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Chapter 1

Ethan blinked a few times, eyes bleary, and slowly pushed himself up against the pillows. The sheets had bunched around his hips, and he tugged them higher out of habit. Pale morning light streamed through the curtains, making everything in the room appear subdued and slightly washed out. He stretched one arm, then the other, trying to coax his body fully awake. While stretching, he noticed the warmth pressed against his right side. That had to be Claire, still sleeping soundly. Victoria’s spot on his left was empty, and Jess was already gone—she tended to leave at dawn for her job, so he was used to that routine.

“Morning,” he whispered, not sure if Claire could hear him yet. He turned his head to confirm her presence. Sure enough, she was lying on her side with her face toward him. Her eyes were closed, her breathing calm, and the corners of her mouth curled in the faintest hint of a smile. Loose waves of blonde hair fell over her cheek and spilled onto the pillow. By the dresser, he glimpsed Victoria, one hand holding her phone. She appeared focused on something she was reading, tapping the screen a time or two. As if sensing his movement, she raised her head.

“Morning,” Victoria said. She lowered her phone to her side. “I thought you’d sleep longer.”

He rolled his shoulders and suppressed a yawn. “I almost did. Where are you heading?”

Victoria set her phone on the dresser with a quiet tap. “There’s an in-town appointment,” she replied. She rummaged in the top drawer, eventually pulling out a worn pair of jeans. “The council wants us to finalize that new courthouse deal. They liked our designs last week, and they went for it.”

He nodded, letting his head rest against the headboard. “It’s good news. I remember you said they were enthusiastic, but I didn’t realize we had the official go-ahead.”

She pushed the drawer closed. “They called me first thing. I’m off to get the contract signed.” She shook out the jeans and stepped into them, tugging them up one leg at a time.

“That’s a big deal for us,” he said, keeping his voice low to avoid waking Claire. “Congratulations.”

Victoria shrugged lightly. “We all worked on that pitch, so it’s not just me. But thanks. I’m excited.” She lifted the hem of her shirt, pulled it off, and tossed it onto the dresser. She reached for a fresh T-shirt and worked it over her head. A moment later, she turned around to face him. “Anyway, I’ll be gone most of the morning.”

From his right side, he felt Claire shift. He glanced down and saw her eyes flicker open. She offered a sleepy grin, then lifted her hand to rest it against his chest. 

“Morning,” Claire mumbled. 

He brushed his lips to her forehead. “Morning, you.”

Claire cleared her throat. “What’s going on?”

He leaned closer to speak softly. “Victoria is headed out to sign the final papers for the new courthouse project.” 

Claire raised an eyebrow, pushing onto an elbow. “Right, you guys were waiting on that contract. So it’s settled now?” 

Victoria responded as she grabbed her phone from the dresser again. “It’s done. I can get everything signed and hopefully have all the paperwork tidied up before lunch. Then we can celebrate tonight if it all goes smoothly.” 

Claire’s eyelids fluttered in satisfaction. “That’s so great. I’m happy for you guys. This is what you wanted.”

Victoria slipped her phone into her bag. “It definitely is. Once we’re official, the council’ll expect us to start preliminary layouts right away.” She angled her body toward him. “I’ll want you drafting some sketches soon. You’re our design lead, after all.” 

He exhaled heavily, though there was an undercurrent of excitement in his expression. “I guess that means my time off is over.” 

Claire gave a playful laugh from beside him. “You’ve been lying around enough in the mornings,” she teased. “It’ll be good for you to get those gears turning again.”

Victoria pulled on her shoes and then stood straight. “Exactly. And that new house next door won’t pay for itself.” She offered a faint grin. “I’ll see you both later. Don’t have too much fun without me.”

Claire raised her voice just enough for Victoria to hear across the room. “We’ll try not to.” 

Victoria opened the bedroom door and stepped out, calling back, “Keep him on task, Claire. I don’t want to come home to zero progress.”

Claire gave a small salute to the doorway. Then, once Victoria’s footsteps faded on the stairs, Claire slid closer to him. His right arm lifted automatically to accommodate her, and she settled in against his chest with a contented exhale. The blanket shifted around her body, and he felt the warmth of her bare skin meeting his side. He glanced down, spotting the curve of her chest—the blanket had slipped low enough to reveal one pale breast and a gentle arc leading to a pink nipple. She offered him a faint, mischievous smile at his quick look. She pressed her lips against his, grazing them slowly in a leisurely morning kiss.

“Mmm,” she murmured when she drew back, her hand resting lightly against his collarbone. “I could stay here all morning.”

He chuckled. “It’s tempting, but there’s work waiting for me.” He paused, then tapped his fingertips on the mattress. “And you’d probably like some coffee.”

Claire’s tired eyes lit up at that. “Coffee sounds amazing. Could you bring me a cup?”

He nodded, easing himself off the bed. Her hand clung to his forearm for a moment, and then she let him go. He slid one foot onto the floor, then the other, standing in a slight stretch. He wore only boxers, so he went to the dresser, hunting for his sweatpants. After opening and closing a couple of drawers, he found a pair he didn’t mind. He pulled them on, then grabbed a T-shirt from a nearby chair and slipped it over his head.

She settled back onto the pillows, propping herself up enough to watch him dress. “Don’t forget sugar in mine,” she said with a small grin. “I hate when it’s just the bitter taste. Not that it’s bad, but I need a little sweetness in the morning.”

He nodded. “I got you. Sugar, maybe some cream. I’ll be right back.” 

He left the bedroom, stepping into the hallway. The house was quiet aside from faint knocks and clangs drifting in from next door’s construction. He passed by a couple of closed doors. In the kitchen, the pot of coffee Jess had made was still mostly full. He retrieved two mugs from the cabinet and filled them. He spooned in sugar for Claire’s portion, gave it a couple of quick stirs, and then added a splash of cream. He left his own cup mostly black. Leaning against the counter, he took a sip. The flavor gave him that little jolt he needed to kick-start the day.

He carried both cups carefully back upstairs, nudging their bedroom door open with his hip. Claire’s eyes followed him as he approached. He handed her the mug. She shifted into a seated position, crossing her legs under the covers, and accepted the coffee with both hands. She took a test sip, judged it, then drank a bit more. 

“Perfect,” she said between another sip.

He settled on the edge of the bed, balancing his own mug on his thigh. He let out a quiet sigh, glancing at the hallway beyond. “Victoria wants me to get started on the courthouse layout today. It’s a big building. Two or three floors minimum, plus offices, public corridors, courtrooms… you know the drill.”

Claire reached for his free hand, but kept her coffee in the other. “You’ve done libraries, a hospital wing. A courthouse is just another challenge, right?” 

He squeezed her hand gently. “I hope so. It’s definitely bigger scale than the library was. The entire council wants an innovative design, so they’re expecting something special. I can’t halfheartedly wing it. I need to put in the hours.”

She let her hand linger on his a moment. “You’ll do fine, especially with Victoria overseeing the red tape. I’ll be here if you need me to run any errands.”

He nodded, drained the rest of his coffee, and placed the mug on the nightstand. “Thanks.” After a final squeeze of her hand, he stood. “I’ll head to my office and get started. I’ll come back down if you want to go out for lunch or something.”

Claire lifted her mug in a small toast of agreement. “I’ll be around. Might catch up on reading. See you in a bit.”

He stepped out into the hallway again, leaving Claire with her coffee. He crossed over to what was once just an extra bedroom but now served as his home office. The door was ajar, and he nudged it open with his shoulder, stepping inside. It was a modest-sized room, taken up primarily by a wide desk against the far wall. There were a few shelves with reference books, architecture codes, structural engineering texts, and some scattered design magazines. His laptop was perched beside a larger monitor. He closed the door behind him, set his mug down, and powered the computer on.

Within moments, the CAD software was loaded. He rolled his shoulders in a quick stretch, then clicked open a fresh template. “Okay,” he said under his breath, “time to make something good.” He mapped out the basic utility layers first: walls, structural columns, mechanical spaces. Each action on the screen was deliberate but not drawn out—he wanted to keep momentum. He sketched a general shape for the building's footprint, envisioning a large open lobby front and center, courtrooms arranged in a symmetrical layout on either side. The second floor might house offices, a small lounge area, and more administrative sections. They would need a secure holding area too, he reminded himself, for detainees in transit to court appearances.

He got lost in the details. Time slipped by in increments he barely noticed. First, he blocked out the main corridors, adjusting the widths for what he assumed would be steady foot traffic year-round. He considered an airy, glass-framed entrance similar to what he’d done on the library project, hoping to replicate that feeling of openness that the council had liked so much. He added placeholders for large columns—maybe concrete or a brushed-metal facade. He wasn’t sure yet. He’d refine that once Victoria returned with the final contract’s specific guidelines.

His phone buzzed near the keyboard. He glanced down and recognized Victoria’s number. Flicking open the text, he read it. Everything signed. All official. Let’s plan for the next stage. He shot back a quick message of acknowledgment and set the phone aside.

He scrolled over the rough blueprint, mentally picturing how the exterior would appear from the street. Perhaps a dramatic approach with a subtle set of steps that led under a covered entryway of tinted glass overhead. People would walk in, pass through security, and then ascend the stairs or take an elevator to the upper floors. He started adding a second story in the CAD layers. That would primarily hold various legal offices, conference rooms, and administration desks. Another hallway might connect to a smaller waiting area near a side exit. Government buildings often had a secondary entrance, maybe for staff. He kept that in mind while dropping squares and rectangles into place.

At some point, the coffee he’d brought up was half-forgotten, cooling on his desk. He realized he was thirsty only after an hour or so. When he finally paused to drink, he found it lukewarm. He drank a few sips anyway, then pushed the cup aside. A glance at his phone told him it was nearly noon. That explained his hunger pangs. Leaning back, he pressed a palm against his belly. “All right, I’d better get something to eat or I’ll pass out.” 

He saved the files, closed the software, and nudged his chair back. With a quick press of his fingertips on the desk for support, he stood. The day outside looked brighter through the window, though clouds drifted overhead in irregular patches. The construction crew next door was in full swing. From the office window, he saw the partially framed structure that would become the new house he and his partners intended to move into. A forklift shifted pallets of wood, and a couple of workers moved across the floor joists to secure them in place. He felt a spark of eagerness—there was satisfaction in physically seeing something he had designed come to life, piece by piece.

He headed out of his office with a plan to grab lunch. The hallway leading back to the stairs was still, undisturbed. The bedroom door was open; bed made, Claire nowhere in sight. He got downstairs and poked his head into the kitchen. It looked as though Claire had eaten something, crumbs on a plate near the sink—but she was gone. He shrugged, figured she might be running errands or reading on the back patio.

He poured another half-cup of coffee, then realized he wanted real food. A pot of coffee wasn’t going to fill him up, so he drained the cup in a single go and set it aside. Tugging at the hem of his shirt, he made for the front door. He edged it open. Daylight poured in, and he stepped onto the porch. The morning fog had lifted, leaving the street visible in the distance. It wasn’t a particularly noisy neighborhood, but the construction next door created a steady flurry of movement.

He paused for a moment, surveying the progress. The skeleton of the new house stood on a concrete foundation. Walls were partially framed, leaving sections open to the elements. Piles of lumber and sheets of plywood sat ready for installation. Sawhorses and power tools were grouped along one side. The crew, a handful of workers he recognized from previous projects, were busy hammering and lining up studs.

He walked down the porch steps and onto the lawn, heading for the boundary line that separated his current property from the new one. Where the grass ended, the dirt started—a churned-up strip from the deliveries and vehicles that had been moving in and out. He took careful steps to avoid tripping on any stray rocks or uneven patches. Closer to the new build, he could see a wide portable container that housed extra materials.

One of the workers noticed him approaching and gave a friendly nod but didn’t stop. There was a sense of focus on the site, each person adthe workerg boards and driving nails in a methodical fashion. He spotted a stack of reference blueprints propped against a low sawhorse. Everything matched what he had put together with the crew’s help. This morning’s progress looked decent.

He paused by the corner of the foundation, tracing a hand thoughtfully over the clean edges of the plywood sheathing. There was no question it would be an exciting feeling to move in once the place was finished. The design was smaller than the courthouse, of course, but the principle wasn’t so different, start with a solid outline and gradually fill in every detail. 

He decided to circle around to the back of the structure. He navigated the packed dirt slowly, stepping around piles of lumber and a collection of power cables. In the rear, he saw the open space that would eventually become a kitchen and dining area, complete with sliding doors that would lead to a back patio. He stood for a moment, quietly picturing gatherings or quiet evenings there. No sense standing around too long, though. He still needed to feed himself and then get back to drafting.

He ran a hand across the edge of a stacked two-by-four, feeling the roughness of the wood under his palm, then turned to head back to his own house. He gave a quick wave to the crew, though they seemed immersed in their tasks. As he retraced his steps across the boundary toward his porch, he decided he might grab a sandwich inside and check if Claire had returned to the living room or might still be upstairs.

He climbed the porch steps, hearing the boards gently creak with each step, and opened the front door. Stepping into the calm interior, he realized just how much time had passed since he woke up to that pale morning light. Everything already felt in motion with the work on the new courthouse design and the new house next door. But that was fine. He could live with a busy schedule. He closed the door behind him, set his sights on the kitchen in search of food, and decided it was time to make the most of the afternoon ahead.


Chapter 2

After lunch, Ethan couldn’t bring himself to sit in the office again. He wanted to be outside working on the new house. He crossed the property line, scanning the ground for any stray nails or fallen screws that might pierce his boots. The construction crew was in full swing around him. Several workers bustled about with power drills, while others steadied tall scaffolding frames or aligned sheets of plywood along the partially raised exterior walls. He noticed a large stack of two-by-fours at one corner of the lot, along with a bundle of rafters propped against a wide sawhorse. Everywhere he looked, someone was tugging, lifting, or fastening something, each person carrying out a distinct role in this carefully choreographed process of building a home.

“Ethan!” called Travis from a short distance away. Travis wore a baseball cap that shaded his forehead. A bright pencil stuck out behind his ear. He lifted one arm in the air to wave Ethan over, then motioned toward a partially assembled exterior wall where two workers were steadying a large panel of plywood. “Glad you’re here. We’re about to start on the next row of sheathing.”

Ethan stepped carefully between a few scattered pieces of scrap wood, hoping not to trip over any loops of extension cords lying near the sawhorses. Once he got close enough, he nodded in Travis’s direction. “Got done with some drafting work,” he said. “You making decent headway?”

Travis brushed a bit of dust off the front of his shirt. “We’re doing fine. We’ve got a good portion of the north side’s plywood up. After that, we’ll install the hurricane ties, then the truss bracing. This place will be rock solid.” He tapped the framing behind him. “Any chance you have a second to help?”

Ethan tilted his head, already feeling the warmth of the sun on the back of his neck. “I’m up for it. Where do you need me?”

Travis pointed at a pallet stacked high with half-inch plywood sheets. “We’re working on the west side sheathing next. Go help carry those panels around back. We’ll tack them in place as soon as we line them up.”

Ethan’s gaze followed the direction of Travis’s gesture, and he spotted a worker, a man he had known from past job sites—standing near the pallet. The worker wore a short-sleeved shirt and had a pair of work gloves shoved into his belt. Ethan made his way over and waited for the worker to pick up one end of a sheet. Together, they slid their hands around the large panel, lifted it, and started walking it carefully along the perimeter of the framed structure. Each step required them to sidestep planks, cords, and piles of hardware that dotted the ground. Ethan could feel the weight of the plywood pulling at his arms as they maneuvered around a partially installed window opening.

Once they reached the designated spot at the west side, Manny was waiting with a nail gun in hand. “Lean it flush against those studs,” Manny said in a raised voice for clarity, though he avoided any extra chatter. Ethan and the worker lifted the panel higher, making sure the bottom aligned with the slab just behind the framed base. Manny brought the nail gun close and positioned it firmly, fastening each corner. In quick succession, he fastened the rest of the perimeter, methodically moving the gun along the entire edge of the plywood to secure it.

Ethan took a step back and noted how the fresh sheet matched neatly with the one below it. He traced a fingertip along the seam to verify the alignment. Satisfied, he glanced at the worker. They headed back for another sheet. At the pallet, Ethan squatted and lifted his end carefully. The worker did the same, then they walked around the structure again, occasionally ducking under partially elevated strands of new wiring. When they reached the west wall, Manny positioned himself to repeat the fastening process. Ethan and the worker lined up the edges against the studs once more, pressed the plywood flush, and let Manny swiftly drive nails through it.

They carried on like that for nearly an hour, grabbing sheet after sheet. Each piece weighed enough to strain Ethan’s back, but he relished the tangible aspect of the work. Behind him, others were cutting lumber, dragging ladders, or setting scaffolding a few rungs higher. Without referencing any noise, Ethan still saw the pattern of workers raising their arms to drill or hammer as everything came together. By the time they installed the last piece on that stretch of wall, Ethan’s T-shirt clung to the sweat across his shoulders and torso. He stood upright, rubbed the side of his neck, and spotted Travis approaching.

Travis offered a short wave. “Looking good. As soon as you finish with that last sheet, we’ll check the corners for level, then move on to the trusses.”

Ethan and the worker pressed one more panel flush. Manny fastened it, his brow set in concentration as he ensured every edge of the plywood lay flat. Ethan then retrieved a level from a nearby toolbox. Carefully, he placed the level along the vertical seam, checking for plumb. The bubble settled dead center. He exhaled in satisfaction. “It’s good here,” he said to the worker. the worker glanced at the level, nodded, and looked ready for the next step.

They walked around the framed interior, which was an open grid of studs and partially installed crossbeams. Travis stood by one of the interior load-bearing walls. He lifted a stack of metal hurricane ties and held them out in plain view. “We’ll need these at every rafter-to-top-plate intersection,” he explained. “We’re also going to use straps on the studs at the corners. This is coastal territory, and if a strong storm comes through, we want to keep everything anchored.”

Ethan accepted the stack of ties from Travis and rested them near his feet. Travis handed him a small box of short nails. “Just hammer them all the way in, top and bottom, without skipping any holes,” Travis said, emphasizing his point with a gesture toward the corners. “Heavier load capacity that way.”

Ethan reached for a hammer from the set of tools on a low table. “Got it,” he said. “I’ll start in the corner by the stairs.”

He climbed onto a short ladder, bracing one hand against a stud. The half-installed rafters overhead created a jagged grid across the open ceiling. Up there, two workers were methodically placing new rafters in line. Step by step, Ethan positioned a hurricane tie over the intersection, pressed it tight against the wood, then drove nails through each hole in the metal. When he finished one corner, he shifted the ladder a short distance, braced himself, and repeated the process on the next. It required slow alignment of each piece, though he took care not to skip any fastener points. He wanted to ensure that if wind ever whipped through the area, the house would stay intact.

He continued down the line, occasionally leaning forward to maintain a firm hold on both the metal piece and his hammer. Each time he finished securing one tie, he moved on to the next. The repetitive cycle demanded he stay focused on the positioning, making sure every tie lay flush against the lumber. Perspiration slid down the back of his neck as he worked, and he shifted the weight on his feet every few minutes to avoid cramping. Bit by bit, the row of trusses and top plates gained the exact reinforcement it needed.

After some time and multiple ties, Ethan paused to stretch his back. He carefully tucked the hammer against one of the ladder’s resting slots, climbed down, and rolled his shoulders. Though he couldn’t track the exact time without checking a clock, he knew a decent portion of the afternoon had passed. He also realized he was hungry. Carefully, he set the remaining ties in a neat stack where he would continue once he took a brief break.

He spotted Travis by a crate of supplies near a corner post. “We’re moving pretty fast,” Ethan noted, placing the ties down.

Travis nodded, pulling a measuring tape from his belt and extending it. “The pacing’s good,” he said. “We want all the ties done before we finalize the truss bracing.”

Ethan agreed. “I’ll keep at it.” He gestured over his shoulder toward the other side of the structure. “I left a few ties up on the ladder. I’ll hammer those in next.”

“You do that,” Travis said. “After that, we’ll handle the truss bracing, then anchor bolts at the bottom plates.”

Ethan walked to a simple folding table set up a few yards away. It had bottles of water on it. He grabbed a bottle of water, twisted the cap, and took a long drink. The relief that the water provided helped cool him, but he didn’t linger, remembering there was still a lot of reinforcing to do.

Returning to the ladder, Ethan picked up the remaining hurricane ties. He placed the first tie against the truss intersection, pressed it again for alignment, and drove several nails until every hole was filled. Then he shifted the ladder, repeated the motion from the ladder’s second rung, and settled into a consistent rhythm. Up above, two others placed additional rafters, sliding them along so the layout matched the blueprint pinned to a half-finished interior wall. Occasionally, Travis approached to confirm a measurement, gauge the spacing, and nod approvingly before heading off to another part of the site.

When Ethan finally finished with the hurricane ties, he descended the ladder and set his hammer aside on a workbench. He felt a pleasant exhaustion settling into his limbs. the worker passed by at that moment, heading toward a new stack of lumber that would serve as horizontal bracing. Without a prompt, Ethan joined him, and they each lifted one end of a long bracing piece. They navigated it around a few toolboxes until they stood beneath the line of unfinished trusses.

“Let’s secure it about halfway up,” the worker said. “Travis wants them spaced pretty evenly.” He rested his half of the bracing board against the lower chords of the trusses. Ethan lifted his end and met the worker’s at the midpoint so it would run flush along the length of about five rafters. Ethan pressed the lumber steadily in place while the worker reached for his hammer and nails.

The worker angled each nail through the bracing board into the truss, then had Ethan hold the next point. On each segment, Ethan made sure the bracing board lined up straight. Then he would shift down a few feet so the worker could repeat the fastening. Within minutes, they had the board running across a good chunk of the overhead framework.

They continued attaching more boards in the same manner, grabbing each from the lumber stack, hoisting it into position under the rafters, and nailing it. Occasionally, Ethan stepped back to assess if they were lining up properly before the worker drove in the nails. With no mention of the sounds around them, Ethan simply observed the methodically shifting pattern of movement. Lift, align, drive nails, shift again. By the time they finished, the overhead grid of rafters looked noticeably steadier.

Just then, Manny walked through, adjusting his gloves. “Travis wants the anchor bolts done next,” Manny said. “You mind giving me a hand with that?”

Ethan wiped his brow on the underside of his forearm. “Sure,” he replied, turning to follow Manny to a series of bottom plates near the foundation. They located a box of washers and nuts next to the protruding bolts that had been set in the concrete earlier. Manny gave a brief explanation, referencing each foundation bolt that poked up from the slab, noting how they needed to slide the studs and bottom plates into place, then secure everything with a washer and nut.

Ethan crouched beside the first bolt. He lifted the edge of the bottom plate slightly, guiding the bolt through the pre-drilled hole, then pressed it down so the wood was snug against the concrete. Manny dropped a washer over the bolt, handed Ethan a nut, and Ethan threaded it on. After turning it several times by hand, Ethan used a wrench to tighten it. He moved on to the next bolt a foot or so away, repeated the process, and ensured each connection was locked in place. His palms pressed the wrench, methodically cranking until there was no give between nut and plate. Manny focused on an adjacent section, doing the same.

They proceeded around the perimeter of the newly framed structure, systematically tightening each anchor bolt. Occasionally, they had to shift a piece of wood or double-check the alignment with the blueprint. Each time, Ethan paused to confirm the position of the bolt before locking it in place. The repeated cycle of threading washers and nuts felt almost meditative, especially coupled with the satisfaction of seeing the structure become ever more secure.

Eventually, when he’d tightened the last nut in that area, Ethan stood, stretching out the stiffness in his lower back. Travis approached from behind a partially framed interior wall. Travis scanned the perimeter and gave Ethan an approving nod. “We’ll call it a day soon,” Travis said. “We got a ton done. The sheathing looks good, hurricane ties are set, bracing’s coming along, and you just finished those anchor bolts. Nice work.”

Ethan rubbed the side of his neck. “It’s shaping up,” he agreed. He studied the skeleton of the house for a moment, visualizing how the interior walls would eventually enclose a living room, kitchen, and bedrooms. The floor plan was still partially open to the sky where the trusses waited for complete installation. He felt a rush of satisfaction at how far they had come.

Travis slid the pencil out from behind his ear and made a few notes on a folded blueprint. “Any time you want to come back, let me know,” Travis said. “I know you’re juggling the new courthouse design, but if you can spare a few hours, we’ll welcome the help.”

Ethan moved closer to see what Travis was writing. “I’ll let you know my schedule,” he replied, lifting a foot to rest on a loose two-by-four, then dropping it back down. “I’m glad to lend a hand whenever I can.”

“Thanks,” Travis said. He tucked the blueprint away under his arm. “Let’s wrap.”

Ethan walked toward the makeshift water station, where the worker was finishing off a bottle of water. the worker gave him a small nod, then tossed the empty bottle into a waste bin. Ethan helped gather a few loose tools, placing hammers and extension cords in a large plastic chest and stacking leftover plywood neatly against a portable table. He took a moment to ensure everything was where it needed to be so that the next morning’s work would be easier to start.

Eventually, the late afternoon light angled low across the yard. The crew began picking up, loading certain materials back into the van, and storing leftover hardware in sealed crates. Ethan saw Manny step away to a smaller supply truck, presumably to check inventory. Nearby, someone folded up the collapsible scaffolding that wasn’t currently needed. Bit by bit, the site calmed as the day’s labor wound down.

Ethan brushed dust from his pants and stepped away from the structure’s skeleton. He turned to face Travis again. “I’m heading out,” he announced. “I’ll come by tomorrow if I can.” He extended a hand for a quick shake.

Travis met his hand, then gave a parting nod. “Get some rest, Ethan,” he said. “You earned it.”

Ethan walked the short distance from the half-finished home to the portion of the yard that led to the current house he was living in. He carefully stepped onto the porch, pausing to unlace his boots. Thick layers of dust clung to the soles, and he spotted bits of plywood splinters wedged in the treads. He set the boots off to the side of the door so he wouldn’t track dirt inside.

When he finally entered, the silence of the living room greeted him. He glanced around, noticing no signs of movement. The girls, Claire, Jess, and Victoria were apparently still out. Dropping his tool belt onto a nearby chair, he exhaled and rubbed his stiff shoulders. He muttered to himself that he needed a long shower to wash off the grit of the day.

He headed upstairs, flicking on the bathroom light. There, he stripped away his T-shirt, jeans, and socks. He caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror, noticing a faint redness on the back of his neck from the day under the sun. He reached into the shower and turned on the water. After a few seconds, he stepped inside, tilting his head back to let the steady stream cascade over his hair and shoulders. The warmth loosened some of the tension in his muscles. He soaped up, rinsed thoroughly, then shut off the faucet. Grabbing a clean towel, he dried off in firm strokes, then slipped on clean clothes, a fresh T-shirt and some comfortable sweats.

He passed by the bedroom window on his way out, glimpsing the half-finished structure in the distance. The frames stood proud beneath the waning light, just beyond the yard. The day’s work was visible. Newly nailed plywood along the west side, bracing boards crossing the rafters, and anchor bolts securing the bottom plates in place. It felt good to see the progress.

Before heading downstairs, Ethan paused briefly and let his thoughts drift to Claire. He pictured the way her jeans often fit around her hips when she returned from running errands, along with the simple T-shirts she liked—ones that showed off her relaxed style. She would sometimes stand in the kitchen, absentmindedly adjusting the short sleeves while she spoke about her day. He found that down-to-earth look compelling, a comfortable kind of confidence that matched the life they were building. He wondered when she might be home, but he didn’t dwell too long. He had time for a well-deserved break on the couch either way.

Making his way down the stairs, Ethan placed his palm lightly on the banister. He stepped into the main living area and lowered himself onto the couch, letting out a sigh that marked the transition from job site laborer to homeowner at rest. He leaned forward briefly to reach for the TV remote but held onto it loosely, not committed to turning it on just yet. Instead, he set the remote aside on an end table.

