming blue-gray, and large windows offer a view of the lake. It's a space that exudes tranquility, an anchor in our unusual life.

Everyday life has settled into surprising harmony. In the mornings, we have breakfast together before everyone goes about their responsibilities. Annabelle is the first to rise, needing to be at the bakery when the day begins. Lucy and Ginny share shifts at the bar, and I work on various renovation projects in town.

Of course, there are challenges. The bathroom usage in the morning requires an elaborate schedule. We've learned that Ginny is unbearable before her first coffee, and that Annabelle needs quiet when trying new recipes. Lucy and I tend to argue over small things, an echo of our previous relationship, but we've learned to forgive more quickly.

Every Sunday evening, we hold a "family council," where we openly discuss problems and find solutions. This tradition, suggested by Annabelle, has proven invaluable in clearing up misunderstandings before they can escalate.

The reactions of the townspeople to our unconventional lifestyle have been mixed. Some, like Mrs. Pemberton, have surprised us by inviting us to dinner and asking curious but respectful questions. Others keep their distance, uncertain how to deal with a constellation that lies outside their experience. But with time, our presence is increasingly accepted, if not always understood.

Autumn brings not only colorful leaves but also personal successes. On a cool October afternoon, Annabelle bursts into the house with a letter in hand, her face beaming with joy.

"It came through!" she exclaims, waving the paper. "My visa has been extended! For three years!"

We gather around her, sharing her joy with hugs and congratulations. Eliza Wong did an excellent job, portraying Annabelle's bakery as culturally significant for the community and providing evidence of persecution by her ex-husband.

"We need to celebrate," declares Ginny, pulling a bottle of champagne from the refrigerator that she's been saving for special occasions.

As we toast, Lucy reports on her own successes. The bar is flourishing under the influence of Ginny's innovative ideas – theme nights, live music, and a new menu that incorporates Annabelle's baked goods have doubled the clientele.

"And what about you, Jack?" asks Annabelle as we gather around the fireplace, the champagne warming us from within.

I smile and tell them about my newest project, a small renovation company I've established. After the successful work on the lake house, several townspeople have asked me to renovate their own homes. With two employees, former soldiers who, like me, are seeking a fresh start, I have more jobs than I can handle.

"To us," says Lucy, raising her glass. "To our little, crazy family and all our successes."

"To us," we all echo and clink glasses, our gazes full of warmth and affection.

The evening develops into a spontaneous celebration. After dinner – Annabelle's specialty, Peking duck with homemade pancakes – we sit in the living room, the fireplace crackling, music playing softly in the background. The mood is relaxed, but beneath the surface, I sense a growing tension, a flutter in the air that's familiar to me.

Lucy sits beside me on the sofa, her head leaning against my shoulder. Ginny and Annabelle share the large armchair opposite, their legs intertwined. The conversation flows effortlessly, interrupted by laughter and occasional touches – Lucy's hand on my thigh, Ginny's fingers running through Annabelle's hair.

"I think we should go to bed," Lucy finally says, her voice deeper than usual, her eyes dark in the flickering light of the fire.

Over the past months, we've explored various constellations, sometimes just two of us, sometimes three, rarely all four together. Those nights are special, precious in their rarity.

Ginny is the first to stand, extending her hand to Annabelle. "Coming?"

Annabelle nods, her cheeks slightly flushed, but her gaze is sure. She has discovered a new freedom in recent months, an openness to experiences she would never have considered before.

We go upstairs together, the stairs creaking under our steps, a familiar sound in our home. My bedroom – our shared room for such nights – welcomes us with soft light from the bedside lamps.

Lucy steps up to me, placing her hands on my chest. "Tonight you're mine," she whispers, loud enough for the others to hear. "If that's okay with you."

Ginny laughs softly. "More than okay. We'll watch. Or help. Depending."

Annabelle nods in agreement, her eyes gleaming with anticipation. The dynamic between us is fluid, respectful, always with mutual consent.

Lucy kisses me, her lips soft yet demanding. Her hands slip under my shirt, exploring my upper body with a familiarity born of years of shared history and months of new discoveries. I return the kiss, pulling her closer to me, feeling the warmth of her body through the thin fabric of her dress. My hands slide under the hem, feeling her warm skin, and she trembles slightly.

From the corner of my eye, I see Ginny drawing Annabelle to her, kissing her gently as they watch. This side of their relationship has developed slowly, a tender affection that has grown into something deeper. It's beautiful to see them together, two such different women complementing each other.

Lucy pulls away from me, turning to the others. "Help me with his shirt?"

Ginny and Annabelle come closer, their hands joining Lucy's as they remove my shirt. Six hands on my skin, each touch unique – Lucy's confident and purposeful, Ginny's teasing and playful, Annabelle's gentle and exploring.

I stand still, enjoying their attention, the warmth of their bodies around me. Lucy slowly unbuttons my jeans while Ginny stands behind me, her lips kissing my neck, her hands caressing my chest. Annabelle stands slightly apart, watching with shining eyes, her lips slightly parted.