He felt the familiar pull of exhaustion in his limbs. His forearms remembered the repetitive hauling of plywood, the hammering of nails, the alignment of each tie. He shifted back against the couch cushions, letting his arms drape along the sides. Though the living room remained quiet, Ethan’s mind hummed with the day’s events which would lead toward the end goal of constructing a solid, lasting home.

He glanced at his phone, checking the time and seeing that twilight approached. It was unlikely the crew was still on-site. Usually, Travis and the others departed soon after final cleanup, leaving the property fairly still until the next morning. A sense of peace settled over Ethan as he imagined how each step—every piece of sheathing and every anchor bolt—brought them one step closer to a home where he and the girls could create new memories.

His stomach growled, reminding him he’d only had a brief water break and no real dinner, but he wasn’t inclined to rush to the kitchen just yet. Instead, he stretched his legs out, resting his feet on the coffee table’s lower rung.

Before long, his eyelids fluttered once or twice. He blinked, reminding himself that dozing off on the couch was an easy way to wake up stiff and sore all over again. He wanted to wait, though, just to see if Claire might walk through the door. He could imagine her stepping into the living room, noticing the streak of sunburn on his neck, and telling him to put on some aloe.

Slumping a bit further against the cushions, Ethan let his grip on wakefulness slide. He planned to rouse himself if he heard the door open. He breathed out, eyelids fluttering once more. He relaxed fully, allowing his consciousness to slip into a much-deserved rest until Claire, Jess, or Victoria arrived.


Chapter 3

Ethan must have drifted off, because the next thing he knew, he felt someone poke his arm. He cracked an eye open to see Claire smiling down at him from the side of the couch. Her hair was damp, probably from a quick shower of her own, and she was wearing comfy shorts and a simple T-shirt. Next to her, he spotted Jess heading into the living room with a fresh change of clothes, yoga pants and a tank top. Victoria was in the kitchen, rummaging around in the fridge. He could see her reflection in the stainless steel door. She had just pulled out some sandwich fixings and was layering meat and cheese onto bread.

“Oh hey,” he managed, his voice still groggy. “You guys are back?”

Claire perched on the couch next to him. “Yeah, we got in about half an hour ago.” She tapped his shoulder gently. “You okay?”

He pushed himself upright. “I am. Just needed to recharge. Spent the afternoon with the construction crew, helping out. Got sweaty and gross, so I showered and crashed on the couch. Didn’t realize I’d actually dozed off.”

“That means you worked hard,” Jess piped up, dropping onto an armchair. “You definitely look wiped.” She gave him a quick once-over, and he wondered if she was checking for any new bruises or splinters. She seemed content to see him in one piece. He rolled his sore shoulders.

Victoria, sandwich in hand, came over from the kitchen and sat on his other side. “So, how’d it go next door?”

He let out a breath. “They got a decent amount done. The sheathing’s almost finished, they installed a bunch of truss bracing, anchored some walls. I’m exhausted, but it’s that good kind of tired.”

Victoria nodded. “I know exactly what you mean.” She took a bite of her sandwich and spoke between bites. “I was in the office half the day, dealing with the contract. It’s all officially signed. Then I had some errands to run, so I’m beat too. Different kind of work, but still.”

Claire gave Ethan a supportive pat on the knee. “You look like you could use some relaxation.”

He gave a small nod. “I could,” he said, catching himself again. “But the day’s still young. Maybe I can do something else before passing out.”

Claire’s eyes lit up. “We could go down to the beach. You know how much I love feeling the sand. It’d be perfect for those sore muscles.”

He quirked an eyebrow. “Oh, so you’re just trying to get me into the water?”

She grinned. “Maybe.”

Jess picked a piece of lint off her tank top. “I’m not opposed to the beach. Could be fun, especially since the day’s still fairly warm.”

Victoria shrugged. “All right, let’s do it. I’m always down for sun and surf. Though let me finish my sandwich first.”

He chuckled. “I’m game if you all are. Let me just throw on something I don’t mind getting sandy.”

Jess stood up with a nod. “Same. I’m gonna grab my bikini. Be right back.”

Victoria took another bite. “I’ll go after Jess. We’ll be ready in a few.”

Claire leaned closer to Ethan on the couch. “Don’t worry about the suits. I’ve got you covered,” she teased. Then she stood up and headed for the stairs, presumably to find her own swimsuit.

He took a moment to gather his energy, then shuffled upstairs to rummage in the dresser for a pair of swim trunks. He knew they had a few scattered around. His shoulders still ached, but the idea of letting the waves crash against him, maybe loosening his muscles, sounded refreshing. He could hear Jess and Victoria’s footsteps in the hall, going in and out of their rooms. In the bedroom he shared with them, he found his black swim trunks and a T-shirt. That would do.

When he got back downstairs, he saw Jess already changed into a simple teal bikini that showed off her toned midsection. Victoria walked down next, wearing a red bikini top and matching bottom. He found himself staring for a second. “You both look nice.”

Jess flashed a quick grin. “Thanks. Ready to go?”

“Almost,” Claire called, bounding down. She wore a white bikini with thin straps. She hadn’t bothered with a shirt over it, just sandals on her feet. He caught a glimpse of her chest through that white top: her breasts pressed firmly against the thin fabric, making it easy to see the outline of her nipples under the bright living room light. She gave him a playful smirk, apparently noticing his look. “Ready.”

They whistled for Macy, who trotted up happily, tail wagging, excited to go outside. Together, they left the house, walked down the street, and veered onto the public path leading to the shoreline. It wasn’t a long walk, but the atmosphere shifted as soon as they reached the sand. There were a few small waves, not too intense, but enough to get a little action if they stood in the surf. They spread out towels to mark their spot near the water.

Jess tossed down a large beach blanket, and Victoria set the beach bag on top, rummaging inside for sunscreen. Claire unhooked Macy’s leash, letting the dog trot around in circles. Ethan stepped out of his sandals, letting the warm sand cushion his feet.

Claire sat next to him on the blanket and nudged his arm. “Feeling more relaxed already?”

He sank down onto the sand. “Yeah, it’s nice. My muscles are definitely still sore, but this helps.” He let out a slow breath, glancing at the waves lapping the shoreline. A seagull flew overhead. The breeze wasn’t too strong, just enough to scatter a bit of hair across Claire’s face. She brushed it away.

Jess grabbed a bottle of sunscreen. “We should probably do a quick layer. The sun’s not super intense, but better safe than sorry.”

He nodded. “Here, pass it over.” He rubbed some on his arms and chest, then handed it to Claire. She got her legs and shoulders. Then Jess did her own, and Victoria took the bottle last, smoothing some over her stomach. Macy sniffed around Victoria, who patted the dog gently on the head.

They settled into an easy rhythm, chatting about random things. Jess told them about her day at work, some story involving a coworker who messed up a client’s paperwork. Victoria shared more details about the contract-signing earlier. The council members were polite, but they insisted on a quick turnaround. Ethan described the progress next door on the new house. Claire mostly listened and quietly teased him now and then for being so tired.

Finally, Jess stared out at the waves. “I’m dying to go in. Ethan, come on, let’s get in the water.”

He pushed himself up. “Sure, why not? Gotta soothe these muscles somehow.”

They walked hand in hand toward the shoreline, water lapping at their ankles. Jess led the way, wading deeper until the water was around her thighs. Ethan followed, feeling the cool shock on his skin. They faced each other. He placed his hands gently on her sides as a wave rolled in, splashing against their waists. Jess gave a small laugh.

“It’s a bit cold,” she said, shivering slightly.

“Just a bit,” he teased. Another wave crashed into them, bigger this time, and it rocked their footing. Jess clutched his arm to keep from stumbling. He pulled her close, and they ended up chest to chest, water swirling around them. She had a playful glint in her eye, so he locked his arms around her waist. They tried to stay upright against the waves’ push.

“Let’s go a bit deeper,” she said, stepping forward a few more feet. He followed, the water now around his stomach. They watched for incoming waves. Jess fixed him with a playful expression. “So, you’re feeling okay after all that manual labor? No regrets?”

He gave a quiet chuckle. “No regrets. I actually like it. Just need a decent soak in the ocean.”

She brushed some droplets from her face. “Well, I think it’s a good way to unwind. Plus, spending time with you out here is nice.” She put a hand to his cheek, leaning in for a quick kiss. Their lips pressed together briefly, the saltwater stinging his mouth a little. He worked to stay balanced in the shifting water.

Meanwhile, he saw Victoria and Macy playing down the shore. Victoria tossed a small ball for Macy, and the dog bounded after it, tail high in the air. Farther back, Claire was still on the towel, undoing the strap of her bikini top. She laid back with her arms behind her head. Even from a distance, he noticed she was letting her breasts soak in the sun, fully exposed. She seemed perfectly at ease, eyes closed.

Jess glanced in that direction and gave an amused snort. “Claire and her sunbathing. She’s in her own world.” Another wave rolled in, and they jumped with it. Jess pressed herself closer to him. “We can stay out here longer, but don’t let me freeze.”

He nodded. “We’ll keep warm together.” He held her hips, pulling her near, waves bouncing around them. They laughed as a swell came, half-lifting them and carrying them closer to shore. Soon the water shallowed, and Jess was giggling.

They spent a few more minutes letting the waves wash away the day’s strain. Eventually, they turned back, wandering ashore. Jess dashed a few steps to grab her towel, and Ethan followed, stepping onto their blanket space, water streaming down his legs.

Claire peeked up at him from her supine position on the towel, top fully off. Her chest was bare to the sun, nipples standing out in the breeze. She gave him a lazy grin. “Enjoying the water?”

He swallowed, heat creeping into his cheeks. “Yeah, it’s cold, but good.” His gaze flicked downward briefly. “You’re, uh…comfortable.”

She smirked. “Very.” She stretched her arms above her head. “Figure I can get some sun without weird tan lines.” Then she closed her eyes again.

He chuckled quietly, shaking his head. “All right. Just watch for passersby.”

Victoria, finished playing with Macy, strolled over next. She handed him a fresh towel from the beach bag, then snagged one for herself, patting down her arms and face. “It’s nice out here,” she remarked. She nodded at Claire. “I see you’re in your usual mode.”

Claire lifted a hand in a casual wave. “That’s right.”

They relaxed as the sun sank lower in the sky. Jess lay on her stomach next to Claire, flipping through a magazine pulled from the beach bag. Victoria sat cross-legged with Macy at her side, occasionally scratching the dog’s ears. Ethan lounged near them, leaning on one arm, relaxed as the breeze brushed over his still-damp skin.

After a while, he glanced at the horizon. The sun was dipping close to where sky met water, ready to paint everything with oranges and reds. Jess lifted her gaze. “It’s getting late. The sunset should be nice.”

Victoria shifted to watch. “Sunset on the beach is always pretty.”

He ran a hand over his wet hair. “He’d like the idea of staying until sundown, “I want to see it. We can walk back when it’s cooler.”

Claire sat up, still topless, and raised her arms overhead in another stretch. “In that case, I might hop in for a quick dip right before the sun sets.”

“Go for it,” he said. “Though watch out, it might be colder now.”

She shrugged, stood, and padded toward the water without tying her top. She didn’t seem to care who might be watching. Jess shook her head in amusement, and Victoria simply smiled.

They watched the sky shift for a while. Eventually Claire came back, dripping seawater, and decided to put her top back on. The sun reached the ocean’s edge, bathing the sand in a warm glow. Macy barked softly, as if aware day was ending.

Jess looked at Ethan. “We should probably head back before it’s totally dark.” She started gathering up towels.

He agreed. “Yeah, it’s tricky walking the path in pitch-black. Let’s pack up.”

They all turned to look at the last bright sliver on the horizon. Then they folded their blankets and towels, stowed them in the beach bag, and clipped Macy’s leash. The sand grew cooler near the top of the beach, so Ethan slipped on his sandals. Jess and Claire put on their flip-flops, and Victoria pulled on her regular shoes. Step by step, they headed back along the path, the final bit of sun at their backs.

By the time they reached the house, the sky was half-dark, stars beginning to appear. Ethan opened the front door, and they stepped inside, dropping the bag near the entryway. Claire raised her arms over her head in a weary stretch, and Jess gave a little shiver at the transition to the cooler indoor air.

He let out a contented sigh. “That helped me unwind. I’m definitely ready to collapse.”

Victoria placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’m hungry, though. Let’s see what’s in the fridge, or maybe order something?”

Jess nodded. “We have some groceries left, but it might be easier to order.”

Claire ran a hand through her damp hair. “You all do that. I’m heading to the shower. I don’t like feeling sticky from the saltwater.”

He gestured down the hall. “Go on. I’ll join you all in the kitchen in a minute, once I change.”

They parted ways for the moment, drifting into the comfort of the house. Ethan’s mind flicked to the new courthouse design waiting on his computer, the progress on the house next door, and the fun they’d had on the beach. It felt like a good, balanced day. He changed out of his trunks into something dry, then headed to the kitchen to find Victoria rummaging in a drawer for takeout menus.

No matter what they ended up eating, he was simply happy to share the evening in their cozy home, with the anticipation of an even better place next door in the near future.


Chapter 4

Jess let her body collapse onto the couch, the cushions compressing beneath her weight as she dropped with a groan that was equal parts relief and exhaustion. Her head lolled back for a second, eyes fluttering closed, before she blinked and looked over at Ethan. He had just stepped around the edge of the couch, his bare feet brushing over the rug, and now lowered himself beside her. His knees bent as he sank down, hands bracing on either side of his thighs before he let his arms fall slack, shoulders slumping.

“You okay?” he asked, voice low and edged with concern as he studied her face.

She nodded, though the motion was sluggish. “Just drained,” she replied, and then reached forward, swinging her legs up so her heels landed with a soft thump on the coffee table’s wooden surface. She leaned forward at the waist, spine curving, and began to dust at her ankles with both hands. She pressed her thumbs into her skin, scraping away the thin, gritty film of sand that clung stubbornly to her calves and the tops of her feet. Her fingers pinched at the grains, working methodically around her ankle bones, and she flicked the sand away, watching it scatter onto the floor. “I never manage to wipe off all the sand while I’m still on the beach, and now it’s everywhere,” she muttered, her brows knitting in mild annoyance as she brushed at a persistent patch near her heel.

Ethan let out a breathy chuckle, the corners of his mouth twitching upward. “It’s still better than not hitting the beach at all.” He let his head fall back, the base of his skull pressing into the cushion as he closed his eyes. For a moment, he just breathed, chest rising and falling in a slow, steady rhythm. The house was quiet, the kind of deep, restful silence that only came at the end of a long day. His arms felt heavy, muscles aching in a way that combined the fatigue of his recent construction work with the strain of hauling surfboards and coolers up and down the sand earlier.

Above them, water began to run in steady spurts, the pipes vibrating faintly in the walls. Claire was already in the shower. A moment later, Victoria’s voice floated down the staircase, her words slightly muffled by distance. “I’m going to see if there’s any hot water left after Claire!”

Ethan turned his head toward the stairs, raising his voice just enough to carry. “Sure,” he called back, not bothering to sit up. His limbs felt like lead, and he let himself sink deeper into the couch, the fabric creasing beneath his weight.

Jess yawned, her mouth stretching wide, and then nudged his thigh with her toes. “Hey, if you doze off with all that sand on you, good luck sleeping tonight,” she teased, her lips quirking into a tired grin.

He cracked one eye open, fixing her with a sidelong look. “You have a point.” He watched her for a moment, noticing how her gaze flicked quickly toward the staircase, then back to him. She shifted in her seat, as if torn between staying to talk and making a run for the shower herself.

Victoria’s voice echoed down again. “Hey, Ethan! Shower’s all yours if you want it. Claire’s done. I’ll wait for the other bathroom to free up.”

He forced himself upright, pushing down with his palms against the cushion. His back twinged as he straightened, and he let out a low groan, shoulders rounding forward. “I’ll be quick,” he promised Jess, voice gruff with fatigue. She lifted her hand in a playful salute, then swung her legs to the side, knees drawing up so he could pass.

He pushed himself up to standing, legs stiff. He crossed the living room, the muscles in his thighs protesting with every step. He reached the bottom of the stairs and gripped the banister, curling his fingers around the wood as he started up. Each step sent a dull ache through his legs, the effort reminding him of the long hours spent on his feet that day. At the top, he paused, catching his breath.

The bedroom ensuite door was left slightly open, a thin ribbon of steam curling out into the hallway. He stepped closer, pressing his palm against the door and nudging it open. The moist heat spilled over him, clinging to his skin and easing some of the lingering chill from the beach.

He stepped inside, letting the door fall shut behind him with a muted click. White tile gleamed beneath the haze, the floor dotted with puddles and the faint outline of Claire’s wet footprints. He set his phone down on the counter, the device landing with a soft tap. He caught his reflection in the mirror: saltwater droplets still clung to his chest, his eyes half-lidded and rimmed with fatigue, hair pressed in damp clumps against his forehead.

He hooked his thumbs into the waistband of his swim trunks and peeled them down, the fabric sticking to his skin where it was still wet. He stepped out of them, one foot at a time, and tossed them into the hamper in the corner. The relief of shedding the sandy material was immediate; he flexed his toes, feeling the cool tile beneath his bare feet.

He reached for the glass shower door, fingers curling around the handle, and pulled it open. Hot steam billowed out, fogging the air. He stepped over the threshold, closing the door behind him. The spray of water hit his back and shoulders, the heat pelting his skin and quickly loosening the sweat and sand that clung to him. He stood still, letting the water cascade over him, eyes closed, muscles relaxing under the relentless warmth.

He reached for the shampoo bottle on the built-in shelf, flipping the cap open with his thumb. He squeezed a dollop into his palm, the cool gel settling in his hand. He tipped his head forward, letting the water soak his hair, and then worked the shampoo through, fingers digging into his scalp. Suds foamed between his fingers as he scrubbed, massaging away the grit and salt.

A flicker of motion behind the frosted glass caught his attention. He straightened, water running in rivulets down his chest and over his stomach. Through the blurred pane, he saw Jess’s outline as she carefully eased the door open, her hand braced on the edge for balance. She slipped inside, her body bare, skin already gleaming as the humid air began to bead moisture along her curves. Droplets formed at the tip of each breast, tracing a line down to her waist.

She let the door click shut behind her, turning to face him. “Thought you might need a little company,” she said, voice quiet, almost tentative.

He swallowed, throat suddenly dry. “Not going to complain,” he managed, his eyes running over her form. The nearness of her body, the sight of her nipples already taut from the steam, sent a pulse of desire through his fatigue.

She stepped closer, angling her face into the spray, water streaming over her cheeks and collarbones. She moved until her chest was nearly pressed to his, her breasts just brushing his skin. Her presence filled the small space, the heat and closeness making his senses sharpen. He placed his palm on her waist, feeling the slickness of her damp skin beneath his fingers.

He spoke softly, barely audible over the splatter of the shower. “You sure?”

She nodded, lips twitching up in a small, teasing smile. “A hundred percent.”

He let out a tense breath, then pulled her flush against him, his arm tightening around her back. The water ran over their faces and shoulders as he dipped his head, pressing his mouth to hers. Their kiss started tentative, lips meeting in a slow, careful press, then deepened when she parted her lips for him. He slid his hand down to cup her ass, fingers spreading to grip the slick curve.

She sighed into his mouth, the sound half a laugh. “You feel so good,” she murmured, her hand sliding down between their bodies. Her fingers brushed against his cock, already stiff, and she wrapped her hand around him, giving a gentle squeeze. The heat of the water and the pressure of her grip made him throb, his hips twitching forward.

Jess reached for the soap dispenser, pressing down with her palm. The gel oozed onto her hand, and she lathered it up, working the suds between her fingers until her hands were slick. “I guess I should help get you clean,” she joked, running her soapy hands up over his shoulders, gliding across his chest and arms. The soap made her touch slippery, her palms sliding easily over the ridges of his muscles, tracing the lines of his biceps and collarbones.

He reached for the soap himself, squeezing a small amount into his palm. He started at her back, spreading the lather in slow sweeps from her shoulders down to her waist. He moved his hands around to her front, cupping her breasts, working the soap over the soft curves. She tipped her head back, eyes shutting, and let out a low moan as his thumbs grazed her nipples, the buds tightening under his touch.

She gripped his cock again, her hand sliding in a wet, easy motion from base to tip. Each stroke sent a jolt through his body, making his knees threaten to buckle. He leaned into her, pressing his lips to the curve of her neck, breathing against her skin while he tried to steady himself.

“Let me turn around,” she whispered, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. She braced her forearms against the tile wall, spreading her fingers for balance, and angled her hips back toward him. He slipped his hands around her waist, guiding her into position, his thumbs digging lightly into her sides.

She looked back at him, meeting his gaze over her shoulder. “I want to feel you,” she said, voice hushed and urgent.

He positioned himself behind her, guiding his cock to her entrance. He pressed forward, sliding slowly inside. Both of them let out low, drawn-out moans as he filled her, the wet heat of her body nearly undoing him. He gripped her hips, holding her steady as he began to thrust, each movement steady and deep.

Jess’s breathing quickened, her voice breathless. “Don’t hold back,” she urged, turning her head to look at him, her eyes dark with desire. He answered with a deeper moan, the water streaming down his back and over the center of her spine. Each thrust sent a shudder through his body, the exhaustion of the day burning away under the rush of pleasure.

He slid one hand across her stomach, fingers splayed, then inched upward until he cupped her breast. Her nipple pressed into his palm, hard and slick with soap. She moaned, her voice quivering as she pushed back against him. He felt her clench around him, the pressure building, and knew she was close. His own control slipped with every thrust, the pleasure threatening to overwhelm him.

Her breathing caught, chest rising and falling in uneven bursts, and she managed a ragged whisper. “Almost there.” Her fingers curled tightly against the slick tile, knuckles whitening as she braced herself, shoulders tensing. The muscles in her thighs quivered, her knees pressing into the shower floor for stability, toes digging against the porcelain to keep from slipping.

He pressed forward, his torso crowding close until his chest hovered just shy of her back. The heat radiating from his skin mingled with the humid air. He adjusted his hips, shifting his stance minutely, feet planted wide for leverage, searching for that perfect angle. His cock pressed deeper inside her, every inch sliding with practiced insistence. With his other hand, he slipped his arm beneath her, palm firm against her pubic bone, and drew his fingertips in a tight, deliberate swirl around her clit. The tip of his middle finger circled once, twice, then pressed with increasing pressure, each movement precise and measured.

She let out a sharp, unguarded cry, the sound echoing off the tile. Her body arched, back bowing, and she clenched around him in pulsing waves. Her elbows trembled under her own weight, and she nearly lost her balance, but he anchored her, one arm steady at her waist. The rhythmic contractions of her climax squeezed him in rapid succession, each pulse drawing him closer to the edge.

The rush of her release tipped him over. His breath stuttered, chest shuddering, as he thrust forward. His hips snapped forward, the motion rough and uncontrolled, cock buried to the hilt. He groaned through the overwhelming flood of pleasure, head dropping forward so his forehead brushed between her shoulder blades. The muscles in his thighs locked, calves tight, heels digging into the shower floor. He felt himself spend inside her, pulse after pulse, warmth flooding her as he emptied himself, every nerve ending alive with sensation.

For a moment, neither of them moved. Water streamed down their bodies, tracing lines along Jess’s back and pooling at the base of her spine. He let his hand linger at her hip, thumb stroking the damp skin, before he eased himself away. He withdrew slowly, cock slipping free, and her body gave a final involuntary squeeze in response. He stepped back, body still thrumming, and braced a hand against the wall to steady himself.

Jess turned, her face flushed a deep pink, droplets of water clinging to her cheeks and collarbone. Her hair stuck in damp strands to her forehead. She stepped closer, reaching up to cup his face with both hands, and pressed a lingering kiss to his lips. He savored the softness of her mouth, the taste of her still on his tongue, the way her lips parted under his. He let his hands rest gently at her waist, fingers splayed against the curve of her hip.

She let out a short, breathy laugh, the sound caught between relief and a return to normal. Her shoulders relaxed, her expression shifting from raw intensity to a familiar warmth.

“I think we hogged enough hot water,” she pointed out, glancing toward the door with a wry smile. She reached for the shower handle, her palm closing around the metal, and turned it slightly to rinse one last time. The water cascaded over her, flattening the remaining suds along her skin. “Better soap off completely before Victoria comes in and complains,” she teased, a small grin tugging at the corner of her mouth.

He gave a mock sigh of regret, letting his head tip back so the spray hit his face. “Fine. I guess a few more seconds won’t hurt.” He stepped under the stream again, turning to let the water run down his back and over his chest. He grabbed the bar of soap from the built-in shelf, rubbing it briskly between his hands until it lathered, then ran his palms over his arms, shoulders, and down his torso, making sure to wash away any lingering slickness. He worked the soap over his thighs and calves, then rinsed thoroughly, watching the last traces of foam swirl down the drain.

Jess ducked her head under the spray, tilting her chin up so the water soaked her hair. She ran her fingers through the damp strands, combing out any tangles, and squeezed the ends to wring out the excess. She brushed her palms over her breasts, making sure to rinse away any soap, then traced her hands down her stomach and along her hips.

When she switched the faucet off, the sudden quiet hung in the air, broken only by the faint drip of water from the showerhead. A swirl of steam wafted out as she opened the shower door, fogging the mirror and curling around their bodies. Ethan stepped out cautiously, planting his feet on the bath mat, careful not to slip. He grabbed a towel from the rack, shaking it out with a quick flick, and handed one to Jess. She wrapped it tightly around herself, tucking the edge under her arm, then patted at the droplets on her arms and chest, working her way down to her thighs.

He dried himself briskly, starting with his hair, rubbing the towel over his scalp, then dragging it down his neck, across his shoulders, and along his arms. He pressed the towel against his chest and stomach, then ran it down each leg, pushing away the last clinging rivulets of water. He used the corner to dab at his feet before stepping away from the mat.

They emerged into the bedroom, steam still rising from their skin. His bed was still unmade from that morning, the sheets rumpled and the comforter half-kicked to one side. A faint scatter of clothes lay near the dresser, a mix of swim trunks, a bikini top, and a T-shirt tossed in the rush to change earlier. He crossed to the dresser, pulling open the top drawer, and rummaged for fresh boxers. He stepped into them, tugging them up over his hips, then grabbed a well-worn T-shirt, threading his arms through the sleeves and pulling it down over his chest.

Jess moved to the small stack of clothes she kept folded in the corner, selecting a pair of shorts. She dropped her towel, letting it fall to the floor, then stepped into the shorts one leg at a time. She pulled them up, fastening the waistband, then reached for a tank top and slipped it over her head, smoothing it down over her breasts and stomach. Her nipples pressed faintly against the thin cotton, a subtle visual reminder of their recent activity.

As soon as he opened the bedroom door, he almost bumped into Victoria, who stood in the hallway, one hand braced on the wall. She regarded them with raised eyebrows, her gaze flicking from Ethan to Jess and back. “You two finally finished?” she asked, though her tone held a hint of humor.

Jess rolled her eyes in an overly dramatic fashion, arms crossed loosely over her chest. “I told him we might lose track of time.” She gave Victoria a relaxed shrug, but she didn’t look the slightest bit apologetic, her stance open and unhurried.

Victoria tsked under her breath, but her expression remained warm. “Well, I took the other bathroom. Claire might be napping,” she said, gesturing down the hall with a tilt of her head. “Are you both heading downstairs?”

Ethan nodded, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. “We figured we’d find something to eat.”

Victoria wandered ahead, her posture easing with each step. Ethan and Jess followed, descending the stairs in single file. Jess’s hand skimmed lightly along the banister, while Ethan kept his grip on the rail for balance, legs still a little unsteady. They reached the kitchen, where he opened the fridge, the cool air brushing against his face as he scanned the shelves. He grabbed a bottle of water, twisted the cap slowly, and took a long drink.

Jess found a half-eaten container of fruit left over from breakfast and peeled back the lid. She peered inside, selecting a few pieces of pineapple and apple, and popped them into her mouth one by one. Victoria leaned against the counter, arms folded across her chest, watching them with a faint smile.

“I’m ready for those plans we talked about earlier,” Victoria said, eyes flicking from Jess to Ethan. “The courthouse design is going to keep all of us busy.”

Jess took a bite of apple, chewing thoughtfully, then gestured with a small wave of her free hand. “We’ve got to finalize the proposal soon. Plus, that new house next door is well on its way.”

Ethan nodded, setting the water bottle on the counter with a quiet thud. “Travis and I should be at the insulation stage soon. That’ll be another milestone.”

Claire appeared in the doorway, wearing a tank top and loose shorts. She stretched her arms behind her head, elbows pointing skyward, then pressed the back of her hand against her forehead for a moment. “Anything for dinner yet? I’m too tired to get creative,” she muttered, her voice muffled.

“We have leftover chicken from last night,” Victoria said, stepping over to open the fridge again. She bent slightly, scanning the shelves, and pulled out a container, setting it on the counter. “We could do something simple like sandwiches.”

Jess nodded, already moving to the pantry to grab a loaf of bread. “I’ll help with that.”

Claire rummaged in one of the cabinets for plates, stacking them on the counter. “I’m on it, too. Let’s keep it quick,” she said, hitching a shoulder to nudge the door shut. “We can work on something more ambitious tomorrow if we feel up to it.”

Ethan lifted his hands in mock surrender. “I’ll dry any dishes you use, but I might need to sit down soon,” he teased, leaning his hip against a corner of the kitchen island. His legs still felt vaguely rubbery from surfboard carrying and everything else.

The three of them set about assembling sandwiches, slicing tomatoes on a cutting board, stacking slices of chicken on bread, and adding lettuce from a bag Jess found in the crisper. Claire spooned a bit of leftover salad onto each plate, while Jess dug out jars of mustard and mayonnaise, spreading them in even layers. Before long, each of them was balancing a filled plate in the crook of an arm, napkins tucked between their fingers.

They settled in the living room, where Ethan took a seat on the couch, the cushions still slightly cool beneath his legs. As they ate, small bits of conversation floated around, the mood easy and familiar.

When he finished eating, he collected a few plates, stacking them carefully so he wouldn’t drop anything. Jess yawned, sliding her empty dish on top of his. Claire declared she was going to her room for a moment to rest her eyes, and Victoria mentioned she would finish a few emails before bed.

Jess tossed Ethan a parting smile. “I might hang in my room and listen to music,” she said, lazily getting to her feet. “Come find me if you need anything.”

He nodded, appreciating the warmth in her eyes. “Will do.”

After the women dispersed, he brought the dishes into the kitchen. He rinsed them, quickly wiped down the counter, then flicked off the overhead light. The hallway was dim now that the sun had set fully. With a weary roll of his shoulders, he headed back upstairs. His bedroom was softly lit by a small lamp he had turned on earlier.

He rummaged in the dresser for a more comfortable T-shirt since the one he’d thrown on was still a bit damp in spots. As he changed, he found his thoughts returning to the shower with Jess, replaying each small touch, the shift of her weight against him, and the moment they both gave in to what they wanted. It felt real, grounded, and oddly comforting. He stepped over to the bed, pulling back the covers, then lay down, resting on his back.

His eyelids grew heavy, each muscle finally giving way to rest. In the quiet upstairs, he let himself drift, the day’s activities melding into a warm haze of beach, conversation, and the sweet relief of the shower’s lingering heat. He surrendered to sleep, content in the knowledge that tomorrow faced him with more work, more planning, and the company of the people who, in their own distinct ways, made every moment worthwhile.


Chapter 5

When Ethan’s eyes opened the next morning, warm sunlight was already pooling through the blinds. He blinked a few times, running a hand slowly through his hair as he perched on the edge of the mattress. The digital clock on his nightstand displayed a time later than his normal routine. He realized he had slept in longer than usual. With a brief exhale, he pushed the covers aside and let his feet find the carpet.

He rose and slid on a pair of house slippers, then made his way out into the upstairs hallway. Partway along the corridor, he noticed the low murmur of conversation drifting from the living room. He assumed at least one or two of the women were awake, possibly sipping coffee or tapping at a phone. Without pausing, he walked toward the stairs. As soon as he reached the top step, Claire’s voice floated up to him.

“Yeah, she seemed pretty friendly,” Claire said. “We only talked briefly, but I got her number.”

Ethan leaned over the banister. “Who did you get a number from?”

From the living-room couch, Claire glanced his way. A phone rested in her hand. She gave him a welcoming half-smile. “Ashley. You remember her? She works at that Italian restaurant we went to loads of times. I got her number a couple of days ago.”

He pictured Ashley’s easy smile from the restaurant. “Right, Ashley. I remember her dropping off plates at our table.”

Jess, seated nearby, angled her head in Ethan’s direction. “Claire was just suggesting we invite her over.”

Claire let out a short laugh. “Exactly. She’s always been super nice whenever we cross paths, so I figured, why not?”

From the kitchen doorway, Victoria appeared, arms folded as though she wanted the conversation to move on. “It might be last minute,” she said quietly.

Claire waved that notion aside. “It’ll be fine. People around here are pretty laidback. I already texted her and said we’d do steaks. She sounded excited.” She shifted her attention to Ethan. “You’re good with grilling tonight?”

He shrugged, resting a hand on the railing. “Sure, no problem. I haven’t really talked to her much, but she was always all smiles at the restaurant…”

Jess offered a quick grin. “Claire said the same thing. She’s definitely friendly.”

Victoria took a small step back into the kitchen. “As long as we’re keeping it casual,” she said, sounding a little hesitant.

Claire nodded, looking amused at Victoria’s reluctant stance. “Just five of us,” she confirmed.

Ethan walked farther into the living room and lowered himself onto a chair. “What time is she coming?”

Claire checked her phone. “She said she has a couple of errands first, so probably dinnertime.”

He gave a short nod. Victoria nodded too, and Jess shrugged discreetly. Conversation lulled, and the group settled into a comfortable silence.

Claire stood and smoothed her shirt. “I need to shower, then run to the cafe for coffee. Either of you want anything?”

Jess shook her head. “I’m good.” Ethan declined politely, and Victoria did the same.

Moments later, Claire disappeared up the stairs. In the meantime, Ethan slipped into the kitchen, stepping around Victoria. She glanced up from rechecking something on her phone.

“I’m heading to the office soon,” Victoria mentioned. “You sticking to working from home on those courthouse designs?”

Ethan grabbed a glass from the cabinet, filled it with water, then took a sip before responding. “Yeah, I have a few sections to revisit. Yesterday, I changed directions mid-design, so I want to lay out the walls again in the CAD software, see if the overall flow works better with fewer waiting areas.”

She nodded, opening a nearby drawer to pull out a travel mug. “Don’t lose track of lunch,” she teased, arching a brow.

He gave her a quick grin and set his glass by the sink. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Soon, Victoria headed out, a stack of work folders tucked under her arm. Jess tidied the living room, poking at a few pillows on the couch, then straightened a lamp that appeared to be off-kilter. By the time Claire breezed downstairs, freshly dressed in jeans and a relaxed top, Jess was ready to leave as well.

Claire tapped Jess’s shoulder lightly. “Let’s get going. I want to pick up some coffee and maybe a pastry.”

Jess grabbed her keys from a side table. “I’ll drive. I need to swing by the store anyway.”

They waved goodbye and shut the door behind them, leaving the house in sudden stillness. Ethan lingered by the entry, then headed upstairs to his office. A moderate clutter still covered his desk, notebooks, two measuring tapes, a mechanical pencil, and his open laptop. He dropped into the chair and nudged the trackpad, waking the screen from sleep mode.

He launched the courthouse file in his CAD program. The baseline measurements popped up, each ready for adjustment. He breathed evenly, mind slipping into focus as he worked through potential hallway configurations. He constructed digital walls, double-checked spacing, and compared corridor widths to reference notes he had from previous courthouse tours. He jotted down fresh thoughts in a spiral journal, then tried shifting the design to accommodate cozier waiting areas instead of one large open space.

Time slipped by. When he glanced at the clock, he saw that what felt like minutes had actually been hours. His stomach clenched with hunger, so he rose and pushed aside the chair. Stretching his arms, he walked downstairs to rustle up a quick meal. He grabbed leftover chicken from the fridge, folded it between slices of bread, and had water with it. After finishing, he spotted the low-hanging storm clouds outside, an abrupt shift in the weather. Rain was forecast for that evening, but he figured a covered grill would survive just fine.

He cleaned his plate and went back up for another round of work, losing himself in the software adjustments until the sound of the front door opening made him sit up sharply. For a split second, a flicker of anxiety made him wonder if someone unexpected had broken in, but then he recognized Claire’s voice calling his name.

He walked down the short hallway from the entry, his shoes making faint contact with the tile, and stepped into the kitchen. Claire stood at the counter, her hair pulled back in a messy ponytail. She’d changed out of her earlier clothes and now wore a pair of loose gray cotton shorts that hugged her hips and a faded navy T-shirt, the hem just brushing her waistband. She looked up from unpacking a grocery bag and offered a quick smile.

“Picked up some stuff for dinner,” she said, setting a mesh bag of red potatoes and a bunch of carrots on the counter. She turned one potato over in her hand, checking for bruises. “We’re all set on potatoes and veggies. I figured baked potatoes would go great with the steaks.” She tapped the microwave’s digital clock with her knuckle, then glanced at him. “Ashley said she’ll be here by six, so we have plenty of prep time.”

He nodded, eyeing the grocery bag. “I’ll head outside and get the grill ready. Need any help first?”

Claire reached into the bag and pulled out a pack of mushrooms, holding it up so he could see. “I’m good. You handle the grill, and we’ll coordinate when it’s time to cook.” She set the mushrooms down, then began to sort through the rest of the groceries, stacking peppers and onions in a neat pile.

He turned away, crossing the kitchen and pushing open the heavy sliding door with his palm. The porch boards flexed slightly under his weight as he stepped outside. He scanned the sky. Dark clouds rolled above, heavy and layered, threatening rain. The grill sat tucked against the house, its cover still on. He grasped the handle, lifted the cover, and set it aside on the porch rail. He grabbed the grill’s side shelf and rolled the whole unit a few feet away from the wall, positioning it on the flat part of the deck where the overhang would protect him from the worst of any rain.

He popped open the lid, the hinges creaking faintly. He bent to check the propane gauge, squinting to read the needle. It hovered just below the “Full” mark. He twisted the main gas knob counterclockwise, feeling the resistance give way, then pressed the ignition button with his thumb. A sharp blue flame leapt up along the burner, flickering steady. He watched for a moment to make sure the flame held, then lowered the lid, letting the internal thermometer needle begin to climb.

He wiped his hands on his shorts and stepped back inside. The kitchen was filled with the sound of Claire chopping vegetables, her knife hitting the cutting board in a steady rhythm.

A few minutes later, the front door swung open, and Jess’s voice echoed down the hall. “Anybody home?” She stepped inside, her flip-flops slapping against the floor. Ethan leaned into the hallway and called out, “Claire’s in the kitchen. Victoria’s still at work. Ashley’s on her way.”

Jess nodded, then headed upstairs, her footsteps fading on the carpeted steps. Upstairs, the faint sound of a dresser drawer sliding open, then closing, reached the kitchen. Jess reappeared after a few minutes, this time wearing a bright blue bikini that left little to the imagination. The ties at her hips were knotted in bows, the strings hanging loosely against her skin and drawing attention to the curve of her waist and the lines of her thighs. She walked past Ethan, glancing up at him with a quick, knowing look, then slid open the back door. She stepped onto the porch, paused to adjust her bikini top, then strode to the pool’s edge. She bent her knees, pushed off in a clean dive, and entered the water with barely a splash.

Claire glanced over her shoulder at Ethan. “Prep these veggies with me?” She tugged open another shopping bag, pulling out a trio of bell peppers—one red, one yellow, one green—along with a mesh bag of onions and a bundle of foil-wrapped potatoes. She handed him a pepper and pointed to the sink.

He stepped beside her, turning on the cold water. He rinsed each pepper individually, working his fingers along the slick skin, then shook off the water and set them on the cutting board. He grabbed a chef’s knife, sliced off the stem and base of the first pepper, then cut it in half and scraped out the seeds. He laid the halves flat and cut them into even strips, stacking the slices neatly. Claire busied herself with the potatoes, rolling each one in her palm before setting it on a tray. She poured a small pool of oil into a bowl, dipped a brush, and coated the potatoes with quick, efficient strokes.

They talked as they worked, exchanging updates about the construction site next door. Claire mentioned seeing the contractor’s truck parked crookedly on the curb that morning. Ethan described the state of the foundation and how the framing crew seemed to be behind schedule. Claire snorted, shaking her head, and wiped her hands on a dish towel.

The front door opened again, and Victoria stepped inside, her posture rigid, blazer sleeves bunched at her elbows. She set a stack of files on the counter, exhaling sharply. Her slacks were creased, her blouse buttoned to the collar. She brushed a strand of hair from her temple and glanced at the clock. “Ashley’s still coming, right?” she asked, voice clipped.

Before anyone could answer, the doorbell rang—one sharp chime. Claire’s face brightened. She wiped her palms on her shorts and strode quickly to the entry. Her bare feet slapped quietly on the tile. She opened the door and greeted Ashley, who stepped inside with a small, uncertain smile. Ashley wore a fitted pair of jeans and a crisp white top, the fabric clinging to her chest and arms. A canvas tote bag hung from her shoulder. She scanned the room, her gaze pausing on Ethan.

“Hey, thanks for inviting me,” Ashley said, her smile warming as she met Ethan’s eyes. She shifted her weight and looked to Victoria, who gave her a polite nod.

Jess appeared in the doorway to the porch, water streaming from her body. She grabbed a towel from the hook, running it over her arms and legs, squeezing water from her hair. The bikini clung to her skin, the fabric darkened by the water. She grinned at Ashley. Ashley offered a small, self-conscious smile, glancing at Jess’s exposed skin, then looked away.

Claire gestured to the porch. “Let’s get set up outside. Ethan is already on grill duty.” She beckoned everyone to follow. Ashley hesitated by the door, peering at the sky where storm clouds massed, then stepped outside, her tote bag held close.

The group gathered on the porch. Ethan lifted the grill lid, letting a wave of heat escape. He laid the steaks on the grate, spacing each one evenly, then placed the potatoes on the upper rack. Claire handed him a grill basket filled with the sliced peppers and onions. He set it on the side burner, closing the lid again. Jess stood nearby, her bikini still damp, droplets running down her thighs. Victoria hovered near the sliding door, arms crossed.

Ashley settled into a patio chair, crossing her legs. “Seems like the weather’s about to get rough,” she said, looking up at the swirling clouds.

Ethan glanced at the sky, noting the deepening gray. “We’ll try to wrap up the cooking in time.”

Ashley nodded, then turned to Claire. “Thanks again for having me over. I don’t usually get to go to gatherings like this.”

Claire handed her a glass of water, condensation already beading on the outside. “We do a fair amount of casual dinners. It’s nice to relax together. Ethan handles the grill like a pro.”

Ethan held up his tongs in a mock salute, then flipped one of the steaks, checking the sear. “I do okay,” he said.

Ashley asked about the house next door, prompting Ethan to explain the construction delays and the odd hours the crew kept. Jess leaned against the porch rail, chiming in about picking paint colors and dealing with deliveries. Victoria answered a few questions about her work, though she mostly kept her replies short, her attention on the yard.

Lightning flashed in the distance, a jagged streak lighting up the sky. Ashley tensed, shifting in her chair. Rain began to fall, fat drops dotting the patio. Jess watched the downpour, standing just beneath the porch roof.

Ethan turned the steaks again, then twisted the burner knob lower. “They’re pretty much done,” he said. “We can finish inside if this gets worse.”

Claire stepped forward, poked a steak with a knife tip, and nodded. “No, these look good. Let’s just pull them now.” She grabbed a platter, and together they used tongs to transfer the steaks, potatoes, and vegetables onto serving dishes.

The group hurried inside, shoes squeaking on the wet tile. Thunder rolled, but the kitchen glowed under the bright overhead light. They set the platters on the table. Ethan opened a drawer, pulling out forks and knives, and set them at each place.

Ashley paused, taking in the table. The plates were mismatched, but the food—steaming steaks, glistening potatoes, and roasted vegetables—made the spread inviting.

They each took a seat. Ethan sat at the head of the table, Claire on his right, Jess next to her, Victoria across, and Ashley at the far end. Lightning flickered, reflected in the glass.

Ashley cut into her steak, lifting a piece to her mouth. She chewed, then smiled. “This is really nice,” she said, looking at Ethan, then at Claire. “Thanks for texting me. I needed a break from school stress.”

Claire tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Glad you made it. We’re big on laidback evenings here.”

Conversation flowed. Ashley talked about her nursing program, Jess teased Ethan about his old architecture classes, Claire mentioned seeing Ashley around town, and Victoria added comments about business management. Ashley’s gaze moved between them, curiosity about the house dynamic clear in her eyes, but she didn’t press.

After the meal, Claire and Jess gathered plates. Ashley leaned back, running a hand through her hair. “That steak is the best I’ve had in a while. Thank you.” She glanced at the window, rain still coming down. “I’m fine to head out soon, but driving in this storm might be a little dicey.”

Claire set down her glass. “Stay here. Our guest room is open. No need to brave a wet highway.”

Ashley hesitated, scanning Ethan’s face, then Jess’s and Victoria’s. All seemed comfortable with the offer, so she nodded. “That’s incredibly nice. Thanks.”

They gathered plates, depositing them in the dishwasher. Ashley trailed behind, trying to help, but Claire guided her gently away. Lightning flickered outside, though the worst of the storm seemed to have passed. The steady rain still drummed against the windows.

They all ended up in the living room, where Claire browsed streaming services on the TV. Jess settled into an armchair, draping a soft blanket over her bare legs. Victoria took another chair, rifling through something on her phone, while Ashley sat on one side of the sectional. Ethan sat near the other end, and Claire joined him, a larger throw blanket spread over them both.

Ashley requested something lighthearted to watch, so Claire chose an epic fantasy movie. For a while, the group focused on the screen. Thunder flashed outside only a couple more times, but the conversation on-screen provided enough distraction.

At one point, Claire shifted herself, lowering her head onto Ethan’s lap beneath the blanket. Her hand slid over his thigh. He felt his pulse jump when her palm pressed right over his crotch in a subtle, repeated motion. Keeping his face neutral, he glanced around to make sure nobody was paying attention. Jess appeared half-asleep in her armchair. Victoria was watching the movie. Ashley seemed absorbed in the comedic dialogue.

Claire’s hand continued its delicate, teasing rub. Heat coiled inside Ethan’s lower belly, and he stirred under her palm. She inched her fingertips beneath his waistband for a moment, just enough to grip him. He stifled a quick inhale, cheeks warming. He touched her shoulder in a vague attempt to warn her they were dangerously close to being caught. She only shot him a mischievous look, as if daring him to stop her. His breathing grew uneven for a few heartbeats, but she relented by pulling back a little.


Chapter 6

He gave a fleeting look over to Ashley to see if she had noticed anything, but she continued watching the movie, eyes tracking a fantastical battle sequence taking place on-screen. She commented to Jess about how the set designs reminded her of a big-budget TV series she’d once seen. Jess responded with a breezy laugh, adding that the costumes all looked drastically impractical.

Another faint roll of thunder echoed outside. Ashley tilted her head toward the window. “Think it’ll storm again tonight?” she murmured.

Victoria shrugged. “Forecast said there might be a second wave, yes. Might be heavy.”

He made himself stare at the screen, though he was hardly taking in the plot. His gaze flickered toward Ashley, then to Jess, then to Victoria. All three appeared occupied: Ashley was immersed in the story, Jess was taking sips from her glass, and Victoria was busy reading something on her phone again. The overhead lights remained off, leaving the room in mellow shadows broken only by the movie’s bright flickers.

Beneath the blanket, she found his cock through the fabric of his jeans. The first gentle stroke made him exhale through his nose, his heart rate doubling. She moved her hand in small circles, pressing with the heel of her palm. The motion was subtle, and under these lighting conditions, it would look to anyone else like she was simply readjusting her arm. 

On the TV, one of the characters made a dramatic speech about defending a kingdom. Jess let out a little snort. “Ridiculous,” she said, though she sounded amused rather than annoyed.

Victoria lifted her head, eyes flicking to the screen. “Someone obviously loves their monologues,” she said dryly. Then her attention drifted back to her phone.

Ashley chuckled and added, “Yeah, it’s total fantasy nonsense, but it’s fun.”

Ethan gave an agreeable dip of his chin, but the tightening heat around his groin made it difficult for him to focus on their chatter. Claire continued those small, deliberate arcs of her palm, her fingers lining up along the shaft hidden by his jeans. She gave a slight press. He felt the stiffening response from his own body. He silently begged himself not to make a noticeable gasp or jerk his hips.

Claire shifted again, resting even more of her weight on Ethan’s lap. She tucked her knees up so her feet no longer hung off the edge of the couch, and this angle allowed her hand to work him in slow strokes. She rubbed him with constant, lazy confidence. His cock began to strain against the denim, and he could practically feel the trapped warmth under the thick blanket.

He forced himself to glance around the room. Jess had propped her elbow on the arm of the chair, swirling the water in her glass. Ashley remained engaged with the movie, pressing the pillow close against her side. Victoria was typing something on her phone. None of them were looking this way right now.

He risked dropping his gaze to Claire. From above, he saw the gentle slope of her shoulder and a glimpse of her shirt collar. The graceful curve of her neck drew his eye for a moment. He watched her hair shift across his lap as she shifted her elbow, giving herself a different angle to stroke him. She squeezed down with her fingers, cupping him through the jeans, then released with a subtle shift. His length twitched in her grasp, making him press his lips tightly together.

The scenes on the TV changed from a medieval cityscape to a forest at night. Lightning flashed within the scene, echoing the thunder that had earlier rumbled in real life. Ashley made a small comment about how the visual effects looked outdated but still charming. Jess agreed, then turned her head. “Ethan, you like this director’s other stuff, right?” she asked.

Ethan blinked, catching himself in time. He nodded. “Yeah, a few of his older flicks.” His voice came out even, but inside, he was coiled with excitement. Claire’s hand never stopped moving. She was slow, unhurried, and precise in a way that ignited every sense he had. He tried to appear relaxed. “It’s fun to watch how his style changes from one movie to another,” he said, hoping that was enough.

Jess seemed satisfied and looked back at the TV. Victoria scrolled on her phone, and Ashley let out a small yawn, then adjusted the throw pillow.

Claire moved the blanket slightly with her free hand, as if smoothing it across her own hip. Then her fingertips slid along the underside of Ethan’s hard cock. She coaxed him, tracing the length of him through the fabric, and he couldn’t prevent a quiet, shallow inhale. She must have felt the subtle rise of his stomach, because he sensed a brief pause as though she were making sure he was managing to keep steady. He tried to keep his gaze locked on the screen. He forced his own posture to remain casual.

Her fingertips traveled upward, rubbing along the tip through his clothes. She pressed gently, kneading the denim against him. A low, pulsing ache built in Ethan’s lower abdomen, accompanied by the thud of his heartbeat. Claire’s eyes lifted slightly, noticing the shift in his breathing, and then she smiled, letting her lips part in a quiet exhalation. She settled her cheek more firmly on his thigh, looking like someone merely dozing off, but her hand told a different story.

Ashley changed position on the couch cushion, leaning forward to grab her glass from the coffee table. Ethan felt a sudden jolt of awareness. Plainly, if Ashley turned her head a bit too far or if she truly focused on Claire’s position, she might see the movement under that blanket for what it was. He stayed motionless. Claire paused for only a fraction of a second. Ashley took a sip, set the glass back down, and returned her gaze to the TV.

Claire resumed the slow, tantalizing strokes. She wrapped her hand around Ethan’s length as much as she could through his jeans and caressed him, alternating between rhythmic circles and gentle, upward pushes. His flesh reacted each time she found a new angle of pressure. He swallowed, careful not to let out a betraying sigh. The tension in his lower body built with every small motion.

He felt an urge to place his hand on hers, to encourage her or guide her pace—but held back. Across the room, Jess made a comment about how the hero in the movie was about to face the final challenge. Victoria glanced at the screen and offered a one-word quip that made Jess crack a grin. Ashley murmured something in agreement, her voice faint.

Claire took advantage of the continuing conversation to give Ethan’s cock a more purposeful squeeze. He gripped the couch cushion briefly, and a jolt of pleasure nearly made him exhale in a rush. He succeeded only in letting out a careful breath, masked by the movie’s soundtrack.

His mind raced. If he told Claire to stop, it might draw attention from the others. But the pleasure felt too good, and she knew exactly how to keep him suspended between wanting more and dreading discovery. She slid her thumb slowly along his cock, pressing near the tip, then drifted back down the length. Each pass felt like an electric current that left him trembling under the blanket.

Ashley leaned back again and propped the throw pillow on her lap. “I love the cinematography, though,” she commented, nodding at the dark forest scene. “It’s got a certain charm. I guess it’s the sense of scale.”

Jess shrugged. “I can see that. The sets look huge.” Jess glanced toward Ethan. “How many times have you watched this one?”

Ethan cleared his throat lightly. “A couple times,” he said. “I don’t remember it being this long, though.” His voice nearly caught on the last word because Claire had suddenly shifted her hips, pressing them against his side. Then she resumed rubbing at a pace that made his cock throb.

Ashley spoke again, nursing her glass of water, but Ethan barely registered the words. He heard something about the costumes being colorful in the sequel. Jess and Victoria both piped in with short banter. Claire watched Ashley’s expression, making sure there was no suspicion. Then she turned her eyes back toward Ethan’s lap, her lips curving in a secretive smirk. Like a gentle wave, she slid her hand down to cup him fully, pressing and releasing with steady pressure.

He felt heat building inside, and he suspected that if she pushed just a little more or changed the angle, his body might betray him in a visible way. His jeans grew increasingly tight as his cock strained against them. A bead of sweat almost formed at his temple, but the living room felt cool against his face, so he kept everything under control.

Claire angled her head and let her hair drape more fully across Ethan’s thigh. She gently rested one arm on the edge of his abdomen. She nudged him with a subtle motion of her shoulder, as though encouraging him to shift just slightly. He dared to ease his legs apart a fraction, hoping it would give his erection a bit more room.

For a moment, she paused and let her hand stay in place. Then she mouthed silent words—he could guess they were something mischievous, though she never spoke them aloud. By that time, his cock felt rock-hard under her palm, and the constant presence of her touch dominated his senses. He tried to remain outwardly unaffected while every nerve in him screamed for more.

A particularly loud exchange on the TV diverted Victoria’s attention for a moment. She blinked at the screen, commented that the battle scene looked absurd, then returned to her phone. Ashley reached for the remote. She turned the volume down a notch in response to the sudden blare of music and clanging swords. Then she leaned back again, looking comfortable enough to stay seated for hours.

The seconds dragged on. Claire gave a soft little flex of her wrist, intensifying the strokes. She treated Ethan’s cock to a series of squeezes that brought him to the edge of groaning out loud. He clenched his teeth but avoided letting them so much as chatter. She ran her fingers lightly back up toward the tip. He felt the ridge of the denim seam rubbing into him from the outside, friction that set nerves on fire in the most maddening way. He willed himself not to buck into her hand.

At one point, Ashley glanced their way. Claire immediately stilled. Her body went motionless, her face angled partly away, making it appear as if she was merely half-asleep. Ethan felt his pulse pounding as he nodded politely at Ashley, hoping to look normal.

Ashley let out a small sigh as though she had just spaced out. “I hate how they always drag out these endings,” she said, gesturing at the screen. “They should just wrap it up.”

Jess waved a hand lazily. “Hang in there. It gets better at the final showdown.” Then she parted her lips to say something else, but a comedic scene took over, distracting everyone for a beat.