"Come here," I say to her, extending my hand. She steps closer, and I kiss her gently while Lucy and Ginny continue to undress me. The contrast is intoxicating – Annabelle's tender lips on mine while other hands explore my body.

When I'm standing only in my boxers, Lucy steps back. "Now it's your turn," she says to Ginny and Annabelle. "Help me?"

The three women undress each other, a sensual spectacle that makes my blood flow faster. Lucy wears deep blue lace underwear that contrasts with her tanned skin. Ginny's underwear is black and practical, but no less sexy. Annabelle, always the most reserved, wears a cream-colored set that accentuates her delicate figure.

They stand before me, three beautiful women, so different yet united in their affection for me and for each other. I feel humbled by their trust, their openness.

Lucy steps forward, takes my hand, and leads me to the bed. "Lie down," she says softly, and I obey, leaning back against the pillows.

She climbs over me, her hair falling like a curtain around us as she bends down to kiss me. Her hips press against mine, and I feel her warmth through the thin fabric of our underwear.

Ginny and Annabelle sit on either side of the bed, their hands caressing my arms, my chest, while Lucy kisses me. It's overwhelming to feel all these touches simultaneously, each with its own intention and rhythm.

Lucy sits up, her gaze intense on mine as she unclasps her bra and slowly removes it. Her breasts are full and firm, with rosy tips that harden under my gaze. She takes my hands, places them on her chest, and I brush my thumbs over her nipples, feeling her shiver under my touch.

"I want to feel you," she whispers. "Now."

She raises her hips, removes her panties while Ginny helps me out of my boxers. Annabelle hands over a condom, which Lucy rolls onto my erection with practiced hands.

Then Lucy slowly lowers herself onto me, taking me inside her, and we both moan at the connection. She feels incredible – hot, tight, familiar yet always new. Her eyes hold mine as she begins to move, her hips circling in a slow, hypnotic rhythm.

Ginny leans forward, kissing my neck, my chest, while her hand moves to Lucy's breast, playing with her nipple. Annabelle, initially hesitant, comes closer, her lips finding mine in a gentle kiss.

The sensations are overwhelming – Lucy around me, Ginny's and Annabelle's hands and lips on my skin. I surrender to the moment, letting myself drift on waves of lust and affection.

Lucy moves faster, her breathing becoming more ragged. I grasp her hips, supporting her movements, meeting her thrusts with my own. Ginny has positioned herself behind Lucy, her arms around her waist, her lips on her neck. Annabelle lies beside me, her hand in mine, her lips brushing my ear, whispering sweet words.

"I love you," Lucy suddenly says, her voice rough with emotion and lust. "All of you."

The words, so simple yet so meaningful, touch me deeply. "I love you too," I reply, and I mean it. "All of you."

Lucy throws her head back, her body tensing, and I feel her pulsing around me, her orgasm flooding through her in waves. The sight of her ecstasy, the feeling of her contracting around me, brings me to the edge.

Ginny holds Lucy as she comes, her own hips moving in rhythm with Lucy's. Annabelle has sat up, her eyes wide and dark as she watches, her hand gently caressing my chest.

With one last, deep thrust, I come, pouring myself into Lucy, my body trembling with intensity. For a moment, all four of us merge in a symphony of touches, sighs, and whispers.

As we settle down, we lie together, a tangle of limbs and sheets. Lucy rests on my chest, her breathing becoming even. Ginny lies on my right side, her head on my shoulder. Annabelle has nestled against my left side, her delicate hand resting on my stomach.

In the silence after our passion, I feel a deep contentment, a sense of home I never thought possible. These three women, so different yet so united in their love, have shown me that family isn't defined by conventional boundaries, but by trust, respect, and affection.

Lucy lifts her head, looking into my eyes. Something in her gaze is different, a quiet knowledge she hasn't yet shared. She places a hand on her stomach, an unconscious gesture that will only come back to me later in memory.

"Thank you," she whispers, and I know she means more than just this evening. She means the chance we've all given ourselves. The opportunity to create a new kind of family.

"Always," I answer and pull her closer, kissing her hair.

As we drift into sleep, all four of us tightly entwined, I think about the unlikely journey that has led us here. From my lonely return to Birchwood Falls to this moment of perfect connection. It's not the path I expected, but it's a path that has finally led me home.
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Six months later, the lake house stands in completed glory. The last shingle has been attached, the final coat of paint applied. The dilapidated log cabin has been transformed into a warm, inviting home, with large windows overlooking the lake, a wraparound porch, and a dock that extends into the water.

For the housewarming party, we've invited friends from town—Sheriff Donovan and his wife, Mrs. Pemberton, Frank Delaney, even Eliza Wong has traveled from the neighboring town. The reactions to our unconventional family arrangement range from open curiosity to quiet acceptance, but no one shows disapproval.

"You've built yourselves a beautiful home," Sheriff Donovan says as he stands on the porch, beer in hand. "William would be proud to see what his son has made of it."

The mention of my father touches me more deeply than I expected. I look out over the lake, where the setting sun bathes the water in gold, and think about the letter he left me. Had he somehow foreseen that I would put down roots here? That I would find a family, however unconventional it might be?