Claire took that window to resume her stealthy caresses. She stroked Ethan with a firm motion, making him swell painfully against the zipper of his jeans. He felt a subdued, pulsing pressure behind the fly, and his head spun with the knowledge that both Ashley and Jess were just a few feet away. Victoria was too, though she seemed less interested in the film and more interested in her phone.

Claire appeared to sense how close he was to losing composure. He watched her breathe calmly, her chest rising in a slow wave. Even under the blanket, her arm angled expertly to stay hidden. She drew small circles near the very top of his cock, then slid down, giving a subtle push. Ethan uncovered the couch’s seam with his fingertips, gripping it to ground himself.

A few more minutes passed, punctured only by the film’s background music and occasional commentary from the others. Finally, Claire eased back on the pace, letting her fingers rest in a neutral position along his length. Ethan noticed how hard he was as soon as she paused, as if the lack of movement highlighted the throbbing fullness. He managed a quiet swallow and exhaled, struggling to collect himself.

“Getting hungry?” Ashley asked suddenly, glancing from Jess to Ethan and Claire. She shifted the pillow on her lap. “I might want a snack soon.”

Jess set her glass on the side table. “I could go for something small. Maybe just some chips or something. Don’t want a whole meal.”

Victoria tapped her phone, apparently done with whatever she was reading. “Yeah, I wouldn’t mind something.”

Ethan lifted his head and nodded, feeling Claire’s hand still perched in his lap. He forced his voice into a steady tone. “I’ll grab something from the kitchen,” he offered. “Chips, maybe cheese and crackers.” He gently placed a hand over Claire’s forearm, silently prompting her to release him so he could stand.

Claire withdrew her hand in a smooth motion, pulling her arm up and tucking the blanket around her waist. She gave him a last, fleeting squeeze that only he could feel before she let go completely. Ethan fought the urge to exhale in relief. His cock still pulsed against the confines of his jeans.

As he inched sideways, Claire lifted her legs just enough to free him. He felt the brush of her knee against his abdomen, then the soft contact of her foot as she swung it off his thigh. She sat upright, the blanket pooling over her lap. For a moment, he caught the mischievous brightness in her eyes, a clear sign that she’d thoroughly enjoyed having him at her mercy.

He stood carefully, making sure his jeans didn’t reveal obvious evidence of his arousal. It was difficult to hide the firmness beneath the fabric, but he tugged at the bottom of his T-shirt, hoping it would drape low enough to mask his shape.

Ashley, too caught up in the TV and the thought of a snack, didn’t look his way. Jess glanced over, but only to check if he was actually going to the kitchen. Victoria turned off her phone screen and placed it beside her on the chair’s arm.

Ethan murmured, “I’ll be right back,” and headed for the kitchen with quick steps. Climbing to his feet gave him a moment of space—enough to calm his breathing and regulate the pounding in his chest. Behind him, he heard a snippet of conversation between Jess and Ashley about what kind of chips they liked best. He heard Claire’s voice chiming in, light and casual, joining the discussion without a hint of guilt.

He reached the kitchen sink, placed his hands on the counter, and exhaled carefully. In just a few quiet moments, he steadied himself. No one had caught on, or if they had, they gave no indication. The discreet thrill of it still caused his heart to rattle in his ribs. After taking another breath, he opened the cabinet and pulled out a couple of snack bags, plus a box of crackers. He rummaged in the fridge for a block of cheese, wanting to seem natural if anyone walked in.

His body still hummed with residual arousal. He absently shifted himself in his jeans to get more comfortable, then started slicing cheese on a small cutting board. He heard the low drone of movie dialogue continuing in the other room and occasional commentary from Ashley. Jess made a remark about a comedic gag on-screen. Claire’s voice floated lightly over the backs of chairs. Victoria gave short, amused replies. The overall atmosphere sounded calm.

Ethan set the slices neatly on a plate, arranged the crackers, and grabbed two bags of chips. He paused once more at the sink, drawing in a longer breath to make sure he was as composed as he could manage. Then he returned to the living room, balancing the snacks in his arms.

Claire noticed his approach first. She stretched an arm over the back of the couch. “We have a hero returning with supplies,” she teased gently.

Jess reached out to claim one of the bags of chips. “Thank you,” she said, giving the bag a little shake as though celebrating its arrival. Victoria plucked a cracker from the plate Ethan carried, offering a slight lift of her eyebrows in thanks.

Ashley settled back, her attention shifting from the film to the snacks. “Yeah, thanks,” she said. “I was really starting to crave something salty.”

Ethan set the platter of cheese and crackers on the coffee table. Then he placed the chip bags beside it. He lowered himself back onto the sectional, hoping that by now he looked settled enough that no one would suspect what had just been going on under that blanket.

Claire tugged the fuzzy covering sideways to make room for him and laid it over his lap once he was seated. She offered a small, knowing smile that no one else seemed to catch.

They directed their thoughts back to the movie, snacking in a calm, companionable lull. Ethan’s pulse had slowed, though every so often he felt warmth spread through his chest when he recalled Claire’s touch. He glanced at her discreetly. She wore a mildly smug expression, as though entirely pleased with herself. He couldn’t blame her. Without a single word out of place, she had managed to bring him to the brink of losing control right there on the couch, all while the others remained oblivious.

He shifted his attention to Ashley, who appeared more comfortable in the house than ever. She snacked on a cracker, remarking on the on-screen visuals. Jess responded with her usual wry humor, pointing out overly dramatic lines from the lead actor. Victoria put her phone away completely, directing half her attention toward the movie while nibbling on cheese slices.

They continued watching, each making offhand remarks. The low lighting, the gentle murmuring of the film, and the lingering heaviness in Ethan’s own body combined to create a heady sense of closeness. He looked down at his thigh, remembering the feeling of Claire’s cheek pressed there. He couldn’t help but consider what else might happen later, when the two of them were alone or at least out of range of watchful eyes.

For now, he stayed where he was, letting the last edges of excitement recede. The living room remained inviting, with the lamplight warming the corners and no one openly questioning anything unusual. The movie’s epic storyline carried them forward, and Ethan anchored himself in the banter that floated among them. He would follow Claire’s lead when the moment was right. Until then, he allowed himself a private smile, hidden under the calm he usually presented.

He reached for a cracker, forced his face into a neutral expression, and glanced at Claire once more. She casually pulled the blanket up around her waist and draped it across Ethan’s leg as well. Ashley asked Jess a question about the fictional kingdom on-screen. Jess launched into a lively teasing explanation. Victoria gave a faint laugh. Claire tilted her head, listened, and chimed in with a mild remark, as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.

Ethan let himself settle deeper into the cushions. Though his heartbeat still thumped a fraction faster than usual, he felt a wave of appreciation for the sense of freedom Claire had given him beneath that blanket. He had to admit—her boldness thrilled him. Even with everyone around, she’d managed to seize a moment for the two of them. Now, as the film continued and conversation ebbed and flowed, he felt the subtle weight of her warmth against his side, not entirely innocent, but outwardly impossible to question.


Chapter 7

He sat on the couch, legs slightly apart, the blanket bunched around his thighs. His right hand gripped the edge of the cushion, knuckles pale, while his left rested limply on his knee. Thunder rattled the windowpanes, the glass shuddering in the frame. Claire’s hand had been moving steadily on his lap, her palm pressing through the fabric of his jeans in slow, deliberate circles. Now she stilled, her fingers splayed just above his knee. Her touch lingered for a heartbeat, heat radiating through the denim, before she lifted her hand away. She pushed herself upright, her knees pressing into the cushion as she shifted her weight. With a smooth, practiced motion, she reached down to tug the hem of her skirt straight, flattening it over her thighs. Without looking at anyone else, she stepped from the couch, her heels clicking softly on the hardwood as she slipped out of the living room and disappeared into the hallway leading toward the kitchen.

Ashley sat cross-legged on the far side of the couch, her back slightly hunched, eyes fixed on the television. The shifting light from the screen played across her face, highlighting the sharp line of her cheekbones. She didn’t move, only blinked slowly as the movie’s soundtrack swelled toward its finale. Jess lounged in the armchair, her arms folded tightly over her chest, one hand tucked under her opposite elbow. Her eyelids drooped, lashes fanned against her cheeks, lips parted in the kind of slack, half-conscious expression that signaled she was on the edge of sleep.

He glanced at the clock on the wall—a plain white face with black hands, numbers slightly faded. The minute hand inched past eleven. It was late, but not so late that anyone would comment if he got up. The storm’s presence, thunder still echoing faintly overhead, made the hour feel heavier, as if the night outside pressed closer to the windows. Another distant roll of thunder vibrated through the floorboards, the storm’s energy lingering.

He became aware of a flush creeping up his cheeks, a prickling warmth that started at his collar and worked its way to his ears. Claire’s hand, bold and unhesitating beneath the blanket, had left him half hard and restless, his cock straining against the confines of his jeans. He exhaled quietly, the breath barely stirring the air, and let his gaze drift from the fading images on the television to the empty spot where Claire had vanished. For a moment he hesitated, weighing the risk, mentally rehearsing harmless excuses in case anyone questioned his sudden departure.

He pressed his palms to his thighs, pushing himself upright. The blanket slipped from his lap, pooling around his knees. He reached down, gathering it up and draping it back over the arm of the couch, careful not to disturb Ashley. He stood, rolling his shoulders to ease the tension in his back. As he moved toward the hallway, Ashley’s gaze flicked up. She turned her head, her hair brushing her collarbone, and caught his eye.

“All good?” she asked, her tone casual, eyebrows raised in mild curiosity.

He nodded, keeping his voice low. “Just need a drink,” he said, forcing his mouth into a relaxed smile.

Ashley nodded once, the corners of her mouth twitching. She looked back at the screen, apparently satisfied with his answer. He gave her a quick, reassuring grin, then stepped out of the living room. The hallway stretched before him, the hardwood floor cool beneath his bare feet. Only a single lamp glowed near the front door, casting a soft, yellowish pool of light that barely reached the far end of the hall. Shadows clung to the corners, and the overcast sky outside kept the house wrapped in dimness. He moved quietly, each step measured, the floor creaking faintly beneath his weight as he approached the kitchen.

He paused at the doorway, hand braced on the frame, and scanned the room. Claire stood at the counter, her back to him. The overhead light cast a pale halo over her shoulders, illuminating the fine lines of her arms. She held a glass beneath the tap, water streaming into it in a steady ribbon. Her skirt hugged her hips, the fabric bunched slightly where she had adjusted it. As she sensed his presence, her eyes flicked up, meeting his in the reflection of the dark window above the sink. For a brief moment, her lips curled into a subtle, teasing smile.

“Hey,” she murmured, voice barely above a whisper. She set the glass on the counter with a faint clink, the water sloshing inside. She turned her head, glancing over her shoulder toward the doorway, checking for any sign of movement from the living room.

He stepped inside, letting the doorframe brush against his shoulder as he entered. He kept his voice soft, careful not to carry. “You alright?” he asked, his gaze lingering on her.

She tipped her head in a playful shrug, her hair slipping over one shoulder. “I wanted some water, but mostly I needed to cool down. That got… intense out there.” She jerked her chin in the direction of the living room, her eyes glinting. “Figured it was safer to move away while things were still… manageable.”

He closed the distance by a step, his shoes whispering against the wood. “I’m glad you stopped,” he admitted, lips quirking into a faint grin. “If Jess or Ashley had looked over at the wrong time…”

Claire let out a quiet chuckle, her shoulders shaking. “You enjoy a thrill, don’t you?”

“There’s a line between a thrill and an embarrassing show,” he said, one corner of his mouth lifting. He reached out, curling his fingers around her waist. The fabric of her skirt was soft under his palm, the curve of her hip firm beneath. She leaned in, her hips pressing lightly against his, inviting the contact.

She slipped her hands over his shoulders, fingers tracing the line of his collarbone through his shirt. “We could still have a little fun in here,” she whispered, her breath warm against his cheek, her eyes darting once more toward the open doorway.

He glanced that way, too. The living room was out of sight, the only barrier the thin kitchen wall. The television’s glow flickered faintly, voices from the movie muffled but still audible. He turned back to Claire, his pulse quickening. “We’ll stay quiet,” he murmured, his voice barely more than a breath.

“Of course,” she replied, her lips curving upward.

They shared a soft, conspiratorial laugh, the tension between them thickening. He lowered his head, brushing his lips against hers in a subdued kiss. Her mouth parted slightly, her breath mingling with his. She pressed against him, her chest flattening against his torso, the swell of her breasts unmistakable beneath the thin fabric of her top. He felt her fingertips slide up the back of his neck, nails grazing his skin, sending a sharp thrill down his spine.

He drew back just enough to study her face. Her eyes sparkled, mischief and desire mingling. He let himself be drawn closer, pulled by the silent invitation in her gaze.

“Not enough,” she whispered, her words barely audible.

“I’d say so,” he breathed, his lips brushing her cheek.

She stepped back, only half a pace, her hips shifting against the counter. She hooked her fingers in the collar of his shirt, tugging him with her until the countertop pressed into his hip. She positioned herself against it, palms flat on the edge, arms tensed to support her weight. He slid his hands along her hips, thumbs tracing the waistband of her skirt. The material bunched under his grip as he pulled her closer, their bodies aligning.

He leaned in, lowering his mouth to her ear. “They’re pretty focused in there,” he murmured, lips grazing her lobe.

She nodded, her eyes bright with anticipation. “Then let’s keep our voices low,” she said, glancing at the doorway before hooking her fingers around the back of his neck and pulling him in.

Their mouths met in a firmer kiss, lips parting, tongues brushing in quick, hungry strokes. Her arms looped around his neck, drawing him flush against her. He felt the press of her breasts, the shape of her nipples stiffening beneath the fabric. The sensation made his cock twitch, straining harder against his jeans. He tightened his grip on her waist, fingers digging into her flesh. She dragged her nails lightly along his back, the scrape sending another jolt through him.

His right hand slid up her side, thumb slipping beneath the hem of her top. Her skin was hot, the muscles of her waist tensing under his touch. With his other hand, he anchored her hip, holding her steady as she swayed closer, her thighs brushing his. Their breathing grew shallow, mingling in the space between them. She broke the kiss, eyes locked on his, and dropped one hand to his belt buckle.

“You need help with this?” she whispered, her voice catching.

He nodded, breath shaky. She worked the buckle open, fingers deft and quick, then popped the button of his jeans. He reached down, pinching the zipper between his thumb and forefinger, tugging it down with a slow, careful pull. The pressure around his waist eased. He shoved his jeans down to mid-thigh, just enough to free his cock. Claire’s gaze dropped, her lips parting as she reached out, fingertips tracing the exposed length with a gentle, curious touch. He bit back a groan, letting out only a ragged breath through clenched teeth.

“Quiet,” she teased, leaning in to press her lips to his.

He responded by sliding both hands under her top, palms gliding over the curve of her waist. She lifted her arms, elbows bent, allowing him to bunch the fabric upward. He guided her top off, baring her simple bra—white, with a thin strip of lace along the cups. He pressed his palm to her lower back, urging her to arch against him, her breasts pushing forward, nipples visible through the thin material.

She hooked her fingers under her skirt, wriggling it higher around her hips. The hem bunched at her waist, revealing the tops of her thighs and the edge of her underwear. She hooked one leg around his, drawing him closer, her knee pressing into his hip. He parted his lips against hers, letting the rush of forbidden excitement drive him. His hand slid between her thighs, fingers pressing against the damp fabric of her underwear. He hooked his finger under the edge, pulling it aside, and let his fingertips graze her folds. She inhaled sharply, her eyes locked on his, her body taut with anticipation. The heat of her skin, the slickness between her legs, made his cock throb.

He kept his voice faint. “We’ll keep this quick,” he murmured, his lips barely moving as he spoke, eyes darting briefly toward the door before settling back on her. His hand hovered at her hip, thumb pressing into the fabric of her skirt as he waited for her reply.

She swallowed, the motion visible in the slender column of her throat. “Definitely.” Her voice was just as quiet, breath hitching as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other, anticipation tightening her features.

He positioned himself at her entrance, the head of his cock nudging against her. She reached down, fingers steady despite her trembling, and guided him along the slick length of her slit. Her fingertips traced his shaft, spreading her wetness, and she angled her hips to align him exactly where she wanted. He exhaled, the sensation sharp and immediate, and pressed his free hand against the counter for balance. His mind buzzed, adrenaline sharpening every nerve, but he forced himself to tune in to the distant awareness of their surroundings—listening for any footsteps that might approach from the hallway, ears straining past the muffled sound of the TV in the other room.

He pressed forward, sinking into her gradually. The heat of her body enveloped him inch by inch, the tightness drawing a low gasp from his lips that he quickly stifled. He watched her face as he pushed deeper, saw the way her eyelids fluttered and her mouth parted, breath coming short. She tightened her arms around his shoulders, pulling him close, her forearms locking behind his neck. Her nails dug lightly into his back, not enough to leave marks but enough to ground herself in the moment.

Her teeth caught her lower lip as he pushed deeper, her eyes squeezing shut for a second. He paused, giving her a moment to adjust, then eased forward again, feeling her body yield and then grip him. They both breathed through slightly parted mouths, careful not to let the moment roar into full volume. He could feel her heartbeat racing against his chest, the thrum of it matching his own. She shifted her footing, sliding one foot back until her heel touched the cabinet, and pressed her lower back to the edge of the counter for support. The countertop dug into her skin through the thin fabric of her skirt, anchoring her as he buried himself inside.

A jolt of pleasure flickered across her features, her eyebrows arching and her lips pulling back in a silent gasp. She clutched his shoulders, fingers spreading wide and then curling in, trembling from the sensation. He steadied his grip on her waist, both hands firm now, thumbs digging into her sides just above her hips. He began a soft rhythm, rocking his hips forward and back in a measured tempo, mindful of the need for silence. Each movement was deliberate, controlled, the slide of his cock inside her drawing a fresh wave of heat from deep in his belly.

She leaned in, forehead almost brushing his, her breath ghosting across his cheek. Her eyes closed briefly, lashes dark against her flushed skin, then opened again so she could watch every slight movement he made. She tracked the flex of his biceps as he held her, the shift of his shoulders with each thrust. Every subtle change in his angle or depth earned a silent reaction from her—the catch of her breath, the way her fingers clenched around his upper arms, the arch of her foot as she braced herself more securely against the cabinet.

She braced one hand on the counter, palm flat, making sure nothing rattled beneath her touch. Her fingers splayed out, knuckles pale with the effort of keeping still. He pressed deeper, hips rolling forward in a slow, grinding motion, focusing on that tender exchange of motion. Her lips parted, though she barely made a sound, her exhale a whisper against his ear. The thrill of secrecy and closeness burned between them, a hot line of tension that made every touch feel amplified.

Thunder had faded to a distant grumble outside, and the only other noise came from the TV in the other room. The light from the window cast a soft glow over her face, catching the sheen of sweat at her hairline and the flush high on her cheeks. Her hair was slightly mussed, a few strands sticking to her forehead.

He felt himself nearing the edge sooner than he expected, the tightness in his lower abdomen intensifying with each thrust. He slowed his pace, trying to draw out the moment, but the urgency between them made restraint difficult. Claire matched his movements thrust for thrust, hips rolling in small circles, building the friction between them. Her cheeks were reddening, eyes shining with undisguised desire. She bit her lip again, teeth pressing into the soft flesh until it nearly blanched.

He slid one hand under her bra, fingers curling beneath the elastic band to cup the soft curve of her breast. His thumb brushed over her nipple, feeling it pebble instantly beneath his touch. She trembled in response, her body arching into his hand, breath catching in her throat. He squeezed gently, rolling her nipple between his thumb and forefinger, and watched as her eyes fluttered closed again, mouth opening in a silent plea.

She clearly fought to restrain any moans, her chest soon heaving with the effort. He could see her trying to balance the pleasure with their need for secrecy, her entire body tense with the effort of holding back. Her leg wrapped more firmly around him, calf hooking behind his thigh and pulling him closer. The hem of her skirt rode up, exposing the pale skin of her upper thigh, the curve of her hip pressed hard against his pelvis.

He angled himself, shifting his hips just enough to press against that spot inside her that made her twist at the waist. Her mouth opened in a silent exclamation, eyelashes fluttering as her head tipped back. She squeezed his shoulders, gripping hard as if to keep herself anchored, nails biting into his skin. He watched the tension ripple down her neck, the way her collarbone stood out sharply as she arched.

He felt surges of energy building at his core, every muscle in his body tightening in anticipation. He dipped his head briefly, placing a small kiss at the top of her chest, just above the swell of her breast. Her skin was damp with sweat, warm beneath his lips. Her fingers slid into his hair and tugged, the pressure urgent but not painful. She seemed right on the brink, nails pressing lightly into his scalp, her breathing ragged.

Another slow grind, a deep push, and the sensation crested inside him. He kept his eyes locked on hers, watching the exact moment her body tightened in release. He caught the tightening in her body as she came, her inner walls clenching around him in rapid pulses. She threw her head back, mouth opening in a silent cry, her entire body shaking as the orgasm rolled through her. Her breasts heaved, the nipple beneath his hand hard and flushed.

His own orgasm barreled forward, the pressure in his abdomen snapping as he fought to keep his grunts as low as possible. His cock pulsed inside her, hot spurts of cum filling her as his hips jerked involuntarily. He held her tightly, both arms locked around her waist, their hips flush as he finished. His breathing came unsteady and shallow, sweat gathering at the back of his neck and between his shoulder blades.

They stayed connected for a few seconds, hearts thudding, bodies trembling from the exertion. Her arms slid down from his shoulders, and she lowered her forehead against his shoulder, shaking slightly in the aftermath. He kept one hand at her waist, the other bracing himself against the counter, waiting for his breath to calm. He could feel her heartbeat racing against his chest, her skin hot and slick beneath his fingers.

He waited, forcing his breath to calm. Then he eased himself out, moving slowly so as not to jar her. She winced slightly at the sensation, then relaxed, letting her skirt fall back into place. She reached down, adjusting her underwear with careful fingers, making sure the fabric was smooth and nothing was out of place. He reached for the paper towels on the counter, tearing off a few sheets with one hand, and quickly wiped himself clean. He glanced down to make sure there was no mess on the floor or his clothing.

She stifled a soft laugh, one hand covering her mouth, cheeks as pink as he had ever seen them. Her hair was tousled, a lock falling over one eyebrow as she tucked it back behind her ear.

“That was risky,” she whispered, a smile tugging at her lips. Her voice was still breathless, the words barely more than a vibration in the air between them.

He managed a small laugh, still struggling to contain his adrenaline. “But it was worth it.” His voice was rough, low, the aftershocks of release still echoing in his body.

She nodded in agreement, her shoulders still rising and falling in shallow breaths. With one arm, she covered her chest until she could locate her top, eyes scanning the counter for where it had landed. He bent down, retrieved the shirt from where it had fallen near the cabinet, and handed it to her. She slipped it over her head, tugging the hem down and smoothing the fabric over her torso. Her nipples were still visibly hard beneath the thin material, a faint outline against the pale cotton.

He pulled his jeans back into place, stepping into each leg and tugging them up over his hips. He zipped up, fastened his belt, and ran his fingers along the waistband to make sure everything was in order. They paused, scanning the kitchen for any sign of disturbance. He checked the counter for misplaced items, nudged a spoon back into place, and straightened a dish towel. Everything looked unremarkable. The storm outside maintained a constant presence, but it no longer felt quite as dramatic, the flashes of lightning now just a background flicker through the window.

She lifted the water glass and took a sip, tilting her head back, throat working as she swallowed. He did the same, the cool liquid settling him, the glass sweating in his grip. She leaned in and kissed him lightly, lips pressing to his in a gesture that was more affection than urgency now, her hand resting briefly at the side of his neck before she stepped back.

“I’ll duck into the bathroom for a second,” she whispered. “Think you can reappear in there without anyone grilling you?”

He gave a short nod. “Yeah, I’ll say I just needed to stretch my legs. Or maybe I’ll grab more water, too.”

Her expression softened a little. “Sounds good,” she said, stepping aside and disappearing into the hallway. He watched her go, noting how her skirt looked slightly bunched at the sides. Hopefully, nobody else would pay close attention. She vanished around the corner.

He let out a breath and composed himself, then moved back along the short hallway to the living room. Near the threshold, he paused. The space was dimly lit by the TV’s glow. Jess still occupied the armchair, arms folded, head tilted as if she were about to doze. She turned her gaze lazily when she noticed him.

He offered a shrug that feigned nonchalance. “Needed a drink,” he muttered. “And I was trying to avoid tripping over stuff in the dark.”

Jess gave him a half-smile, apparently too tired to probe further. She stretched in the chair, saying nothing more. Ashley sat on the couch, rubbing her eyes. It looked like the end of the movie was rolling across the screen now, everything tying up neatly for the characters. He settled into his previous seat, keeping an eye out for Claire’s return. The credits began to scroll.

He turned back in time to see Jess trudging up the stairs. She spotted him and waved. “Night,” she mumbled. “I have an early alarm.”

He waved back. “Sleep well.”

As she disappeared around the landing, Claire lingered in the hallway. Arms crossed loosely, she eyed him for a moment. “Busy evening,” she said in a low voice.

He leaned against the nearby wall. “Yeah,” he replied. A shared understanding passed between them—both still aware of their quick, heated encounter. She stepped closer, hooking a finger in one of his belt loops.

“We’ll have to keep being careful,” she said, a faint laugh in her eyes.

He shrugged, lips curving in agreement. “That’s how it goes,” he said. He didn’t push further; the unspoken excitement still buzzed quietly.

She pressed her mouth to his in a brief but lingering kiss. Then she released his belt loop and continued upstairs. Near the top step, she looked back once, then disappeared. He exhaled, the house returning to a calmer state.

He locked up, switched off a few stray lights, and finally retreated to his room. As he settled on his bed, the storm outside continued brooding, but it felt weaker now. His body still hummed with the memory of Claire in the kitchen, how her warmth had wrapped around him. He closed his eyes, letting those images mingle with the comfortable realization that no one had noticed. Too close, perhaps, but they had pulled it off.

At some point during the night, he stirred, aware that it was still dark. The clock read nearly three in the morning. He considered fetching water but decided against it and slipped back into sleep.


Chapter 8

Ethan woke up to daylight filtering through the curtains. The storm had passed, and the morning air felt crisp against his exposed arms and face. The bedroom window was slightly open, letting that faint coolness brush over him as he pushed himself upright. He blinked a few times, recalling memories of last night’s quiet in the kitchen that still drifted through his half-drowsy mind. With a short exhale, he swung his legs over the edge of the bed and stood, rolling his shoulders to loosen the mild stiffness there. He checked the time on his phone, seeing it was earlier than he usually woke up. He decided that was fine. Starting the day fresh sounded ideal.

He pulled on an old T-shirt, slipping it down over his torso, then stepped into a comfortable pair of jeans. He finished by shoving his feet into socks, noticing a faint chill coming from the hallway. He opened his bedroom door, listening for any sign of activity in the house. When he heard nothing, he moved toward the stairs.

Down in the kitchen, he tugged open the fridge, gathering eggs, bread, and a few other items he found. He placed a pan on the stove and clicked the burner on. As the pan warmed, he set a stack of bread off to one side, ready for toast. He cracked each egg into a bowl, whisking them in quick motions with a fork until they blended. Then he poured them into the heated pan, watching them spread and begin to sizzle. Steam drifted up in thin wisps. He grabbed a spatula and shifted the eggs around, letting them scramble into fluffy clumps.

While the eggs cooked, he thought about the tasks ahead. The new house under construction next door was a major undertaking, but he enjoyed the physical labor that contrasted with his usual desk work. He felt a renewed sense of purpose whenever he put on his tool belt and got his hands dirty. The idea of continuing the roofing portion of the project gave him a small jolt of energy.

A soft shuffle made him glance toward the kitchen entrance. Victoria stepped inside, wearing a simple sweater and jeans. He briefly noticed the sweater hugging her chest and waist, the knit fabric accentuating her slender figure in a way that caught his eye for a moment. She walked over to the coffee maker and reached for a mug. “You’re up early,” she said, her voice calm and friendly.

He focused on the pan. “Felt like getting a jump on the day. Cooking seemed like a good start.”

Victoria filled her mug and turned back toward him, blowing on the surface of the coffee. “I appreciate it.” She took a quick sip, then placed the mug on the counter. “I need to head back upstairs soon and get some things ready. Mind if I grab a plate?”

He slid some of the eggs and a couple of buttered toast slices onto a dish. “Go ahead. Eat something before you go.”

She picked up the plate, moving over to the table. With little fuss, she ate quickly, scrolling through her phone in brief intervals. She set the phone down, stood up, and reached out to brush her palm across Ethan’s shoulder as she passed. “Thanks. This helps,” she said, an edge of warmth in her tone. “I’ll see you later.” She headed toward the stairway, leaving the empty plate on the table.

Ethan turned off the burner, letting the remaining scrambled eggs sit in the warm pan. He expected Jess or Claire to show up soon. Just as he was thinking about it, he heard footsteps behind him. Jess and Claire walked in nearly together. Jess wore a loose blouse and black jeans. Claire had on leggings and a snug tank top, her damp hair indicating a recent shower.

Jess paused, nodding at the stove. “So this is where the smell—” She stopped herself and rephrased. “Where the cooking is coming from, I see. Did you make enough for us?” She moved closer to the counters, peering over to see what was left.

Ethan nodded. “There’s still some scrambled eggs in the pan and toast on the side. Feel free.”

Claire stepped beside him, lifted the spatula, and transferred the remaining eggs to a plate. “I’ll take care of these.” She handed the plate to Jess, then grabbed another for herself. They settled at the table, sipping coffee and nibbling at their breakfast while making small talk. Jess scrolled through messages on her phone, replying tersely, while Claire kept glancing up, occasionally meeting Ethan’s eyes.

Suddenly, Ashley’s voice came from the door. “Morning?” she called, then took a couple of steps into the hallway. She lifted a light jacket in her hand. “Found it by the couch. Didn’t mean to barge in.”

Claire chewed a piece of toast before answering. “You’re fine. We’re just finishing up here.”

Ashley moved into the kitchen, her expression a mix of curiosity and caution. “I’ve got some time this morning. Figured I might say hi, but if it’s too early, I can head out.” She shrugged lightly, setting the jacket on a nearby chair.

Jess ran a hand through her hair. “It’s not too early. We were talking about the house next door.” She gestured around. “Busy times.”

Ashley stood near the table, shifting her stance. “So it’s a big group project, right?”

Claire swallowed a bite. “Yes. All of us are involved. We’re planning to move in once it’s finished.”

Ashley’s lips parted slightly. “Huh. That must be interesting, living together like that.” She glanced at Ethan, then looked back at Claire and Jess. “I’m still wrapping my head around it.”

Jess nodded, her tone neutral. “It works for us.”

Ashley gave a small nod and picked up her jacket. “Anyway, I’ve got errands. Didn’t want to intrude.” She held the jacket folded against her side. “I’ll see you all around.”

Claire set down her fork. “Sure. Let us know if you want to hang later.”

Ashley managed a polite smile. “Thanks.” With that, she headed out. Jess and Claire finished their plates in silence, then placed them by the sink.

Jess checked her phone again. “Time for me to hit the office. I have calls and emails stacking up.”

Claire rose from her chair. “I’ll ride with you. Beats fighting for parking.” She gave Ethan a long look. “You heading next door?”

Ethan nodded, stepping toward the doorway. “That’s the plan. There’s still plenty to do on the roof.”

Jess grabbed her bag from the living room, and Claire followed her out. Ethan listened to the front door open and close, leaving the house quiet. He stacked the dishes in the dishwasher, let out a short breath, and walked to collect his work boots and tool belt. Once he had them in hand, he left the house and crossed the damp grass. The construction crew was already on-site, busy loading materials for the day’s roofing tasks.

A worker named Luis lifted a hand in greeting. “Hey, Ethan. Ready to get up top?” His voice carried a casual edge as he hoisted a bundle of shingles.

Ethan flexed his hand on the tool belt. “Definitely. Where do you want me?”

Luis jerked his chin toward a ladder propped against the side. “We’re working on the next section near the front slope.”

Ethan climbed the ladder carefully, one rung at a time, until he reached the roof. He moved across plywood decking to where a worker was crouched, tacking down underlayment. She straightened and patted the spot beside her. “We’re almost done with this layer. Then we’ll lay the shingles. Grab the hammer and some nails. I’ll pass them to you bit by bit.”

He knelt down, feeling the rough texture of the underlayment under his palms. He systematically checked the alignment, cutting small pieces of the flashing to fit around vents. Then he hammered each edge in place. Step after step he worked, never rushing, yet keeping a steady pace. Once they finished the underlayment, they shifted to installing the shingles. He layered them row by row, ensuring the nails secured them flush. Each time the worker called out for more nails, he handed them over, then reached for more shingles himself.

Hours passed in a steady flow of action. He occasionally paused to stretch his back or wipe his forehead with his sleeve. The sun shone high, and he welcomed the hard work. It grounded him in a way sitting at a desk never quite did. Partway through the day, a delivery truck arrived with doors and windows for the interior, and half the crew split off to unload. Ethan stayed on the roof, finishing the current section.

By mid-afternoon, he saw Victoria coming across the lawn below. She carried a tote bag in one hand. He climbed down the ladder to meet her, each rung jarred by his weight until he hit the ground. She set the bag down and handed him a chilled bottle of juice. “Figured you could use a drink,” she said, pressing a light kiss to his cheek.

He twisted the cap off and took a large gulp. “Thanks. This is perfect.”

She glanced up at the roof. “You’ve covered a lot of ground today.”

He nodded, swallowing. “We’re making solid progress. Should be roofed up soon.”

Victoria rested her palm on Ethan’s arm for just a moment. “I have to get going. Keep at it.” She handed him a couple more drinks for the crew and offered a small parting smile before heading back toward the main house.

He passed around the extra bottles to the workers, who thanked him in short acknowledgments. They all took a few minutes to drink and feel the breeze on their faces. Then they got back to work, hammering the final shingles into place. Piece by piece, the roof took shape, sealing the house against future weather. Late in the afternoon, they cleaned up, sweeping away debris and organizing leftover materials. The last row of shingles along the ridge finished up just as the sun began its descent.

Eventually, Ethan climbed down, feeling the satisfying heaviness in his arms and shoulders. He helped the crew store tools in the locked container. Then he stepped inside the partly framed interior, walking from room to room while envisioning how everything would look once completed. With a final glance at the beams overhead, he stepped out, crossing the yard behind the house so he could take the short path back home.

Once inside, he placed his tool belt and boots near the entry, dusting them off lightly with his hands. He headed upstairs, peeling off his sweaty shirt to take a hot shower, letting the water rinse away the day’s exertion. After he dressed in fresh clothes and a comfortable pair of socks, he checked the clock. Evening was creeping in.

Back in the living room, he noticed the stillness of the space. Jess and Claire likely hadn’t returned yet, and Victoria might have been in her office or running errands. He dropped onto the sofa, resting his elbows on his knees for a moment to check messages on his phone. He had a few notes regarding deliveries for the house, some scheduling requests from the crew, and a handful of everyday reminders. He tapped through them, mentally preparing for more work once the roof was finished.

His mind flicked briefly to Ashley’s reaction that morning. She hadn’t said much, but her eyes had hinted at confusion. He understood not everyone was used to the arrangement here, yet he didn’t see a need to push anything. People adapted at their own pace.

Satisfied he was caught up for the day, Ethan leaned back and let his gaze wander to the window. The sky was bright with soft evening light, the storm fully cleared. He tapped his phone’s screen off, set it on the coffee table, and decided to relax for a while. If the others came home soon, he could talk to them about dinner or watch something together. Until then, he settled into the cushions.


Chapter 9

By Saturday, Ethan’s designs for the courthouse were done. He refined the layout, tested structural elements, and added subtle modern aesthetic details Victoria insisted on. He set the laptop down on the kitchen table, careful to place it squarely on the worn wood so the fan vents wouldn’t be blocked. His right hand lingered on the lid for a second, fingers flexing as the dull ache radiated from the base of his neck into his shoulders. A week of late nights, first hunched over the drafting table, then stooped in front of the computer, had left his muscles stiff and sore. Sunlight poured through the window over the sink, making the kitchen bright with the clear late morning light. The air was still except for the distant rumble of construction equipment from next door and the faint, steady whirring of the dishwasher cycling through its rinse.

As he crossed the kitchen, Macy sprawled out on the cool tile by the sliding glass door. Her golden fur caught the sunlight, and her tail thumped once against the floor when he passed, her eyes tracking him without lifting her head. He gave her a quick pat on the side before moving past, feeling the brief warmth of her body under his palm.

Victoria sat at the table, her posture relaxed, a mug of tea cupped between both hands. Her brown hair fell loose around her shoulders, strands catching the light and framing her face. She wore a thin white tank top that clung to her chest, the outline of her small, perky breasts clearly visible through the fabric, and slate-colored shorts that bared her legs to mid-thigh. She glanced up, her green eyes sharp and attentive, as he set the laptop in front of her. The mug made a soft tap as she set it down, steam curling up from the tea.

He pulled out the chair next to her and sat, the wood creaking under his weight. He tapped the laptop’s trackpad and clicked open the CAD files, watching the blueprints load, lines and shapes resolving into the familiar structure he’d spent so many hours perfecting. “Ready?” he asked, his voice low.

Victoria nodded, the motion slight, and pushed her mug a few inches aside with her left hand, making room for his elbow. She leaned forward, forearms resting on the table, and pulled the laptop a little closer so the screen tilted toward her. He shifted in his seat, angling himself to see the display, and pulled up the main floor plan for the courthouse. The lines were crisp, the layout clean and orderly. He’d spent hours adjusting the dimensions, dragging walls by inches, tweaking the flow between spaces until it felt right. The public lobby opened into the courtrooms, the judge’s chambers set apart, the staff wing tucked discreetly out of sight.

“Show me the entry first,” Victoria said. She reached out and traced the screen lightly with her finger, following the path of the entrance.

He zoomed in on the entrance, using two fingers to pinch and drag on the trackpad.

“So, here’s the main doors—ten feet tall, glass with bronze framing.” He pointed to the thick black lines on the plan, outlining the entry. “The vestibule opens up to a double-height atrium. I kept the columns you wanted, but I made them slimmer, more modern.” He tapped the columns on the screen, then drew his finger to a blue rectangle. “There’s a water feature here. It’ll be visible from the street, but you don’t walk through it. It’s more of a visual anchor.”

Victoria leaned in, her eyes narrowing as she studied the plan. She moved her finger along the path, then paused. “And the landscaping?”

He clicked over to a rendering, the cursor hovering for a second before selecting the right file. “Native grasses, low-maintenance.” He pointed to the green swaths on the plan. “Benches under the oaks.” He traced the curved path with his finger.

“The path curves around the fountain, then splits—one into the public side, one for staff only.”

Her fingertip hovered over the benches. “Security?”

He clicked back to the floor plan and highlighted the lobby entrance. “Metal detectors here.” He drew a box on the screen. “But set back, so you don’t see them from the doors.” He moved the cursor to a side door. “There’s a separate door for employees, badge access only. I hid the loading dock behind the building, so it doesn’t ruin the street view.”

Victoria nodded, scrolling through the elevations with the trackpad. Her nails clicked softly as she moved. “You kept the brick.”

“Yeah.” He brought up the materials palette, clicking on the swatch. “I matched the color to the old courthouse, but the pattern is more contemporary. It’ll look solid, but not old-fashioned.”

Victoria’s lips pressed together. She leaned closer, studying the details on the screen, her hair falling forward to partly obscure her face. “And the courtrooms?”

He switched to the interior renderings, clicking through the folders. “Three courtrooms, all on the second floor.” He pointed to the rectangles on the plan. “Skylights for natural light.” He circled the roof cutouts. “I put in acoustic panels, so it won’t echo.” He gestured to the ceiling in the rendering. “The judge’s bench is raised, but I brought the jury box out from the wall. It feels less like a stage, more like a conversation.”

Victoria looked at him, her expression intent. “You really thought about that?”

He shrugged, shoulders tight. “I kept thinking about how intimidating courtrooms are. If the space feels less cold, maybe people won’t dread being there so much.” He traced the layout again, his finger pausing over the jury box.

Victoria smiled, a small, real smile that softened her face and made her look younger, almost like she had when they first met. “That’s good. Show me the staff area.”

He scrolled through the plans, clicking into the staff wing. “Staff offices are here, out of the public traffic.” He pointed to the block of rooms. “There’s a break room with windows facing the ocean.” He tapped the rectangle marked ‘break room.’ “I figured they deserve a nice view.”

She nodded again, then leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms under her breasts, making the thin tank top stretch tight across her chest. “Show me the site plan.”

He clicked through to the site overview, waiting for the file to load. “Parking lot is behind the building.” He pointed to the shaded area. “There’s a separate lot for judges and staff—gated, but not visible from the street. The public lot has trees for shade, and there’s a bike rack here.” He circled the spot near the entrance.

Victoria studied the screen for a long moment, scrolling back and forth with the trackpad, her eyes flicking between the details. Then she looked up. “What about stormwater runoff?”

“I sloped the site so it drains to a rain garden here.” He pointed to the shaded green area on the plan. “Permeable pavers in the parking lot. The fountain recirculates water.” He tapped the blue rectangle again.

She was quiet, scrolling back and forth, reviewing his work. His stomach knotted, tension twisting through him. He’d spent the last two days refining the layout, testing structural loads, double-checking egress routes and ADA compliance. He’d even let her suggestions about the modern aesthetic push the design further than he would have on his own. He watched her face, trying to read her reaction, but she gave nothing away.

Footsteps sounded down the stairs, slow and uneven. Jess appeared first, hair mussed, wearing a black sports bra and loose flannel pants that hung low on her hips. She stretched, arching her back until her ribs showed, then leaned over Victoria’s shoulder, bracing her palms on the back of Victoria’s chair and peering at the screen.

“What’s this?” Jess asked, her voice still rough from sleep.

“Courthouse design,” Ethan said. “Final version.”

Claire followed a moment later, still in one of his old t-shirts, the hem hanging low on her thighs, her blonde hair a tangled halo around her face. She yawned, covering her mouth with the back of her hand, then squeezed in beside Jess, her blue eyes squinting at the CAD drawing.

Jess nudged Victoria with her hip. “You’re not going to let him get away with those ugly benches, are you?”

Victoria didn’t look up. “They’re not ugly. They’re functional. And they’re under the trees.”

Claire giggled, her laughter light. “It looks like a school.”

Ethan grinned, feeling the tension ease a little. “I’ll add a hopscotch pattern in the parking lot.”

Jess smirked, cocking one eyebrow. “You should. Court’s more fun if you can play outside.”

Victoria scrolled through the renderings, tapping her finger on the trackpad. “Ethan, show them the fountain.”

He pulled up the 3D view, clicking through the thumbnails until the water feature filled the screen. The pool was a shallow rectangle, set into the brick plaza, the water’s surface perfectly flat except for a single jet that shot up in a clean, vertical line. The courthouse entrance loomed behind, glass catching the sunlight and throwing reflections onto the brick.

Jess whistled. “Fancy.”

Claire leaned over, her breasts pressing against his arm as she peered at the screen, her t-shirt gaping slightly at the neck. “Is that real water?”

He nodded. “Yeah. It’ll be lit from below at night.”

Victoria kept her eyes on the screen, her fingers resting lightly on the edge of the laptop. “I like the lines. It’s solid. The proportions are right.”

He let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding, his shoulders dropping as the tension eased. “You think it’s good enough?”

She looked at him, her expression unreadable for a moment. Then she smiled, a rare, warm smile that lit her face. “These are solid, Ethan. You did good work.”

Jess grinned and nudged his shoulder with her fist. “Look at you. Mr. Architect.”

Claire hugged his arm, her breasts pressing against his bicep. “We should celebrate.”

Victoria closed the laptop, the lid clicking shut, and slid it toward him. “We should submit by Monday. I’ll write up the project summary.”

He nodded, feeling the stress begin to slide off his shoulders. “I’ll start prepping the drawings for submission.” He gathered the scattered papers, stacking them in a neat pile and tucking them under his arm.

Jess flopped into a chair, tucking one leg under herself, her foot dangling off the edge. “Does this mean you get to stop working for the weekend?”

He shrugged. “Mostly. I still have to check on the site next door.”

Claire gave his arm a squeeze, her fingers digging in gently. “Can we go swimming first? It’s nice out.”

He looked past the sliding door, squinting at the cloudless sky and the bright blue line of the ocean. The breeze moved the sheer curtain, shifting the light on the tile. “Yeah. Give me ten minutes to change.”

Jess grinned, teeth flashing. “Race you.”

She bolted up the stairs, feet pounding, Claire right behind her, her t-shirt flapping around her thighs. Victoria lingered at the table, sipping her tea, her eyes on him as he gathered up the laptop and papers.

“You really did good work,” she said quietly, her voice low.

He met her eyes. “Couldn’t have done it without you pushing me.”

She smiled, then stood and stretched, her tank top riding up to show her flat stomach and the subtle outline of her ribs. “I’ll get the towels.”

By the time Ethan had changed into his swim trunks, he paused in front of the mirror, running his hands over the elastic waistband to make sure it sat right on his hips. He grabbed the bottle of sunscreen from the bathroom shelf, flipping the cap open and squeezing a thick line into his palm. He spread it over his arms, rubbing briskly up and down from wrist to shoulder, making sure to get the backs of his hands and between his fingers. He squirted more into his palm and slathered it over his chest and stomach, rubbing the white streaks in until his skin stopped looking chalky. He bent, propping his foot on the edge of the tub, and worked sunscreen up his shins and over his knees. Once he was confident he hadn’t missed a spot, he snapped the cap closed and tossed the bottle into his canvas tote.

He stepped into his flip-flops, grabbed a faded baseball cap from the hook by the door, and slung the tote over his shoulder. As he slid open the heavy glass door to the backyard, the girls’ voices carried over the pool. Jess and Claire were already outside, their laughter sharp and bright in the late morning sun. Jess and Claire stood at the edge of the pool, Jess leaning over with her hands on her knees, Claire crouched and squinting up at her, both of them locked in a mock-serious argument about who could hold their breath longer.

Victoria sat a little apart from them, settled into a lounge chair positioned to face the pool. A stack of blue towels, neatly folded, sat beside her on the chair’s low table. Her legs were crossed at the ankle, toes pointed, and she wore oversized sunglasses perched on her nose. Her black hair was pulled back into a low ponytail, and her mouth curled into a faint, amused smile as she listened to the girls bicker.

Macy, their golden retriever, bounded up as Ethan stepped outside, her tail wagging in wide arcs. She nosed at his calf, then bounced a few steps away, tongue lolling. Ethan reached into the tote, pulled out a scuffed tennis ball, and held it up. Macy’s eyes locked on it, her body tensing. He gave the ball a quick toss across the patchy lawn, watching as Macy tore after it, paws digging into the grass, ears flapping.

Jess glanced over, shading her eyes with one hand. “You coming, old man?”

Ethan grinned, jogging down the wooden steps from the deck, the planks warm under his bare feet. “You’re the one who can’t swim in water under seventy degrees,” he shot back, hopping the last two steps and landing on the grass.

Claire laughed, scooping up a handful of pool water and flicking it in Jess’s direction. Droplets splashed across Jess’s stomach and thighs. Jess shrieked, stumbling back, then dove headfirst into the pool after Claire, who was already kicking away, giggling.

Victoria reached for a towel from the stack, holding it out to Ethan as he approached. “You’re going to get sand everywhere.”

He shrugged, taking the towel and draping it over his shoulder. “That’s what the outdoor shower is for.” He brushed his fingers through his hair, the sunscreen making his skin tacky.

Victoria shook her head, but her lips curved into a smile. She stood, shifting her weight to one hip, and picked up her own towel, adjusting the strap of her black bikini top where it had slipped slightly off her shoulder.

They made their way down the narrow flagstone path toward the back gate, Macy trotting ahead, tennis ball clamped in her jaws. Ethan unlatched the gate, swinging it open with a metallic creak. The shortcut led between two overgrown yards, the path hemmed in by wild grasses and low, scrubby bushes. Victoria walked beside him, her towel draped loosely over her shoulder, her hips swaying slightly with each step. Jess and Claire had already darted ahead, their laughter echoing back.

They reached the edge of the dunes, where the sand was cool and damp underfoot. Ethan stepped out of his flip-flops, sinking his toes into the fine grit, then picked up the sandals and hooked them through his fingers. Victoria did the same, shaking a little sand from her foot before continuing. The path wound through a patch of wind-bent pines, their branches arching overhead, needles scattered across the sand.

The ocean stretched out ahead, rough today, whitecaps rolling in close to shore. The sky was bright, not a cloud in sight. Jess and Claire sprinted down the last stretch of sand, chasing each other, shrieking as they reached the water’s edge. The first wave broke over their feet, and both girls yelped, hopping back from the icy water before dashing in again, splashing each other.

Ethan and Victoria set up camp near the driftwood log that marked their usual spot. Ethan shook out the towels, snapping them in the air to shake off any loose sand, then spread them side by side on the flattest patch he could find. Victoria sat, lowering herself carefully onto the towel, stretching her legs out in front of her and crossing them at the ankles. She wore a simple black bikini, the thin straps stark against her pale skin. Her breasts were small and round, the fabric of the top hugging her curves without gaping or bunching. She adjusted the bottom edge of the bikini, tugging it slightly to smooth out a wrinkle before leaning back on her elbows, propping herself up and tipping her face toward the sun.

Ethan dropped his tote beside the towels and sat down, knees drawn up. He watched as Claire and Jess splashed in the surf, Macy barking and darting back and forth at the edge of the water, her fur already soaked in patches. Victoria watched the horizon, her sunglasses reflecting the sharp blue line where sky met ocean.

She glanced at Ethan, her lips parting. “You look tired.”

He shrugged, rolling his shoulders and letting his arms rest on his knees. “I am. But it’s a good tired.”

She smiled, then nudged him with her foot, her toes pressing briefly against his calf. “You’re going to have to get used to it. Starting a business isn’t easier than working at a firm.”

He laughed, shaking his head. “I know. But at least I get to pick my own projects.”

She nodded, her expression shifting, growing quieter. He watched the waves, tracking the girls as they played with Macy, the breeze cool against his skin, the sun warming his shoulders.

Finally, Victoria spoke again, her voice softer. “You handled the design process well. You listened, but you didn’t just do what I said. That’s not easy.”

He turned to look at her, meeting her eyes behind the dark lenses. “I trust your judgment. But I have to trust my own, too.”

She smiled, a little softer this time, her lips curving up at the corners. “You should.”

Jess and Claire came running up from the surf, water streaming off their bodies. Claire flopped onto her towel, shivering, her nipples hard and clearly visible against the thin, pale blue fabric of her bikini top. Jess stood over her, shaking her head and sending droplets of water flying in all directions, her hair plastered to her cheeks and neck.

“Water’s freezing,” Jess said, her teeth chattering.

Claire giggled, wrapping her arms around her knees. “He’s afraid to go in.”

Ethan stood, brushing sand from his thighs. “I’ll show you.” He jogged down the beach, feet sinking into the wet sand, then waded into the surf. The water bit at his ankles, then his knees, the cold shocking. He sucked in a breath, then dove forward, arms slicing through the surface. The chill hit him all at once, his skin prickling, but he forced himself to swim out a few strokes, then surfaced, shaking salt water from his eyes. Jess and Claire stood on the shore, laughing, pointing at him.

He swam back, water streaming down his chest and arms. Claire met him at the edge, grabbing a towel and wrapping it around his shoulders, pressing her body close to his. Her bikini pressed tight against her skin, nipples still hard beneath the fabric.

“You’re crazy,” she said, grinning up at him.

“Maybe,” he replied, pulling her in for a quick kiss, his lips brushing hers, the taste of salt lingering.

Victoria watched from her towel, a small smile on her lips, her sunglasses pushed up onto her forehead.

Jess flopped onto her stomach, propping her chin on her hands, elbows digging into the towel. “So, what’s next for the courthouse?”

Ethan sat down beside her, wringing water from his hair, squeezing the ends between his fingers until droplets pattered onto the sand.

“We submit on Monday. Then it’s up to the county.”

Jess nodded, her expression serious for a moment. “You’ll get it. It’s the best thing they’ll see.”

Claire leaned against him, her damp skin cool against his side. “You always say that.”

Jess smirked, rolling onto her back. “I’m always right.”

Victoria stretched, standing and brushing sand from her legs, her hands sliding up her thighs and over her calves to flick away the clinging grains. “I’m going to walk. Anyone coming?”

Claire shook her head, pulling her towel tighter around her shoulders. “I’m going to stay here.”

Jess sat up, brushing sand from her stomach. “I’ll go with you.”

Victoria nodded, and the two of them set off down the beach, Macy trailing after them, tail wagging.

Claire snuggled closer to Ethan, her thigh pressed against his. “You really did a good job, Ethan.”

He pressed his lips to her forehead. “Thanks.”

She looked up at him, blue eyes bright, her cheeks still flushed from the cold water. “Do you ever think about how different your life is now?”

He laughed, tilting his head back. “Every day.”

She smiled, then lay her head on his chest, her hair damp against his skin. They watched the waves, the sun warming them, the breeze cool on their faces.

After a while, Victoria and Jess returned, Macy bounding ahead, tongue lolling. Victoria’s cheeks were pink from the sun, a few wisps of hair stuck to her forehead. Jess flopped down beside Ethan, her skin glistening with sweat, beads of moisture tracing down her stomach.

“Let’s go home,” she said. “I’m starving.”

They gathered up the towels, shaking out the sand, and rolled them tightly. Ethan stuffed them into the tote, tucking the sunscreen and flip-flops on top. They walked back across the dunes, sand sticking to their feet, Macy weaving between them.

The house felt cool and quiet after the sun and wind. Ethan dropped the tote by the door, then headed to the backyard, flipping open the grill’s lid and twisting the gas knob. He pressed the igniter until the flame caught, then laid out burger patties and ears of corn, the meat sizzling as soon as it hit the grates.

Jess and Claire set the table on the deck, bickering about which toppings belonged on burgers. Claire lined up plates and forks, while Jess arranged pickles and cheese slices. Victoria stood at the kitchen counter, slicing tomatoes and cucumbers for a salad, her knife moving quickly.

They ate outside, the construction noise from next door fading as the workers packed up. The pool sparkled in the late afternoon sun, shadows stretching across the water.

After dinner, Ethan gathered plates and carried them inside, rinsing them at the sink while the girls lounged by the pool. Macy sprawled at their feet, panting, paws splayed.

Jess stretched, her sports bra riding up to reveal a hint of underboob, the fabric tight across her chest. “So, what are we doing tonight?”

Claire grinned, propping her chin on her hand. “Movie night?”

Victoria shook her head, gathering her laptop and a stack of papers. “I have to finish the project summary.”

Jess pouted, crossing her arms. “You’re no fun.”

Victoria smiled as she walked past. “I’ll join you after.”

Claire and Jess dragged out blankets and pillows, arranging them in a messy nest in the living room. Ethan joined them, stretching out on the couch, arms behind his head. Jess curled up beside him, laying her head on his shoulder, her hair tickling his neck. Claire sprawled across their laps, giggling as Jess reached down and tickled her side, fingers digging into her ribs.

Victoria came in after a while, laptop balanced on her knees. She settled in the armchair, typing quietly, her eyes flicking up to watch the screen now and then.

They watched a bad action movie, laughing at the over-the-top stunts and ridiculous dialogue. Jess dozed off halfway through, her chest rising and falling. Claire curled up beside her, eyes drifting closed, her hand resting on Jess’s hip.