From my return to Birchwood Falls with the firm intention of selling my father's house and moving on, to this moment—surrounded by three women I love, in a home we've renovated together—it's been an unlikely journey. And yet it feels like it was meant to be exactly this way.

Lucy comes to stand beside me, her hand slipping into mine. Her belly has begun to show a slight roundness, a new life growing inside her. We discovered the pregnancy two months ago, and after the initial shock, joy set in—not just for Lucy and me, but for all of us. This child will have not one but three mothers, and the thought fills us with a strange pride.

"Happy?" Lucy asks softly, leaning her head against my shoulder.

"More than I ever thought possible," I answer honestly.

Ginny joins us, wrapping an arm around Lucy's waist. Her purple hair is now streaked with teal, a change she made to celebrate her promotion to co-manager of the bar with Lucy. "Mrs. Pemberton just asked if we're all sleeping in one big bed," she whispers with a grin. "I told her we have a rotating schedule."

Lucy laughs. "You didn't!"

"Of course I did. She knows I'm joking." Ginny kisses Lucy's cheek. "Though the idea isn't half bad."

Annabelle completes our circle, bringing a tray of her famous pastries. Her business is thriving, with orders coming in from neighboring towns, and her visa situation is finally stable. "Everyone loves the maple-pecan tarts," she says, her quiet pride evident in her smile.

Together, we look out over our property, at the friends gathered on our lawn, at the lake that has become the center of our shared life. It's not a conventional happily-ever-after, but it's ours, shaped by our choices, our compromises, our love.

Later, when the guests have gone and we sit on the dock, feet dangling in the cool water, Lucy rests her head on my shoulder. "I was thinking about names for the baby," she says. "If it's a boy... maybe William?"

The suggestion warms my heart. "Dad would have liked that."

"And if it's a girl," Ginny adds, "Willow. So it still honors him, but with its own identity."

"William or Willow Mitchell," Annabelle says, testing the names. "Both sound perfect."

"Mitchell-Morgan-Smith-Harris," I correct with a smile, incorporating all our last names. "Quite a mouthful."

"Then just Mitchell," Lucy decides. "For all of us. A family name."

The suggestion hangs in the air, significant in its simplicity. A shared name, a shared identity.

"I like that," Ginny says, unusually serious. "The Mitchell family."

"The very unconventional Mitchell family," Annabelle adds with a soft laugh.

I look at each of them—Lucy with her strength and loyalty, Ginny with her free spirit and joy, Annabelle with her quiet depth and grace—and feel a swell of gratitude so intense it almost hurts.

"I love you," I say, not to any one of them but to all three. "Thank you for creating this home with me."

Lucy squeezes my hand. "Thank you for coming back to Birchwood Falls."

Ginny leans against my other side. "Thank you for letting us in."

Annabelle's eyes shine in the moonlight. "Thank you for showing us that family is what we make it."

We sit in comfortable silence, watching the moon's reflection ripple on the lake's surface. Tomorrow will bring new challenges—Lucy's advancing pregnancy, the continued growth of our businesses, the inevitable questions and judgments from the outside world. But tonight, in this moment, we are exactly where we belong.

I think about the journey that brought me here, from the angry young man who left Birchwood Falls, to the soldier searching for purpose, to the man who returned only to leave again, and finally to this—a man surrounded by love, anchored in a place that finally feels like home.

The lake house, once a symbol of my father's solitude, has become the heart of our unconventional family. A place of healing, of connection, of new beginnings. And as I sit surrounded by the three women who have changed my life, I know with absolute certainty that this is exactly where I'm meant to be.
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"Some inheritances come with strings attached. His came with three beautiful women."

When architect Ethan Parker inherits his grandmother's Victorian mansion, he expects an empty house and a quick sale. What he gets instead is an impossible condition: he must live in the house for one year with the three mysterious women who already call it home.

Elise, the razor-sharp lawyer with a hidden soft side. Maya, the vibrant artist whose energy lights up every room. And Rei, the enigmatic beauty harboring secrets in the shadows. His grandmother's final will is clear- these women stay, and so must he.

As Ethan reluctantly settles into his new role as landlord and housemate, leaky pipes and bathroom scheduling conflicts are just the beginning of his problems. With each passing day, the walls he's built around his heart begin to crumble under the distinct charms of each woman. A late-night cookie baking session with Elise. An impromptu painting lesson with Maya. A power outage that reveals Rei's hidden vulnerabilities.

But just as Ethan realizes he may have inherited more than just a house- that his grandmother's true gift might be the family he never knew he needed- complications arise. An ex-girlfriend reappears, developers eye the property, and hints of his grandmother's secret past begin to surface.

Now Ethan must decide: Is this arrangement just a temporary inconvenience, or could this unlikely household become the foundation for something none of them ever expected to find?

One Victorian house. Four reluctant housemates. A year of surprises that will either tear them apart... or build something beautiful.

This is a very sweet, slow burn harem romance. Approx. 22.000 words.

cover.jpeg
BIRCHWO%

ey

JACKSON REEVES





OEBPS/image_rsrc16P.jpg
JACKSON REEVES





OEBPS/font_rsrc16K.ttf