Victoria snapped her laptop shut and stood, arching her back as she stretched, arms above her head. “I’m going to bed.”

Ethan nodded, pushing himself up. “Me too.”

He scooped Jess into his arms, her body limp and warm, her arms looping around his neck. He carried her upstairs, her cheek pressed to his shoulder. Claire followed, rubbing her eyes, yawning.

Victoria was already in bed when Ethan came in. She looked up, sheets pulled to her waist, as he slid under the covers.

“You’re happy,” she said quietly.

He smiled, reaching for her hand, their fingers intertwining, her grip warm and strong.

“Good,” she said.

He closed his eyes, feeling the quiet of the house settle around him, the distant sound of waves, Jess and Claire’s soft laughter from the next room. For the first time in a long time, he felt like he was exactly where he was supposed to be.


Chapter 10

He exhaled and rubbed the back of his neck as he glanced out through the open sliding door. The sun was blazing out in the yard, and heat waves almost shimmered over the patio. He didn’t feel like staying inside, and neither did anyone else. Jess had been the first to complain about the warm midday air in the living room, and she suggested they hit the pool for a refreshing cooldown. That was enough to get everyone moving.

“Pool day!” Jess announced, bounding up from the couch.

Claire set down her phone and nodded. “Might as well. It’s way too hot to do anything else.”

Victoria had been in the kitchen swapping out the dish towel for a clean one, and she brightened at the idea. “I’m in. I just need to find my suit.”

He decided to follow their lead, but as they hurried off to grab bikinis, he remembered something he needed to do: the ribs. The cookout was supposed to be the highlight of the afternoon, a little celebration for finishing the designs of the new house project. He thought about how proud they all were of the progress, the satisfaction of getting every detail sketched out just in time. He wanted to put something genuinely tasty on everyone’s plates, not just for the occasion, but because he owed them. They’d been patient with his endless obsession over the courthouse renovation. Those old beams, the warped floors, the way the sunlight slanted through the dusty windows—it had all been on his mind for weeks, sometimes waking him up in the middle of the night. At least now, with the new house plans done and big strides made on the courthouse, he could let himself relax for a bit.

He walked toward the kitchen, moving past the half-finished coffee mugs and the scattered blueprints still covering one end of the dining table. The fridge door gave a low creak as he opened it. He leaned in, feeling the cool air on his face, and reached for the two racks of ribs he’d put to marinate the night before. The glass dish was cold and slick in his hands, condensation already forming on the sides. He set the dish carefully on the counter, pushing aside a stray notepad and a salt shaker to make room.

He peeled back the plastic wrap, the sticky edge clinging to his fingers before he tugged it free. The smell of the marinade hit him immediately. His special homemade sauce had darkened the meat to a glossy, reddish-brown, thick with molasses and a kick of chipotle. He reached for the spice rub, a small bowl he’d mixed earlier, and pinched some between his fingers. He sprinkled the rub over the first rack, watching the grains settle onto the meat, then pressed them in with his fingertips. He worked slowly, pressing the rub into every crevice, making sure it clung to the fat and muscle along the bones. He flipped the rack and repeated the process, his hands growing sticky with sauce and spice. He did the same for the second rack, making sure not to miss the edges where the meat curled around the bone.

Once he was satisfied, he reached for a fresh sheet of plastic wrap. He pulled it from the roll, the plastic stretching and snapping as he tore it free. He laid it flat over the ribs, smoothing it down with the heel of his hand. He pressed the edges against the countertop, working his way around the dish to make sure it was sealed tight. He ran his thumb along the rim, double-checking that nothing would leak out. The counter felt cool under his palms, and the plastic clung to his skin as he pressed it down.

He paused for a second, glancing at the marinated ribs, and wiped his hands on a kitchen towel. The girls were still upstairs, their voices muffled as they moved around, the sound of dresser drawers opening and closing. He could picture them sorting through their swimsuits, laughing about tan lines and arguing over who got the last clean towel. He took a moment to stack the spice jars back in the cabinet, lining them up in their usual order.

He heard footsteps pounding down the stairs, quick and light, then the sound of bare feet skidding across the tile. Jess’s head appeared in the doorway, her hair pulled back into a messy ponytail, a bold red bikini standing out against her tan skin. The thin strings at her hips were tied in neat bows, the top cut low enough to show the upper curve of her breasts. She leaned against the doorframe, one hand braced above her head. “Hey, how long until you start the grill?” she asked, her voice casual but with a hint of impatience.

He looked over his shoulder at her, grinning. “Still need to set up. Probably an hour before we can eat. Let me put these ribs on low and slow. We can hang out by the pool while they cook.”

Jess gave him a thumbs-up, her eyes flicking to the dish on the counter, apparently satisfied with his answer. She pushed off the doorframe and sauntered back outside, her hips swaying a little more than necessary. He watched her for a moment, unable to help himself. Through the kitchen window, he saw her step onto the pool deck. She stretched her arms high overhead, her back arching, breasts lifting as she pushed her chest forward. The red bikini top strained against her curves, the sunlight catching the sheen of sunscreen on her skin. Even from inside, he could see the small, knowing grin on her lips—she was putting on a show, and she knew exactly what she was doing. That was Jess for sure. He grinned back, shaking his head.

He set the ribs aside, making sure the plastic wrap was still sealed, and picked up the glass dish. He carried it carefully through the sliding door, his bare feet slapping against the cool tile of the hallway. Outside, the sunlight was harsh, the concrete patio already radiating heat. He placed the dish on a small side table next to the grill, adjusting it so it sat flat and steady.

He reached for the grill lid, the handle warm from sitting in the sun. He lifted it and propped it open, revealing the empty grate and the blackened tray below. He bent down, grabbing the bag of charcoal from under the table. He pulled the drawstring open, the bag crinkling as he reached inside. He scooped out a double handful of coals, letting them tumble into the tray. He repeated the process, adding more coals until he’d built a mound in the center, making sure the pile was tight enough to catch but not so dense that the air wouldn’t flow.

He set the bag aside and reached for the lighter fluid, unscrewing the cap and tipping the bottle carefully over the coals. The clear liquid soaked into the charcoal, darkening the edges and sending up a faint vapor. He replaced the cap and set the bottle away from the grill. He grabbed the long-handled lighter, flicked the trigger, and touched the flame to the edge of the mound. The coals caught with a small burst of fire, the flame crawling along the lighter fluid, orange and blue flickers dancing across the black surface. He watched for a moment, waiting until the flames died down and the edges of the coals began to glow red.

He adjusted the vents at the bottom of the grill, sliding the metal tabs open to let more air in. He checked the top vent too, twisting it until it was halfway open, making sure the heat would build evenly. He lowered the grill grate into place, the metal clanging against the sides, and closed the lid. He rested his hand on top for a second, feeling the metal grow warmer as the coals worked.

He wiped his hands on his shorts and stepped back inside, the cool air a relief against his skin. He couldn’t resist peeking through the sliding door again, just for a second or two. Claire was already in the water. She floated on an inflatable lounger shaped like a giant pink flamingo, her legs stretched out, toes pointed. Her black bikini hugged her body, the fabric tight across her hips and chest, emphasizing her slim waist and the gentle curve of her breasts. She leaned back, arms draped lazily over the sides of the float, her head tipped back to catch the sun. He felt his gaze linger on the way the bikini top pressed against her nipples, the outline faint but visible through the wet fabric. He forced himself to look away, turning back to the kitchen.

He grabbed a stack of towels from the laundry basket, folding them over his arm one by one. He checked the pantry for sunscreen, finding a half-empty bottle and tucking it into the crook of his elbow. He grabbed a pair of sunglasses for himself and debated bringing out another bottle of water, eventually deciding to fill a pitcher with ice and lemon slices. He carried everything to the door, balancing the towels, sunscreen, and pitcher in a careful stack.

Victoria emerged next, her footsteps light as she padded into the living room. She wore a sporty halter-style bikini top, the dark blue fabric contrasting with her pale skin, and matching bottoms that sat low on her hips. Her hair was pulled back into a tight braid, a few wisps escaping around her temples. She held a bright green tennis ball in her hand, fingers curled around it. She raised her voice so he could hear her through the open door. “Macy, wanna play fetch?” she called, her tone playful.

Macy, their golden retriever, barked happily and pranced around Victoria’s feet, tail wagging in wide arcs. Victoria stepped out onto the lawn, her bare feet sinking into the grass. She crouched down, holding the ball just out of reach, letting Macy jump and snap at the air. She laughed, then stood and tossed the ball a short distance. Macy took off after it, paws thudding against the ground, ears flapping as she ran. Victoria clapped her hands as Macy returned, dropping the ball at her feet. She picked it up and threw it again, this time farther, sending Macy sprinting across the yard. Even in the rising heat, Macy showed no sign of slowing down, her tongue lolling out as she chased the ball again and again.

Meanwhile, Jess had grabbed a Bluetooth speaker from the patio table and scrolled through her phone for a playlist. She tapped the screen a few times, then set the speaker down near the pool. Music started up, the beat bright and summery, the kind of tunes that made it impossible not to relax. Jess adjusted the volume, then sprawled out on a lounge chair, one leg bent, the other dangling off the edge. She stretched her arms behind her head, letting the sun hit her stomach and chest, the red bikini top pulled tight across her breasts.

He stepped outside fully, the heat hitting him like a wall. Sweat beaded instantly on his forehead, trickling down the sides of his face. The combination of the blazing sun and his black T-shirt was miserable, the fabric clinging to his back. He hooked his fingers under the hem and pulled it off, peeling it away from his damp skin. He balled the shirt up and tossed it onto a patio chair, not caring where it landed. The concrete around the pool was warm under his bare feet, the heat radiating up through his soles as he walked over to set the towels and pitcher on a side table. He glanced around, taking in the scene: Claire floating, Victoria throwing the ball for Macy, Jess stretched out in her tiny red bikini, the sun glinting off her bare stomach and the swell of her breasts. He felt a slow grin spread across his face, content to let the afternoon unfold exactly as planned.

Claire floated toward the pool’s edge, near a cooler Jess had filled with ice. “Hand me a water, please,” she said with a wave.

He bent over, opened the cooler, and tossed her a chilled bottle. She caught it against her chest, water droplets from her body mixing with the condensation on the bottle. She twisted the cap open and took a long sip.

Victoria and Macy reached the edge of the water as well, but Macy looked uncertain about jumping in. “Come on, girl,” Victoria coaxed as she tossed the ball lightly into the shallow end. Macy stared, circled uncertainly, then finally hopped in one bounding leap, splashing around. They all cheered at once.

Jess set the speaker near the lounge chairs to avoid water damage from stray splashes. Then she shot him a playful glance. “You’re just standing there. Jump in already, or are you waiting for us to beg?”

“I’ll get in soon. Gotta check the ribs first. Then I’m all yours,” he joked back.

She gave a half-smirk and stepped onto the pool ladder, then climbed out of the water. Her red bikini, already snug, clung even tighter once it was soaked. She stretched casually, letting the sun glisten on her skin. He tried not to stare too obviously, but she was definitely making a spectacle. She swayed her hips before flipping her wet hair back and stepping over to a towel. The moment she turned his way, she caught him looking at her and wiggled her eyebrows mischievously. His cheeks warmed, but he just smirked and headed over to the grill, picking up the brush to start applying the sauce.

The ribs sizzled faintly, but the flames weren’t too high. He kept it all on low heat so the meat would get nice and tender. Between brushstrokes, he’d steal glances at the girls. Claire twisting around lazily on her floater, Victoria tossing the tennis ball for Macy, and Jess drying off in the sun. Music was playing a popular summer track that had a light, energetic beat. It was one of those daytime scenarios that felt easy and relaxing. Just a day to enjoy one another’s company.

Once he was confident the ribs were cooking properly, he popped the lid on the grill and grabbed a cold beer from the cooler. He clicked the tab open and took a swig. The carbonation hit the back of his throat and cooled him right away. He waded over to the pool, stepping in up to his knees, letting the water soak into his shorts. Claire drifted along and gave him a lazy smile from the flamingo float. “Well, hello. Are you finally going to hang out in the water with us?”

“Yep, just wanted to finish my chores first,” he said with a laugh. He walked a bit deeper and ended up beside her float. He rested his arms on the sides, letting his lower body sink into the water.

She reached out a hand and patted his shoulder lightly. “We appreciate that. Good to have you in here, though. This is the best place to be when it’s so hot.”

From across the pool, Victoria tossed the ball again for Macy, who paddled after it enthusiastically. Then Victoria made her way back to the side, hauled Macy out, and rubbed her fur while Jess stood nearby, messing with the speaker to skip to the next track.

After a moment, Victoria walked around the edge, crouched next to him, and tapped his shoulder. “Can we eat soon? I’m hungry.”

He gestured at the grill. “We’ll need another twenty minutes at least. Sorry to keep you waiting.”

“No worries,” she said. “I’m just being dramatic because I’m starving.”

Claire laughed. “You’re dramatic about everything.” She let her float spin until she faced Victoria. “But we love you anyway.”

Victoria leaned in and gave Claire’s foot a playful pat, then stood again, brushing droplets of water off her legs.

At that point, Jess adjusted the volume on the speaker, then hopped into the pool again with a splash. She dog-paddled over and teased him. “So, when are you going to serve us your legendary sauce?”

“In about twenty minutes,” he repeated, giving her an amused look. “You’re just as impatient as Victoria.”

She blew a few bubbles in the water. “We’re an impatient bunch. Besides, you spoil us. We can’t help it.”

He decided to hop out to baste the ribs again. The sizzle on the grill was a good sign. The sauce was beginning to caramelize at the edges, and he could see it darken into a glossy coat. He rotated each rack, taking care not to tear the foil lining beneath them. After turning them, he brushed another layer of sauce across the top, watching it drip slowly down the sides of the meat. He grabbed a spare tray to slide them onto once they finished cooking.

Eventually, it was time to gather around. The sun had shifted, the heat slightly easing off. He announced that the ribs were done, and everyone spilled out of the water or from their lounge chairs to come help. He set the racks down on a big cutting board, used a large knife to cut them into smaller sections, and arranged them on a serving platter. Claire placed napkins around the table. Jess grabbed an extra bottle of the sauce for those who liked double helpings. Victoria found the big metal bowl full of corn they’d boiled earlier. She placed it next to the ribs, giving them a bit of variety. They settled on the patio chairs, the umbrella overhead offering a little shade. Macy flopped down on the concrete and panted contentedly, glancing up in hopes of dropped food.

“Well, I’m about to demolish all of these,” Jess said, half-joking, half-serious. She grabbed a piece and took a big bite, sauce instantly dotting the corners of her mouth. She closed her eyes in delight.

Claire was more delicate, nibbling carefully to avoid a mess. Soon enough, she had sauce on her chin. He reached over with a napkin and dabbed it away. She laughed softly.

Victoria devoured hers in record time, then reached for another. “I approve. This is really good.” She turned to him. “We definitely have to do more cookouts in the future.”

“Agreed,” he said, chewing.

He couldn’t help noticing a subtle shift when Jess turned toward Victoria mid-meal, a determined look on her face. Jess wiped her mouth, setting her napkin aside, then asked directly, “Hey, so can I be honest? Something’s been on my mind.”

Victoria made a quizzical face. “Yeah, of course. What’s up?”

Jess tapped her ribs with one hand, leaving a small smear of sauce on her finger. “You’ve been acting a little…weird around Ashley.” She paused. “I noticed it more than once. That day at the restaurant and the night she slept over. You were definitely acting different.”

Claire nodded. “She’s not wrong. You seemed awkward, but not in a normal awkward way. More like specifically cautious around her.”

Victoria lowered her gaze toward the table. Then she took in a breath, her shoulders shifting noticeably as she worked up the nerve to answer. “I guess I’ve been weird, yeah.”

Jess pressed, “So…why?”

Victoria fiddled with a half-eaten rib. “It’s probably nothing big, but since you’re asking…” She paused, biting her lower lip briefly. Then the words came out in a rush: “I think Ashley’s really pretty, okay? And it’s been bothering me because I didn’t want to cause, I don’t know, any drama, especially since we’re all so close. I’m worried that if I admit I like her, it might shift how we all interact.”

Hearing the honesty in her voice, Claire leaned forward, forgetting she still had a bit of sauce on her hands. “So you think Ashley is hot. Did you think we’d be upset at you for that?”

Victoria shrugged. “I just don’t want to do anything that might hurt what we have. I love you all. And we’re in this relationship…arrangement…whatever it is. It’s a special dynamic we share. So I don’t want you thinking I’m looking for something else or ignoring you or anything like that.”

Ethan set his rib down. “Victoria, you’re allowed to like whoever you want. Nobody is going to hold that against you. If you find Ashley attractive, then good. All that matters is open communication, right? We just want to know how you feel.”

Jess made a little drumroll on the table. “Yeah. It’s not a problem. I just wanted to make sure it wasn’t something bigger.”

Claire reached across and placed a hand on Victoria’s forearm. “And if you do want to see where it goes, that’s cool. We’ll talk about it. But as far as I’m concerned, it’s fine.”

Victoria’s expression turned from tense to relieved. “I appreciate that. Thank you.” Then she half-laughed, scrunching her face. “I can’t believe you’re making me say all this. I feel exposed.”

Claire grinned mischievously. “You can’t hide from us. One way or another, we get the truths out.” Then she teased more directly. “So, do you want me to talk to Ashley for you? You know, see if she likes you back?”

That made Victoria flush red. She shook her head. “No, please do not do that. It’s embarrassing enough. I’d rather handle it naturally.”

Jess smirked. “We can scheme behind your back if you want. We’re good at that.”

“Stop,” Victoria groaned, although she was laughing.

Claire chuckled. “Fine, I won’t meddle too much. But you should know, there’s always the possibility of inviting her out with us more. Spend time with her. Like we do, you know? Let her loosen up. See how she reacts.”

Victoria rubbed her neck in mild awkwardness. “I guess. I just don’t want to come on too strong. She’s quiet, in her own way. So an entire night of me hitting on her might freak her out.”

Jess shrugged. “Then do it organically. Right, Ethan?”

He nodded, sipping his beer. “I think so. The best thing is to be genuine, be yourself, let things happen. That’s probably the easiest approach.”

Victoria leaned back in her chair, letting the sun warm her face. “Thanks, guys. I feel a lot better just saying it out loud. And I’m not going to go crazy about it. I’m just going to see what happens if the opportunity comes up. It’s not like I expect anything. It’s just an attraction.”

Claire hopped on the suggestion immediately. “We talked about going camping soon, remember? We said we’d take a little trip up to the mountains and do a weekend away from the city. That might be the perfect excuse to invite Ashley along.”

Jess pointed at Claire. “Agreed. I love that idea. Especially in this weather. I want to get out of the heat, maybe find cooler air in the mountains.”

Victoria hesitated, chewing on her bottom lip. “But…you think that’s not too weird if I, what, invite her to a group trip that’s mostly us?”

Ethan rolled his shoulders. “We’re all friendly enough with Ashley that it shouldn’t be awkward. We’ve had her over for dinner, we know her. I think it’s a good idea.”

A small smile appeared on Victoria’s face. “I guess I’m down for it. I like the idea of a chill weekend in nature with you guys. If Ashley’s there, that could be a chance for her and me to talk more. And if it leads to something, well…”

Jess nodded, finishing the thought. “If it leads to something, you have our support.”

Victoria beamed, leaning forward to set her rib bones on an empty plate. “Thanks. I love you guys.”

They all gave her reassuring nods or smiles. For a moment, a comfortable quiet settled over the table, each of them munching the last scraps of ribs. The sauce on Ethan’s fingers felt sticky, so he stood and padded barefoot over to the garden hose. He turned the nozzle on lightly and rinsed his hands, watching the water trickle along the grass as he rubbed away the residue.

When he came back, he saw that most of the rib platter was gone, only a few scraps remaining. Jess yawned and stretched her arms overhead. “I think I might go back in the pool. I’m starting to get sweaty again.”

Claire let out a content sigh. “Same. That water is calling my name.” She looked at Ethan. “You coming?”

He gestured vaguely at the table. “I’ll come in soon. Let me finish cleaning up a bit. Just don’t start a game without me.”

Victoria helped gather the plates. They brought them inside, dropped them into the sink, and left them to soak. The plan was to do a thorough cleaning later. Right now, it was prime pool time. Even Macy seemed eager, trotting with her tail wagging.

They reemerged on the patio, and Jess tapped a button on the Bluetooth speaker, nudging the volume a little higher. They spent the next couple of hours drifting between the water and the lounge chairs. Conversation flowed naturally. They shared glances and jokes, every so often referencing the idea of inviting Ashley on the upcoming camping trip.

At one point, Ethan climbed out of the pool to top off his beer and check the grill. He unlatched the small vent to release the last of the heat, then flipped the metal grating, making sure no embers remained. Jess perched on the pool’s edge, feet underwater, and called out, “Hey, get back in here! I need a floating buddy.”

He gave a mock salute. “Yes, ma’am.” He finished patting down the grill’s lid before crossing the patio, wincing slightly when the concrete felt extra warm under his soles.

Victoria and Claire were at the shallow end, sitting on the wide steps. They were discussing the new house designs again. Jess flipped through the playlist on her phone, finally settling on another catchy, summery tune.

As the afternoon wore on, the sun tilted lower, and they gathered the last of the rib bones and scraps to throw out. They wiped down the table and decided to hop out of the water for good. Everyone felt a twinge of hunger for something sweet, so they rummaged in the freezer and found a carton of ice cream. Jess handed Ethan the scoop, and he served everyone a bowl, each person eagerly awaiting the cold treat. He joined them in the living room, letting the air conditioner work its magic.

They lounged, bowls in hand, when the conversation circled back to the camping trip. Claire grabbed a notepad from a drawer and started scribbling down the essentials: tents, sleeping bags, an ice chest, basic toiletries. Victoria peered over her shoulder, adding suggestions. “We need s’mores. We really do.”

He smirked. “We’ll do s’mores. And maybe hot dogs or burgers. The campsite might have a grill station, but I can bring a small portable one just in case.”

Jess kicked her feet up on the coffee table. “We’d also need a bigger vehicle. Nobody wants to be squished.”

He nodded. “I’ll rent an SUV. That’s on my to-do list for tomorrow.”

Claire talked about possible hiking trails at the campground. Jess teased that she’d prefer a shorter trail if it was scorching. Victoria was half-listening, half engrossed in her phone. It was obvious she was thinking about inviting Ashley. After a moment, he caught her eye.

“Planning to text Ashley, or do you want one of us to do it?” he asked quietly.

She felt her phone in her hand and gave a small nod. “I’ll text her. I’ll keep it simple. ‘We’re going camping, want to join us for a chill weekend?’ Something like that.”

Claire nodded. “That sounds perfect.”

Victoria typed quickly, paused to read it over, then hit send. She relaxed in her spot on the couch, relief crossing her face. “Done. Now let’s see what she says.”

Jess leaned over to poke Victoria’s shoulder. “You’ll thank me when she texts back.”

They continued chatting as they finished their ice cream. Eventually, the sun dipped low enough that they decided to shower off the chlorine. He headed to his bedroom, stripped out of his damp shorts, and stepped into the shower. Warm water sluiced down his back, rinsing away the day’s heat. After quickly toweling off, he pulled on a clean T-shirt and a pair of old basketball shorts.

When he came downstairs, Claire was scooping a few ice cubes into a cup, Jess was scrolling on her phone, and Victoria stood by the couch, wearing an oversized T-shirt that reached her mid-thigh. She had a grin on her face as she looked at him.

“She said yes,” Victoria announced.

He returned her smile. “That’s awesome. So it’s official? We’re going to the mountains with Ashley?”

Victoria gave an enthusiastic nod. “She said she’s free this weekend and would love to come.”

Claire closed the freezer door. “Looks like we have a plan.”

Jess set her phone aside. “I’m in, obviously. Let’s try to leave early so we don’t get stuck in traffic.”

He raked a hand through his hair. “I’ll pick up the SUV first thing tomorrow.”

Everyone agreed. He noticed the sparkle in Victoria’s eyes—she was clearly thrilled about the idea of spending more time with Ashley. Claire and Jess looked equally curious, although they seemed mostly amused by Victoria’s excitement. He savored the easy camaraderie among them, happy to see Victoria taking a chance.


Chapter 11

Ethan reached into his wallet and slid out both his license and credit card, pinching them between thumb and forefinger. He extended his arm across the counter, placing the cards directly onto the laminate surface in front of the rental agent. The young woman behind the desk, her hair pulled into a tight ponytail, picked up each card in turn. She held the license up to the screen’s glow, eyes flicking between the photo and his face for a moment, then set it down and repeated the process with the credit card. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, then began to type in short, uneven bursts. With every press, the plastic keys made sharp, distinct clicks that seemed to echo around the cramped office, the sound bouncing off the blank walls and the thin carpet beneath their feet.

She paused, checked the monitor, then smiled at Ethan, a practiced tilt of her lips. She scanned the details on his reservation, her index finger running down a printout beside the computer, then nodded. She slid his license and credit card back across the counter, the edges scraping softly against the laminate. Ethan picked them up, tucking them back into his wallet with a practiced motion, folding the wallet closed with a snap and sliding it into his back pocket.

She asked him about insurance coverage—her tone flat, businesslike. Ethan shook his head, answering with a short “No, I’ll use my own.” She typed again, glancing at the screen, then asked about mileage limits. He replied, “Unlimited, right?” She nodded, confirming with a line of text on her screen, and he gave a quick, “Perfect.” She clicked through a few more windows, then printed out a rental agreement. The paper slid from the printer, and she handed it to him, pointing at the signature line. He took the pen she offered, signed his name, and handed the form back.

The agent stood, gesturing for him to follow. She walked ahead with brisk steps, her flats silent on the thin carpet, and led him through a side door. They stepped outside into a narrow passageway that opened onto the back lot. The sunlight was bright and direct, casting sharp shadows across the row of vehicles. Ethan squinted, blinking as his eyes adjusted. The agent pointed out the row reserved for midsize SUVs, then left him with a polite, “Let us know if you need anything else.”

Ethan walked along the line of vehicles, each one parked with its nose to the curb. He passed a silver sedan, a white crossover, then stopped in front of a dark blue midsize SUV. The paint gleamed in the sun, reflecting the pale blue sky and the faint outline of clouds overhead. He circled the vehicle slowly, eyes scanning the body for any obvious dents or scratches. He crouched, running his palm along the lower edge of the passenger door, checking for chips in the finish. He straightened, squinting at the hood and roof, then moved to the rear bumper. Satisfied, he stood up and pulled open the driver’s door.

He slid into the seat, feeling the firm support beneath his thighs and the gentle give of the backrest. He reached under the seat, found the lever, and pulled it, shifting his weight as he scooted the seat backward. He released the lever, wiggled his knees, then pushed the seat forward in small increments until his legs felt comfortably bent. He reached for the power controls on the door, thumb pressing the buttons one by one. The left mirror tilted up, then out; he adjusted it so he could see the edge of the SUV. He tapped the right-side control, watching the mirror angle shift until the view behind him was clear. He leaned back, satisfied, and placed both hands on the steering wheel, testing the grip.

He turned the key in the ignition, feeling the engine catch and settle into a steady hum beneath the hood. He checked the dash for warning lights, then shifted into drive and eased the SUV out of its parking spot. He navigated the lot, following the painted lines to the exit, then turned onto the main road. As he accelerated, the engine’s hum deepened, the sensation of power smooth but restrained under his foot. He merged with traffic, glancing in the mirrors, and drove steadily toward home.

Arriving in his driveway, he pressed the brake pedal, shifted into park, and turned the key to cut the engine. The hum faded instantly. He reached down, popped the trunk release, and opened the driver’s door. He stepped out, feeling the solid crunch of gravel under his shoes. He closed the door with a firm push, then walked around to the back of the SUV.

Inside the house, Jess was in the living room, kneeling beside a pile of camping gear that nearly reached her waist. She was sorting through the mess—tents, a hard-sided cooler with a scuffed lid, two folding camp chairs, a rolled tarp, and several duffel bags. She picked up a lantern, shook it to check for batteries, then set it aside. When she saw Ethan through the open doorway, she stood, brushing her hands on her jeans. Her dark hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail, and the fabric of her t-shirt stretched lightly across her chest as she straightened up.

Ethan stepped into the doorway, bracing one hand on the doorframe. “Plenty of space,” he said, nodding toward the SUV outside. “Should hold all of our gear for a couple days. My wallet’s still intact, too.”

Jess smirked, one eyebrow lifting. “You know, one day you might cave in and buy a truck. Or a minivan.”

He shrugged, his lips quirking. “We’ll see. For now, this works.”

At that moment, Claire entered the room, cradling two sleeping bags in her arms. She shifted her grip, balancing the rolled bags against her hip. “Victoria’s upstairs getting more stuff. Ashley said she’d be here soon?”

Jess nodded, reaching for a checklist on the coffee table. “She’ll pop in any moment. We’re not late on anything.”

Ethan bent down, wrapped both hands around the cooler’s handle, and straightened, feeling the weight settle in his arms. “Might as well start loading up, though. The sooner we hit the road, the better.”

They moved outside, each carrying a load. Ethan walked backward down the steps, careful with the heavy cooler, then set it on the driveway. Jess followed, a folded tent bag clutched in both hands, her arms flexing as she maneuvered it into the open trunk. She angled it so the poles wouldn’t poke the sides, then slid it off to one side. Ethan stepped in, grasped the cooler with both hands, and lifted it into the trunk, pushing it forward until it wedged securely against the back seats.

Claire arrived next, duffel bags slung over one shoulder. She leaned into the trunk, lowering the first bag into the narrow space between the tent and the cooler. She shifted it with her knee, making sure it wouldn’t slide. She stacked the second duffel on top, pressing down to compress the contents, then stood back to check her work.

Victoria descended the porch steps, backpack straps gripped in her fists. She paused at the bottom, glancing up and down the street. “Still no sign of Ashley, huh?” she asked, her voice carrying.

Ethan set a sleeping bag on the ground, shaking out the straps. “Not yet.”

Victoria pulled her phone from her pocket, checked the screen, then slid it away. “Alright. Shouldn’t be long, though.”

Claire leaned into the trunk, running her hands over the gear, pressing down on the bags to ensure nothing would shift. She tugged a loose strap, tightening it around the cooler handle, then stepped back and nodded.

Jess climbed into the SUV’s passenger seat, her hand reaching for the radio knob. She spun through the stations, pausing at each one for a second, then switched to the air vents, angling them upward, then toward her lap. She adjusted the seatbelt, letting it snap back into place, then checked her phone for messages.

A minute later, the sound of a car engine filtered in from the street. Ethan looked up, shading his eyes with one hand. Ashley’s sedan rolled to a stop along the curb. The door opened, and Ashley stepped out. Her black leggings hugged her hips and thighs tightly, the fabric stretched snug against the soft curve of her backside. Her loose tank top draped over her torso, the outline of her breasts visible beneath the thin material. As she reached into her trunk, her arms lifted, pulling the hem of her shirt up slightly, exposing a sliver of pale skin above her waistband. Her hair, parted in the center, fell in gentle waves, framing her cheeks as she glanced toward the house and offered a small wave.

“Morning,” Ashley called, her voice clear and direct.

Victoria stepped forward, meeting her at the curb. “Hey,” she said, reaching for Ashley’s duffel. “We’ll get your gear stashed.”

Ashley handed over the small duffel and a rolled sleeping bag. Victoria’s fingers brushed Ashley’s as she took the bag, their skin meeting for a moment. Their eyes locked, and both women smiled, the expression soft and a little shy.

Claire stepped up beside them, reaching into the trunk. “Let me help tuck that to the back,” she said, taking the duffel and nudging it into a tight gap near the cooler. She pressed the sleeping bag down beside it, then looked over her shoulder at Ethan, giving a quick nod to confirm everything was secure.

Ethan reached for the trunk handle and pulled it down, the latch clicking shut. Jess slid out of the passenger seat, stepping onto the driveway, and gestured at the SUV’s open doors. “We need to figure out seats. Back row or middle?”

Claire shrugged, crossing her arms. “Let’s do two and two.”

Victoria glanced at Ashley, her eyes lingering. “We can sit together if that’s cool.”

Ashley gave a small, relaxed grin. “Yeah, that’s cool.”

He gestured with a flick of his hand, signaling for Jess and Claire to take the rear seats. Jess slid the door open and climbed in first, ducking her head to avoid bumping it on the frame. She shuffled sideways across the third-row bench, her jeans brushing the seat fabric, and buckled herself in with a practiced tug of the seat belt. Claire followed, placing one hand on the headrest in front of her for balance as she stepped into the footwell, then settled beside Jess. She reached for the seat belt, pulled it across her body, and clicked it into place with a muted snap.

Victoria and Ashley approached the middle row. Victoria reached for the door handle, pulled it open, and stepped up, her boots pressing into the floor mat. She slid into the left seat and adjusted the seat back slightly, then ran her hand over her thighs as she got comfortable. Ashley followed, pausing to close the door behind them with a firm pull before settling into the right seat. She brushed a strand of hair behind her ear and glanced over at Victoria, giving a small nod.

He rounded the front of the SUV, opened the driver’s door, and lowered himself behind the wheel. He adjusted the seat, checked the mirrors, and gripped the steering wheel with both hands. With a twist of the key, the engine started. He shifted into reverse, pressed the brake with his foot, and slowly released it as he backed out of the driveway. The SUV rolled smoothly over the concrete, tires crunching faintly as he maneuvered onto the street. He checked his mirrors again, then shifted into drive and eased onto the main road.

The early sun was bright, casting sharp shadows across the dashboard. He pulled the sun visor down to block the glare. The traffic on the main street was light; a few cars passed by, but there was plenty of space between vehicles. He kept his eyes on the road, glancing occasionally at the rearview mirror to check on the others.

Jess leaned forward, angling her phone toward the dashboard. “Want me to sync my phone?” she asked. He nodded, reaching over to tap the Bluetooth button on the console. Jess scrolled through her settings, tapped the SUV’s name, and waited. A soft chime indicated the connection, and she selected a playlist. Music began to flow through the speakers, the beat steady but not intrusive.

As they left the city, the conversation picked up. Jess, relaxed and smiling, teased him about eventually needing a permanent SUV for all their trips. She leaned her head back against the seat and grinned at him in the rearview mirror. He shot her a look, then replied that maybe a pickup truck would suit him better. He mimed gripping a larger steering wheel, earning a laugh from Jess.

Claire, sitting beside Jess, piped up, mentioning how many times they might end up camping or traveling together in the future. She counted off possible destinations on her fingers, her eyes bright with anticipation. Victoria and Ashley, sitting side by side in the middle row, kept their voices lower. They leaned toward each other, exchanging quiet words and the occasional laugh. Victoria tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, her gaze resting on Ashley’s face as she listened.

He kept both hands steady on the wheel, watching the road ahead and occasionally checking the GPS mounted to the dash. He took comfort in the relaxed, easy mood that filled the car. The group felt at ease, everyone fitting into their roles without tension.

After a stretch of highway, they turned onto a smaller road winding into the mountains. He guided the SUV through gentle curves, the tall pines on either side growing thicker as the urban skyline faded behind them. The sunlight filtered through branches, casting shifting patterns on the hood. The road narrowed, and the scenery became more wild and green.

At a bend, a rustic convenience store appeared, its wooden sign faded and its gravel lot mostly empty. Jess pointed it out, asking if anyone needed to stop. She twisted around, looking from face to face. Claire shook her head, saying they had everything they needed. Victoria and Ashley both murmured agreement, and he continued past the store, steering the SUV back onto the main route.

A short while later, the trees parted enough to reveal the ranger station. He slowed, turning into the gravel lot. The tires crunched over loose stones as he rolled up to the gate. A uniformed ranger stood outside the small building, clipboard in hand. He rolled down the window, greeted the ranger, and handed over their reservation slip. The ranger checked their name, confirmed the campsite number, and pointed them toward a trail leading deeper into the woods.

He thanked the ranger, rolled the window back up, and followed the gravel road. The SUV bounced gently over ruts and small rocks. He kept his speed low, guiding the vehicle around potholes and steering carefully between the towering evergreens. Eventually, he spotted their assigned site, a clear area tucked beneath massive trees, sunlight dappling the ground.

He parked, shifted into park, and switched off the engine. The sudden quiet settled over them. Jess unbuckled her seat belt, pushed the door open, and hopped out. She stretched her arms overhead, twisting at the waist as she scanned the surrounding trees and the uneven ground. Her tank top rode up slightly, exposing a strip of pale skin above her waistband.

Claire stepped out from the rear seat, closing the door behind her. She walked a slow circle around the SUV, eyes on the ground as she looked for a flat, level spot to pitch the tent. She crouched, pressed her hand to the earth, and nodded in satisfaction.

He opened the driver’s door and slid out, planting his feet firmly on the ground. He arched his back and stretched his arms above his head, feeling the stiffness leave his shoulders. He walked to the rear of the SUV, pressing the button to open the trunk. The hatch lifted with a soft whir.

Jess reached in and pulled out the folding chairs, one in each hand. She carried them a few paces away and set them down beside the fire ring, unfolding the legs and pressing the crossbars until they locked. Claire grabbed the cooler by its handle, bracing herself as she lifted it out of the trunk. She carried it to a spot near the circle of stones and set it down, wiping her hands on her shorts.

He took hold of the charcoal-gray tent bag, slinging the strap over his shoulder. He walked it over to the chosen patch of level ground and set it down, unzipping the bag and pulling out the bundled tent fabric and poles.

Claire eyed Victoria and Ashley, a smirk tugging at her lips. “Alright, you two. Since you’re the budding pair, you get to assemble the tent. Consider that your first job.” She crossed her arms and leaned back against the SUV, watching.

Victoria grinned, her expression amused. She glanced at Ashley, her eyes sparkling. “Sure,” she replied, voice light.

Ashley shrugged, rolling her shoulders. “I’ll do my best. Hopefully I won’t screw up the poles.” She knelt and unrolled the tent fabric, spreading it flat with both hands. Victoria crouched beside her, pulling the corners taut and aligning them with the ground. Ashley fumbled with the pole bag, tugging the drawstring open and dumping the segmented rods onto the ground. She picked up the first section, fitting the metal ends together with a firm push. Victoria grabbed another pole, threading it through the matching sleeve in the tent fabric. Their elbows bumped as they worked, both laughing quietly at their missteps.

Jess, meanwhile, stacked firewood around the ring of stones, arranging the logs in a loose pyramid. She knelt, brushing away stray twigs and leaves from the fire area. Claire set the cooler a few steps away, then walked back to help Jess with the wood. He grabbed the remaining folding chairs from the trunk, carrying them two at a time. He unfolded each one, planting them in a semicircle around the fire ring, making sure the legs were steady on the uneven ground.

After several minutes of wrestling with the tent poles, Victoria and Ashley managed to get the structure upright. Victoria held the tent steady with one hand while she reached for the rubber mallet with the other. She crouched, positioned a metal stake at the tent’s corner, and hammered it into the soil with quick, controlled taps. Ashley used her hands to sweep pine needles away from the entrance, clearing a small patch of dirt.

Claire wandered over, hands on her hips, and circled the tent. She bent to check the seams and nodded in approval. “Looks good,” she said, giving Victoria and Ashley a thumbs-up.

Ethan moved to the fire ring, dropping to one knee. He gathered a handful of dry twigs and thin branches, arranging them in a teepee shape in the center of the ring. Ashley approached, brushing dirt from her knees. “Need help?” she asked. He pointed to the edge of the clearing, instructing her to collect more small sticks. Ashley nodded and set off, scanning the ground for fallen branches.

Victoria stepped up, unscrewing the cap of a water bottle and handing it to him. She murmured that she felt more relaxed talking to Ashley now, her voice low. He smiled at her, the corners of his mouth lifting as he returned to arranging the kindling.

Jess walked to the metal grill post, lifting the attached grate and setting it over the fire ring. She checked that it was secure, then stepped back. Claire carried a bag of hamburger patties and a smaller package of hot dogs to the folding table. She set them down, smoothing the plastic bags flat.

He squeezed a conservative amount of lighter fluid onto the kindling, careful not to overdo it. He struck a match against the box, the tip flaring orange. He leaned forward, touched the flame to the twigs, and watched as the fire caught. The group stepped back, watching the flames dance and grow. He added a few larger logs, laying them across the burning kindling and monitoring the fire as it built strength.

Once the fire was steady, he grabbed the spatula and set burgers on the grate, spacing them evenly. He added hot dogs, rolling them gently to ensure they cooked on all sides. He flipped the burgers, checking their color, and pressed the meat with the spatula to test for doneness.

The group drifted into casual conversation, each person sharing stories. Ashley recounted tales from her college road trips, her hands gesturing as she described the mishaps and surprises. Victoria listened, her attention fixed on Ashley’s animated face.

He checked the internal temperature of the burgers with a small thermometer, then laid slices of cheese on most of them, watching the edges melt. He placed buns around the edge of the grate, toasting them until the surfaces browned. He used tongs to transfer the cooked meat to a clean plate, stacking the burgers and hot dogs neatly.

They lined up at the folding table, picking out condiments from jars and squeeze bottles. Jess slathered mustard on her bun, Claire spooned relish onto her burger, and Victoria selected ketchup. Ashley added pickles and a slice of tomato. They carried their plates to the fire, settling into the chairs and logs arranged in a loose circle. They ate, the firelight flickering across their faces.

When everyone finished, they gathered the dirty plates and utensils. Claire filled a basin with water, pouring it over each item to wash away grease and crumbs. Jess dried the plates with a towel, stacking them neatly on the table. Claire wiped down the tabletop, removing stray bits of food. Jess moved the folding chairs closer to the fire, arranging them in a tighter semicircle.

Ashley and Victoria drifted over to two separate logs near the flames. They sat, faces illuminated by the fire, and launched into an enthusiastic conversation about puzzle games. Ashley described her favorite challenges, and Victoria nodded, asking questions and sharing her own experiences.

He tossed two fresh logs onto the fire, watching sparks leap upward as the flames caught. Jess rummaged in the cooler, her arm buried up to the elbow, and fished out a can of soda. She handed one to him, the condensation cold against his palm, before grabbing her own and dropping into a chair.

Claire leaned back in her seat, arms crossed loosely under her breasts. She tilted her head back, staring up at the darkening sky through the gaps in the trees. The fire burned low, casting a steady glow over the campsite. The group’s conversation slowed, comfortable silences settling between stories.

As the sky deepened to full night, he glanced up and spotted stars winking through the branches. Yawning began to ripple through the group. Claire covered her mouth with one hand, blinking heavily. She commented that it must be close to midnight. He checked his watch, the face glowing faintly, and confirmed the time.

Jess admitted she might linger by the fire, but would turn in soon. Ashley stood, brushing dirt from her shorts, and said she’d head into the tent to change. Victoria picked up a small flashlight, flicking it on, and joined her. They stepped carefully around the tent stakes, laughing together as they remembered hammering them in from awkward positions earlier.


Chapter 12

Ethan remained by the fire, his legs stretched out in front of him as he absently tapped the end of a long stick against the glowing embers. He had been staring into the shifting orange coals for several minutes, comforted by the gentle light they cast across the small clearing. The wooden chairs were arranged in a loose semicircle around the firepit, with Claire and Jess occupying two of them. The three of them formed a quiet trio in the darkness, the lantern on the folding table throwing just enough brightness to outline their faces and the nearby trees.

He wore a hoodie with the hood partially pulled up, providing a bit of extra warmth against the chill. The pine forest around them was deeply shadowed, only the nearest trunks and low-hanging branches visible in the soft glow. Earlier in the evening, voices had carried through the site as the group chatted and prepared to settle down. Now, most of them had gone quiet. It was well past the time when they usually turned in.

A few more sparks popped from the dying fire, drifting upward before fizzling out against the night. Ethan leaned forward, resting his forearms on his thighs. His mind half-wandered, recollecting moments from earlier that day. There was a satisfying heaviness in his muscles from the day’s exertions, though a subtle tension draped over him, a mix of fatigue and anticipation. He was content here by the embers, not quite ready to move just yet.

Ashley’s voice came floating softly from inside one of the tents, pulling Ethan’s attention away from the glowing coals. “Goodnight, everyone,” she called, her tone subdued and warm. The slight rustle of nylon and the shift of the tent’s zipper accompanied her words.

Victoria’s voice followed with a quiet addition. “Night.”

Claire cupped a hand to her mouth to call back toward the tent door. “Sleep well.” She then settled back into her seat, crossing one leg over the other. She exchanged a small smile with Jess, who raised both eyebrows in a conspiratorial way.

Jess looked at Ethan, gave a small snort of amusement, and murmured, “They definitely seem on track. Think they’ll stay up talking?”

He shrugged, tilting his head to the side. “Hard to say. They might chat for a bit, or they might just crash. Everyone’s wiped out from the hike.”

Claire leaned forward so her elbows rested on her knees. She lowered her voice to keep the conversation from carrying too far. “Well, they’ve been flirting all day, so who knows.”

There was a short pause. Each of them lapsed into a comfortable silence, keeping half an ear in the direction of the tent that Ashley and Victoria shared. The fire popped again, and Ethan poked the end of the stick at a stubborn piece of charred wood, shifting it so the embers could burn more evenly. Jess lazily gathered her dark hair over one shoulder, flicking away an ash fleck that landed on her knee. Claire scratched lightly at the fabric of her pant leg, glancing from the embers to the tent and back again.

Quiet settled around them, the last bits of conversation trailing off. Only the low crackle of embers and the quiet of a faint breeze in the pines accompanied them. There was something peaceful about it, yet Ethan sensed their shared curiosity over Ashley and Victoria. He hadn’t been certain if it was his imagination running wild, but Claire and Jess evidently noticed it too.

Suddenly, a muffled sound emerged from the tent. It was faint, but distinct enough to draw their attention. All three leaned forward slightly, as if that extra inch of closeness would clarify what they were hearing. The noise was soft, definitely not a typical cough or sneeze.

Claire straightened in her chair, her face alert. “Did you hear that?”

Jess let out a small, breathy laugh and pressed her lips together. “Yeah. I heard something. Sounded like…” She trailed off, trying not to burst into an outright giggle.

Ethan pushed the stick into the embers, quelling a sudden flutter in his stomach. “It’s not my imagination, right? That sounded like someone moaning.”

He listened intently, trying to confirm whether he was reading too much into a random noise. A few seconds later, another soft moan, slightly drawn out, reached their ears. It was subtle but unmistakably more intimate than a simple sigh. A flicker of heat coursed through Ethan’s core as he thought about the two women in that tent. His shorts felt a little tighter than before.

Claire’s eyes were wide, and she exhaled a quiet laugh. “That’s definitely someone moaning.”

“Right?” Jess said, covering her mouth to stifle further laughter. “I can’t tell if it’s Ashley or Victoria, but one of them is…well, yeah.”

Ethan shifted in his seat, trying not to make it obvious how much the discovery had sparked his arousal. “They’re…getting comfortable, I guess.”

Claire rested a hand on his knee, leaning in just enough to speak in a hushed tone. “We should give them space. Don’t want to embarrass them.”

Another muted moan drifted across the clearing. It was no louder than the soft crackle of embers, but it carried a distinct note that made Ethan’s heart pound. He pictured Ashley’s relaxed smile from earlier, the way her eyes lit up whenever Victoria leaned in to talk. The chemistry between them had been evident for hours, but he hadn’t expected the next step to come in the form of hushed nighttime moans. He could feel a surge of warmth gathering in his belly, and a hint of perspiration formed at his hairline under the hoodie’s hood.

Jess quietly whispered, “This is too funny. I mean, it’s hot too, but mostly unexpected.” She let out a short breath, controlling her laughter. “I wonder which one is taking the lead in there.”

Ethan glanced toward the closed tent, then turned back to the dying fire. He poked at the embers again, not wanting to stare too blatantly at the tent’s silhouetted form. “I have no clue,” he answered. “I’m kind of just…picturing them either cuddling close or one leaning over the other. Either way, they’re clearly enjoying themselves.”

Claire pursed her lips to hold in a smirk. “I figured they might share a sleeping bag if they hit it off. But hearing them like this is a whole new level.”

The three exchanged glances, letting a quiet hush descend. None of them wanted to speak above a whisper. Even that felt intrusive somehow. Ethan detected the slight shift of his own posture—he sat up straighter, as if every small movement might draw attention or give away that they were listening. In reality, the tent was roughly ten or twelve feet away, so the women inside probably had no idea they were being overheard.

Jess flicked her gaze from Claire to Ethan. “Should we go for a little stroll? Check out the path? Maybe that way they can have total privacy?”

He shook his head, a wry smile pulling at his lips. “If we start walking around with flashlights right now, that might be more distracting. We’d probably make a ton of noise.”

Claire nodded, her hand still resting lightly on Ethan’s knee. “Plus, it’s late. We should probably head to bed ourselves soon. Let them finish up without us hovering.”

Jess snorted again, biting down on her bottom lip to stifle her laughter. “Yeah, okay.” She paused, then leaned closer to both of them, her voice dropping to a near-silent hush. “Do you think that’s Victoria moaning? Or Ashley? I can’t quite tell.”

Ethan glanced at the tent once more. “I genuinely can’t figure it out. But whichever one it is, they’re clearly…uh…having a moment.”

Claire’s amusement was obvious as she brushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “Ashley’s definitely very attractive.” She gave Ethan a pointed look. “Remember how she was looking at you earlier when you showed her how to tie that extra line on the tent corner?”

Ethan exhaled lightly, a half-chuckle. “I noticed she was paying attention, but I didn’t assume it was anything flirty. Guess she was more focused on Victoria, though.”

Claire’s eyebrows rose. “A lot more focused, apparently.”

From inside the tent, a soft gasp followed by a couple of gentle, muffled moans reminded them that they weren’t as alone as they might have felt a few minutes ago. Jess stifled a squeak, covering her mouth with both hands. Ethan felt a skipping beat in his chest as his imagination tried to fill in the blanks. He couldn’t deny that the idea of Victoria and Ashley hooked up in the darkness only a short distance away stirred him in ways he wasn’t entirely prepared for.

After another moment, Claire murmured to Ethan, “Does that turn you on a little?”

He kept his voice low, trying to maintain composure. “A lot more than a little, honestly. It’s…hot, no point pretending otherwise.”

A brief beat passed. Jess looked between them, then shrugged, wearing a slightly mischievous grin. “We’re all hearing it. Hard not to get turned on.” She let out a small sigh. “Though I do feel a bit like we’re eavesdropping. Maybe we can just let them have their fun in peace, yeah?”

Claire patted Ethan’s knee, giving him a meaningful nod. “We should wind down now. We’ll wait a bit until the sounds stop, though. We don’t want to unzip the tent and walk in on something.”

They settled again, each turning their attention to the embers and the darkness beyond. Ethan felt the air on his cheeks as he lowered his hood slightly, letting the coolness brush the heat he felt there. The minutes stretched out. Every once in a while, one of them would hear a muted exhalation or a half-choked moan, giving them a glimpse of the tension building inside that tent. Ethan’s gaze dropped to the ring of light that radiated from the lantern. He tried to focus on the simple glow, not the titillating thoughts swirling in his mind.

Time crept onward. Jess fiddled with a small twig, systematically stripping leaves from its length. Claire repositioned in her chair, crossing her ankles and leaning back, eyes occasionally flicking toward the tent. Ethan tapped the end of his poking stick against the stone ring of the firepit, listening to the faint scrape it made. Quiet enveloped them, broken only by the gentle fade of the embers.

Eventually, after several more minutes of that intermittent, muffled moaning, there was a long silence. The tent was still. No further sounds emerged. Claire turned her head toward Ethan, ensuring she spoke softly. “I think they’re done.”

Jess stood up, stretching her arms overhead. Her hoodie rode up a little, revealing a bit of her midsection as she yawned. “Guess it’s safe to head in now. Let’s pack it in.”

Ethan gave a last nudge to the embers with his stick, then set it aside. He reached for a small bottle of water they kept near the firepit for safety. Carefully, he dribbled some over the coals. The hiss indicated that there was plenty of heat left in them. He watched steam rise faintly in the lantern’s glow, then leaned forward to see that no flames remained. With a small, satisfied nod, he stepped back from the circle of stones and tried not to knock the chairs over in the crowded campsite.

Jess scooped the lantern off the folding table, adjusting the knob so the brightness dimmed to avoid blinding anyone inside the tent. Claire gathered a couple of stray items from around the camp: a canteen, a folded jacket that someone had left on a chair, and a half-empty bag of trail mix. She set them near the tent door. Ethan followed close behind her, noticing the way her shoulders rose and fell with every slow breath. He had always appreciated how calm Claire could be in a moment like this, even if she was clearly as intrigued by what they had overheard as he was.

They reached the tent, which stood about six paces away from the now mostly extinguished fire. The nylon panels were a muted color in the lantern’s glow, greens and grays that blended into the shadows. Ethan bent down slightly, unclipped the tent flap, and pulled the zipper as gently as possible. He felt the slight drag of fabric on nylon, but he managed to keep it quiet. Jess lifted the lantern into the tent, illuminating the interior enough to see the sleeping bags and scattered personal items.

Inside, shadows shaped themselves into lumps of bedding and gear. Ashley and Victoria were resting near the far side, their sleeping bags partially unzipped and overlapping. Ashley’s arms were mostly tucked beneath her bag, but her thin white tank top was visible, the subtle outline of her nipples pressed against the soft fabric. The sight made Ethan’s stomach clench with a sudden surge of desire, though he forced himself to remain composed. It was a single, fleeting observation, a reminder of how physically close they all were in this shared space.

Victoria seemed almost turned toward Ashley, her flannel shirt bunched beside the pillow in a crumpled heap. Her hair fanned out across the sleeping pad. Both women appeared to be asleep, or at least lying quietly with their eyes closed. Ethan wasn’t sure if they still hovered on the edge of consciousness, but he guessed they were likely worn out from the day’s activities and whatever they had just finished doing.

Jess set the lantern on the ground in the center of the tent, careful not to place it on anyone’s belongings. Claire slipped by, her stockinged feet making the faintest shuffling noises on the tent’s floor. She yawned, covering her mouth with the back of her hand, then knelt to unzip her own sleeping bag. Ethan made sure to close the tent flap behind them, leaving just a small gap for ventilation. He crouched near his sleeping pad, which he’d laid out earlier, taking a moment to remove his hoodie so he could comfortably slide into his bag.

He glanced back at Ashley’s sleeping form, noticing her tank top had ridden slightly up around her waist. The top edge of her shorts peeked out from beneath the sleeping bag. She was still, breathing with soft, even rises of her chest. He wondered if she truly slept or if she was simply feigning it. The memory of those muffled moans lingered in his mind. He felt a heavy, pleasant ache of arousal settle in his body, uncertain what to do with that energy now that it was time to sleep.

Claire’s voice came in a whisper near his elbow. “Everything okay?”

He nodded, pressing a hand lightly to his neck. “Yeah. Just…thinking.”

She watched him for a moment, her eyes calm, then gave a small nod. “We can talk more about it tomorrow if you want.” She finished arranging her sleeping bag on the pad, then folded her legs to sit down, tucking her boots to one side.

Jess, meanwhile, settled into her own corner of the tent. She had unzipped her sleeping bag enough to slide inside, only her shoulders and head visible in the lantern’s glow. She patted the space beside her, indicating for Ethan to place the lantern so it wouldn’t get knocked over in the night. He did so, nestling it carefully. The dimness cast soft shadows along the tent walls, creating dancing shapes whenever one of them moved.

He lowered himself onto his sleeping pad, pulling his bag over his legs and adthe workerg it until the cool night air no longer crept inside. With the lantern on its lowest setting, the tent was enveloped in a warm, subdued glow that revealed only the outlines of faces and bodies. Silence settled over them, each occupant feeling the press of fatigue from a long day spent in the outdoors.

Ethan lay on his back for a few heartbeats, eyes flicking from Jess’s face—her gaze hidden beneath half-lowered lids—to the shape of Claire’s back as she zipped her bag the rest of the way. He directed one final glance toward Ashley and Victoria, who were huddled so close to one another that their sleeping bags seemed joined. No more sounds emerged from their direction. If anything, the steady breathing suggested they’d found rest.

Jess twisted onto her side to face Ethan. She mouthed, “Lantern off?” and pointed. He gave a small nod, reached over, and carefully turned the knob until the light clicked off. Darkness swallowed the tent. The only hint of illumination came from the moon through the thin fabric overhead, a cool, pale glimmer that highlighted the silhouettes inside.

Rolling onto his side, Ethan closed his eyes. He felt his heart still pumping somewhat faster than usual, as images of Ashley’s partial silhouette and the memory of those subdued moans drifted through his mind.


Chapter 13

Ethan bent at the waist and took hold of the tent zipper between his thumb and forefinger. He tugged it downward, feeling the fabric catch slightly before yielding, the teeth parting with a faint vibration beneath his grip. The flap fell open, releasing a rectangle of cool, pale morning air that brushed against his bare forearms. He ducked his head and stepped out, the soles of his hiking boots pressing into the slightly damp grass. He blinked several times, his pupils constricting as the daylight struck his face, brighter than he’d anticipated after the dimness inside the tent.

He paused just outside the tent, straightening to his full height. The air had a crispness that suggested it would warm quickly, but for now, a faint sheen of dew clung to each blade of grass, turning the ground into a field of tiny, glittering points. Ethan glanced upward, confirming the clear sky overhead, then let his gaze drift across the campsite. The group had lucked out with the weather so far—no sign of clouds or threatening wind. He flexed his fingers, feeling the residual chill from the night, and exhaled slowly, watching a thin wisp of condensation fade almost instantly.

He walked toward the folding table they’d set up the previous evening, his boots pressing down the grass and leaving dark, temporary prints. The table’s aluminum legs were slightly sunken into the soft earth. On its surface, a collection of supplies was arranged in a loose semicircle: a battered plastic cutting board, a sealed bag of coffee grounds, a small pile of utensils, and a roll of paper towels. He ran his hand along the edge of the table, checking for any moisture, then glanced to his left and spotted Claire leaning against a nearby tree.

Claire’s back was pressed against the rough bark, her legs crossed at the ankle. She was absorbed in a paperback novel, her fingers curled lightly around the spine, thumb marking her spot as she read. Her blonde hair, unbrushed but shining in the morning light, fell over her right shoulder, the strands catching the sun. She looked up at his approach, her eyes briefly meeting his before she offered a subtle nod. “Morning,” she said, her voice quiet but clear.

He nodded back. “Morning.” His gaze flicked over the campsite, taking in the details. The other girls were still inside the tent, evidenced by the unmoving bulge of sleeping bags and the faint shadow of movement through the nylon. Near the tent entrance, Victoria’s flip-flops lay haphazardly, one overturned. He recognized them immediately—Victoria was meticulous about her things, usually aligning her footwear side by side. Seeing them scattered told him she had probably been distracted, maybe by Ashley. He smirked to himself, pushing the thought aside, and turned his attention to the business of breakfast.

He knelt by the cooler, unbuckling the lid’s straps and flipping it open. Cool air wafted out, carrying a faint chill onto his skin. He reached inside, feeling around the ice packs until his fingers closed on the pack of bacon, then the eggs in their cardboard carton, and finally the sausage links bundled in plastic. He set each item on the table in turn, then straightened up and reached for the compact camp stove. He unfolded its legs, making sure each one locked into place, and set it squarely at the center of the table. Next, he dug into a canvas tote bag, pushing aside a bag of bagels and a jar of peanut butter until he found the frying pan, its handle poking out from beneath a roll of foil.

He unscrewed the cap of the propane canister, aligning it with the stove’s inlet, then twisted it on until he felt resistance. He checked the connection with a quick tug, then turned the igniter knob. He listened for the hiss, then pressed the ignition button. A blue flame burst to life, flickering beneath the grate. He held his hand a few inches above the flame, feeling the heat radiate upward, then set the frying pan on top and waited as the metal began to warm.

He peeled open the pack of bacon, his thumbnail slipping under the plastic seal. He pulled out a strip and laid it flat in the pan, then repeated the process, arranging each piece so that none overlapped. The fat began to turn translucent almost immediately, the edges curling up as the heat penetrated the meat. He leaned in, the warmth from the pan rising against his face, and watched the bacon begin to sizzle.

The tent zipper sounded behind him, a quick, stuttering noise. Jess emerged, pushing the flap aside with her shoulder. Her hair was tangled from sleep, falling in uneven waves around her face. She wore black running shorts that hugged her hips and a loose T-shirt that hung off one shoulder, exposing the dark strap of her bra. She yawned, her mouth opening wide, then blinked and focused on the table, her gaze sharpening at the sight of the bacon.

She shuffled forward, her bare feet flattening the grass, and peered into the pan. “You’re up early,” she mumbled, rubbing one eye with the heel of her hand. She edged closer, her hips bumping the table as she leaned in to watch the bacon crisp.

Ethan reached for the spatula and slid it under a strip, lifting and shifting it to prevent sticking. “Figured I’d get a head start on breakfast,” he said, glancing at her. “We’ll all want a good meal before anything adventurous.”

Jess grinned and lifted her arms overhead, stretching until her shirt rode up slightly, exposing a sliver of her flat stomach. “I’d love coffee right about now. But that bacon looks tasty enough to hold me over.” She lowered her arms and stepped around the table, scanning the supplies for the coffee gear.

He nodded toward the supply box. “We brought grounds. The kettle’s somewhere in that box. If you fill it and boil water, we can make drip coffee with the filter.”

Jess crouched and rummaged through the box, shifting a stack of plastic cups and a bag of granola before finding the metal kettle. She set it on the ground, unscrewed the lid, and carried it to the water jug. She twisted the spigot, letting the stream fill the kettle nearly to the brim, then replaced the lid and set it on the second burner of the camp stove. She twisted the valve, listened for the hiss of gas, and clicked the igniter. A second blue flame appeared beneath the kettle.

Claire closed her book, marking her place with a crisp fold of the bookmark before tucking it between the pages. She approached the table, her steps light and unhurried. “Anything I can do?” she asked, her voice low.

Ethan gestured toward the mixing bowl and whisk sitting beside the eggs. “Eggs are up next. Could you crack them? The whisk is in the green tote.”

Claire nodded and picked up the bowl. She dug into the tote, found the whisk, then cracked the eggs one by one on the rim of the bowl. She split the shells with her thumbs, letting the yolks and whites slide into the bowl, then dropped the empty shells onto a napkin. She whisked the eggs briskly, her wrist flicking back and forth, until the mixture turned pale and frothy.

Ethan kept an eye on the bacon, flipping each strip as it browned, the fat rendering and pooling in the pan. When the bacon reached the right crispness, he lifted each strip out with tongs and laid them on a folded paper towel to drain. He set the sausage links into the hot pan, rolling them back and forth so they browned evenly, the surface of the pan now slick with bacon fat.

Jess checked the kettle, lifting the lid and peering inside to see if the water had reached a rolling boil. Satisfied, she replaced the lid and reached for the coffee filter and grounds.

Inside the tent, Victoria and Ashley stirred. The zipper rasped open, and Victoria slipped out first, her athletic shorts clinging to her thighs, a tight tank top accentuating her slim frame. Ashley followed, her own shorts and tank top nearly identical, her posture tentative but relaxed. They exchanged a brief glance, then sat together on a log near the table, their knees almost touching.

Jess shot Ethan a quick look, her eyebrows raised in silent acknowledgment of Victoria and Ashley’s growing closeness. Ethan just smiled and turned back to the pan.

Claire handed him the bowl of whisked eggs. He poured them into the frying pan, tilting it to spread the eggs evenly across the hot surface. He used the spatula to draw the eggs gently from the edges to the center, folding them over as they set, making sure nothing stuck or burned.

Once the eggs were nearly done and the sausage browned, Ethan divided everything onto paper plates. He handed out the plates, and everyone settled into their folding chairs, the group forming a loose circle around the table. Jess poured coffee into tin mugs, passing them around.

They chatted about Ethan’s new house, the contractors, and the timeline for moving in. Ashley listened, her eyes flicking up to Victoria whenever she spoke, her lips curving into a faint smile. Claire balanced her plate on her knees, picking at her eggs while glancing occasionally at her book.

Jess nudged Ethan with her elbow. “Ready to go?” she asked.

He nodded, drained the last of his coffee, and stood. Together, they cleared the plates, scraped leftovers into a trash bag, and wiped down the table. Jess gave Claire a quick wave as she returned to her reading, while Victoria and Ashley ducked back into the tent, their voices low as they sorted gear for their hike.

Ethan and Jess walked to the SUV. He unlocked the doors, tossed their cooler into the back, and slid into the driver’s seat. Jess climbed into the passenger side, buckling her seatbelt. He turned the key, the engine rumbling to life, and they pulled out onto the winding road toward the lake. The drive was short, the road curving gently through stands of pine trees. Only a few cars passed in the opposite direction.

They arrived at a small shack with a hand-painted “Boat Rentals” sign nailed above the door. He parked beside a dusty pick-up, shut off the engine, and stepped out. Jess joined him, stretching her arms as she looked around.

Inside, a young man sat behind the counter, flipping through a magazine. Ethan approached, cleared his throat, and asked about renting a boat or canoe. The man pointed to a sign-out sheet, accepted Ethan’s cash, and handed them two life vests with scuffed reflective strips. “All our stuff is out back,” he said, barely looking up. “You’ll have plenty of space on the lake this early.”

Ethan and Jess followed the dirt path behind the shack, passing rows of canoes and rowboats tethered to a weathered dock. They selected a rowboat with wooden bench seats. Ethan squatted and gripped the gunwale, Jess mirroring him on the other side. Together, they heaved the boat off the gravel bank, dragging it by inches until the bow nosed into the water. The hull rocked, water lapping at the sides. Ethan reached in and set their cooler near the bow, then planted one foot inside, shifting his weight carefully to steady the boat. He held out his hand for Jess, bracing his other hand on the side, keeping the boat from tipping as she climbed aboard, her shorts riding up her thighs as she stepped over the gunwale and settled onto the bench across from him.

She laughed, her fingers tightening for a second on his shoulder as she lowered herself onto the front bench. Wood creaked beneath her. She shifted her hips, scooting back until the backs of her thighs pressed firmly against the edge of the seat, then planted both feet flat on the bottom of the boat to steady herself. “Careful,” she teased, glancing at him over her shoulder, “I don’t feel like swimming yet.” Her palm lingered on his shoulder a moment longer before she withdrew it, fingers trailing lightly along the fabric of his shirt.

He slid his paddle into the water beside the hull, gripping the handle with both hands. He leaned forward, bracing his knees against the inside of the boat, and used a slow, deliberate stroke to push them away from the muddy bank. The hull scraped softly against a submerged rock, then floated free. He shifted his weight, one hand steadying the side of the boat, and moved to sit opposite Jess, his legs extended in front of him. He adjusted his grip on the paddle, dipping the blade into the lake again. He pulled, muscles in his forearms flexing as he drew the water back, guiding the bow away from shore. The boat responded, gliding forward in a gentle arc.

Jess adjusted her seat, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. She reached out to steady herself on the edge of the boat as it rocked slightly, then picked up her own paddle from where it rested across the side. She set the blade in the water, mirroring his movement. They alternated strokes, water swirling with each pull. The ripples fanned out from the hull, disturbing the glassy surface. The air felt cool against their skin. In the distance, a faint mist hovered just above the center of the lake, blurring the line between water and sky. Tall pines stood motionless along the shore, their reflections stretching in dark, vertical lines across the still water.

After a few strong pulls, they let their paddles rest. The boat drifted, momentum carrying it forward. Jess leaned her paddle across the middle bench, balancing it so it wouldn’t roll, then wiped her forehead with the back of her hand, brushing away a bead of sweat. She drew in a slow breath, chest rising. “This is actually really nice,” she said, her voice softer now. She exhaled, lips parting. “I can’t remember the last time I did this.” She looked out over the water, her gaze following the shifting patterns of light.

He rested the handle of his paddle against his knee, fingers still loosely curled around it. He watched Jess, noticing how sunlight caught in the lighter strands of her hair, turning them almost gold. “Same. It’s pretty peaceful out here.” His eyes lingered for a moment on the curve of her shoulder, bare where her tank top had slipped slightly. The silence between them felt easy.

Jess shifted, glancing at him sidelong. She drew her knees up, folding her hands over them. After a moment, she turned, lowering her voice. “So,” she began, “I’m guessing you noticed Victoria and Ashley seemed extra close?” She watched his face, searching for a reaction.

He nodded, feeling a flush rise under his skin. He looked down, then back up at her. “Yeah. Pretty sure they’ve crossed a line from friendly to more than friends. Not that I’m surprised, but it’s new for them.” He kept his tone casual, though he was aware of the heat in his cheeks.

Jess tipped her head, eyes narrowing thoughtfully. “If things keep going that way, maybe Ashley will be around us more. Could turn into something interesting.” She held his gaze, her expression open. “Think you’d mind having her around more often?”

He shrugged, shifting his weight so the boat rocked gently beneath them. “Not at all. She’s good company. I just don’t want to assume anything before they decide on what works for them.” He let his hands rest on his knees, fingers splayed.

Jess let the topic hang in the air, her eyes drifting across the water. Then she moved, planting one hand on the bench for support and lifting herself, turning so she could slide back until she sat between his legs. The hem of her shorts brushed his thigh. She leaned her back against his chest, settling in until her shoulders pressed against him. The boat rocked, but he braced his feet wider apart to steady them. He brought his arms around her waist, clasping his hands over her stomach. He lowered his chin, letting it rest lightly on her shoulder, feeling the warmth of her skin through the thin fabric of her top. She turned her head, giving him access to the soft curve of her cheek, and he pressed his lips there in a faint kiss.

They drifted like that, boat moving in slow circles. Occasionally, Jess shifted, her fingers tracing idle patterns over his forearm. He felt the steady thump of his own pulse, the closeness between them making the air feel denser. They exchanged quiet words, voices barely above a whisper, content to let silence fill the gaps.

After a while, Jess twisted in his embrace, her knees folding beneath her as she faced him. She met his eyes, her expression intent. She leaned in, closing the distance until her lips met his. The kiss was slow, unhurried. He felt the heat of her mouth, the softness of her lips moving against his. Her hand slid up to his shoulder, gripping for balance as she shifted closer, pressing her chest to his. He reached up, cupping the back of her head, fingers threading into her hair as he returned the kiss, matching her pace. When she pulled away, she stayed close, breath mingling with his, and murmured, “I’ve missed moments like this. Feels like we’ve all been too busy lately.”

He nodded, voice low as he agreed. She smiled, glancing around at the silent lake, the mist still drifting in the distance. They began to talk about the new house, discussing details: where to put the couch, what kind of shelves would work in the living area, whether Ashley might move in if her relationship with Victoria deepened. Their conversation moved easily from one topic to the next, both of them relaxed.

Eventually, Jess reached for her paddle, fingers curling around the worn wood. He did the same, adjusting his grip. They decided to circle the lake’s perimeter, guiding the boat toward the nearest inlet. Jess pointed out fallen logs jutting from the shallows and small coves hidden behind clusters of reeds. They dipped their paddles in the water, rowing in tandem, arms working in rhythm as they explored the quiet edge of the lake, each stroke sending new ripples across the surface.

Jess’s tank top clung to her, outlining the curve of her breasts as she leaned forward to paddle, sunlight highlighting the smooth skin of her upper arms.


Chapter 14

They spent about half an hour traveling, drifting steadily toward the lake’s center where no other boats could be seen. The water stretched in every direction, reflecting the hard blue of the sky. Ethan kept a steady rhythm with the oars, dipping each blade into the water and pulling back, arms flexing as he powered the boat forward. Each stroke sent a ripple trailing behind them, the wooden hull gliding with a gentle resistance. Sweat began to bead on his forehead and along his upper back as the midday sun bore down, the heat gathering on his skin in a slow, relentless press.

After a while, Ethan paused his rowing. He let the oars rest atop the gunwales, feeling the boat coast on its own momentum. He reached down to the hem of his shirt, fingers curling under the fabric. With a quick tug, he pulled it over his head, the cotton scraping across his chest and shoulders. He balled it up and tossed it into the bottom of the boat, where it landed in a loose heap next to a coil of rope and their small cooler.

Jess set her orange life vest aside, folding it and pushing it to the far end of the bench. She hooked her thumbs under the edge of her own shirt, lifting it up and over her head in a single motion. Her hair fell forward as she peeled it away, and she shook her head slightly to free the strands from her face. Underneath, her snug, dark green bikini top hugged her chest tightly, the thin straps digging into her shoulders. The fabric pressed close to her skin, outlining the round shape of her breasts. In the sunlight, the faint outline of her nipples showed through, the tips slightly raised against the taut material. Her stomach was bare, the muscles shifting as she moved to settle back on the wooden bench.

She let her arms drape along the edges of the boat, elbows bent so that her forearms rested on the cool wood. Her fingers dangled over the side, tips brushing the surface of the lake. She let them trail through the water, feeling the coolness slip between each digit as she moved her hand in lazy arcs. Sunlight glinted off her skin, highlighting the curve of her biceps and the subtle sheen of sweat collecting along her collarbone.

After a few moments of silence, Jess spoke quietly, her gaze fixed on the horizon. “There’s something about wide-open water, isn’t there? No prying eyes.” Her voice was low and steady, the words slipping out as if she were talking to herself as much as to him.

Ethan leaned the oars against the bench, careful not to let them slide. He let the boat drift, the slight breeze nudging them farther from shore. “Yeah. Feels like we have the lake to ourselves.” He looked around, confirming that the nearest boat was just a distant dot, too far to make out any details.

Jess turned toward him, shifting her weight so that her shoulder pressed into the back of the bench. She pushed away from the side, planting one hand on the wood for leverage, then scooted across the bench in slow increments. Each movement brought her closer, her knees sliding along the seat until they bumped gently against his thigh. She reached out and found his hand, her fingers curling around his, and guided it to her hip. Her skin was warm to the touch, the bone beneath giving way to the soft curve above her bikini bottom.

Ethan’s heart thudded faster in his chest. He watched her face, noting how she studied every line and angle, her eyes flickering from his mouth to his cheekbones and back again. Her gaze dropped to his bare torso, lingering for a moment before she placed her other hand on his shoulder. Her palm pressed against his skin, heat radiating from her touch.

She spoke softly, her lips barely moving. “If you want to pick up where we left off… I won’t stop you.” She held his gaze, her expression open, waiting.

He leaned in, closing the distance between them until his mouth brushed hers. He murmured against her lips, “We can’t get too wild or we’ll tip.”

She grinned, the corners of her mouth curling up. “We’ll try,” she teased, voice playful.

She kissed him again, parting her lips and letting her tongue flick against his. Ethan’s nerves lit up at the contact, a tingling buzz running from his mouth down his spine. He slid his hand along her side, palm tracing the curve just beneath her bikini top. His thumb brushed the underside of her breast, feeling the soft give of her flesh beneath the fabric. She breathed out softly, a gentle exhale that encouraged him to continue.

Between gentle kisses, her words slipped out, breathless. “I can’t wait any longer. Now I just want you.” Her hand squeezed his shoulder, nails pressing lightly into his skin.

He felt a surge of heat in his gut. “I want you too,” he said, voice rough. He let his hands glide over her thighs, fingers spreading to cover as much skin as possible. He savored the plush warmth, the way the muscles shifted beneath his touch. He guided her, coaxing her to move, and she responded by swinging one leg over his lap, straddling him. Her knees pressed into the bench on either side of his hips, her weight settling onto him in careful increments. Each subtle shift sent a ripple through the boat, the hull rocking gently atop the water.

Jess leaned back, arching her spine as she reached behind her neck. Her fingers found the knot holding her bikini top in place, and she tugged at the bow, loosening the ties. “Help me out,” she said quietly, her voice barely above a whisper.

Ethan lifted his hands, finding the ends of the knot. He pulled, easing the bow apart until the straps fell loose. Jess slipped the top off, letting the fabric slide down her arms before tossing it aside. Her breasts were freed to the open air, the sunlight catching on the smooth skin. Her nipples were a dusky pink, stiff in the breeze, and the roundness of her breasts was accentuated by the way she leaned forward.

She pressed her chest to his, skin meeting skin, and kissed him again. He felt the softness of her breasts flatten against his chest, the heat of her body seeping into his. For a moment, he caught a faint sweetness from her skin, something that made his head swim and his cock twitch with need.

She broke the kiss, her lips brushing his ear. “Shorts off,” she whispered, urgency in her tone. “Hurry.”

He reached for the button on his cargo shorts, fingers fumbling in his haste. He popped it open, then dragged the zipper down, the metal teeth catching for a second before giving way. Jess reached down, grabbing the waistband and tugging. They worked together, shifting their bodies to avoid knocking the oars. Ethan lifted his hips, pushing the shorts and his underwear down to his knees. He had to shuffle his feet, one at a time, to get them lower, while Jess balanced on her toes, her thighs bracketing his. She helped him push the fabric past his calves, and he kicked the bundle into a heap by the bench.

Jess glanced down at his cock, already hard and flushed. She reached out, wrapping her fingers around the shaft. Her grip was firm, her thumb gliding along the underside as she stroked him. Ethan let out a low groan, his head tipping back. Jess leaned in, kissing the side of his neck, her lips trailing along the line of his throat while her hand moved in steady strokes.

He slid his hand to her bikini bottoms, curling his fingers under the edge. He tugged the fabric down, and Jess lifted one knee, then the other, helping him peel the bottoms off. The material bunched around her ankles before she kicked it free, sending it skidding into the corner of the boat. Now she was completely bare except for her sandals, her body exposed to the open air and the sun.

She braced herself by gripping the edge of the bench behind her, her arms tense. Ethan pulled her closer, letting his palms cup her breasts. He rolled her nipples between his fingers, feeling them harden even more under his touch. Jess let out a faint sound, half gasp, half moan, as he massaged her. He steadied himself by planting his left arm behind him, using the bench as leverage, while his right hand slid between her thighs. He cupped her pussy, fingers spreading her open. She was hot and slick, her folds parting easily as she shifted her hips forward.

She whispered, voice trembling, “Right here. Let me feel you.”

Ethan nodded, guiding the head of his cock to her entrance. He pressed forward, feeling the tight heat of her pussy as she sank down onto him in one slow, deliberate motion. Her walls gripped him, the sensation making him shudder. Jess held onto his shoulders, fingers digging in, her face tightening with pleasure as he slid deeper inside her. He braced his feet against the sides of the boat, angling his hips so they wouldn’t capsize.

Jess began to move, rolling her hips in slow, grinding circles on his lap. She lifted herself nearly all the way off his cock, letting him almost slip free, then sank back down, taking him to the hilt. The boat rocked with each motion, water lapping against the hull. Ethan clutched her waist, his palms slick with sweat, holding her steady as their bodies met in a steady rhythm.

Her voice came out shaky, breath catching on every word. “This is unreal… feels so good.” She pressed her lips to his, kissing him hard. “Make me come like this.”

He buried his face in her neck, kissing a line along her collarbone. Jess arched her back, thrusting her breasts toward his face. He leaned in, flicking his tongue across one stiff nipple, circling it before sucking it into his mouth. She inhaled sharply, her hands flying to his hair, fingers tangling in the strands. At the same time, he flexed his hips upward, thrusting into her in a series of deep, controlled drives, matching the rhythm of her rolling motion.

Her breathing grew ragged, coming in quick, shallow pants. Ethan watched her closely, transfixed by the way her eyes fluttered closed, then snapped open to meet his. She clenched around him, her pussy squeezing with every roll of her hips. He groaned, the sound torn from his chest. Her body trembled, muscles tightening as she moved. The boat bobbed beneath them, water splashing up along the sides. Whenever the rocking grew too sharp, they paused, bodies pressed tight together, then Jess resumed, determined to keep going, to chase the pleasure building between them.

Ethan’s entire body tingled with the urgent need to let go, every muscle drawn tight with restraint. He gritted his teeth and forced himself to hold back, determined to draw out Jess’s pleasure a little longer. He slid his hands down her sides, fingers digging into the soft flesh of her hips, and shifted his angle, pulling her toward him. The movement pressed his cock deeper, and Jess’s breath hitched. She gasped, and her nails pricked lightly into his shoulders, leaving faint crescents in his skin. Her head fell back, dark hair spilling over her shoulders, exposing the long line of her throat as her body arched in ecstasy. Her lips parted, and her voice came out in broken, desperate syllables.

“Yes… oh, just like that. Keep… keep…”

He obeyed, driving into her in a steady, relentless rhythm. Their bodies collided, skin slapping against skin with each thrust. He watched the way her breasts bounced with every movement, her nipples flushed and hard, pebbled from the cool air and the friction of his chest. Her legs tightened around his hips, heels digging into his lower back, urging him on. He could feel the heat of her cunt wrapped tight around his cock, slick and pulsing, drawing him in deeper every time he thrust forward. Sweat slicked his brow, and he grunted with effort, holding her hips steady as he worked himself inside her.

Jess’s hands scrabbled at his back, nails dragging lightly over his skin. Her thighs quivered where they clamped around him, muscles tensing and relaxing in quick succession. Her chest heaved, breasts rising and falling with each ragged breath, nipples brushing against his chest. Her eyes squeezed shut as she rode the edge, and her mouth fell open, lips trembling.

Suddenly, her whole body seized up. She clamped down around his cock, inner muscles fluttering in a rapid, rhythmic spasm. A choked cry escaped her throat, loud and raw, and her back arched even further as she came. He felt the surge of warmth and pressure, the pulsing grip of her orgasm squeezing him from all sides. Her thighs shook, trembling against his hips, and her arms locked around his shoulders, holding him tight as she shuddered through the peak. She moaned softly, breath hot against his neck.

The sensation of her climax pushed Ethan past the edge. He groaned low in his throat, the sound rough and guttural, and his hips jerked erratically. He thrust deep one last time and spilled inside her, cock twitching as he released a hot rush of cum. The pulses wracked his body, every muscle quivering as he clutched her back, pressing her close. His fingers dug into her skin, and he buried his face in her neck, panting hard as the waves of pleasure crashed through him.

Jess clung to him, her arms still wrapped around his shoulders. She panted against his neck, her breath coming in short bursts, and her body trembled with aftershocks. Her hair stuck to her flushed cheeks, and her eyes fluttered open, dazed and shining. Ethan kept his arms around her, holding her close as they both tried to steady their breathing.

They stayed joined, bodies pressed together, as they caught their breath. The boat rocked gently beneath them, water lapping at the hull in slow, rhythmic waves. Jess rested her forehead on Ethan’s shoulder, letting her weight sink into him. He stroked her back with one hand, tracing the line of her spine, feeling the slight sheen of sweat on her skin.

Eventually, Ethan sighed and loosened his grip. He slid his hands down to her hips and gently lifted her, easing her off his softening cock. She winced slightly at the sensitivity, then settled onto the wooden bench beside him. She reached down, running her hand across his chest, fingertips brushing over his heartbeat. Both of them were still lightly shaking, muscles twitching with the remnants of release.

Jess whispered, “I can’t believe we just did that in the middle of the lake.” Her cheeks were flushed a deep pink, a clear line of color running from her cheekbones down to her collarbone. A pleased, slightly wild smile curved her lips, and she looked exhilarated, eyes bright.

Ethan gave a breathy laugh, rubbing a hand over his face. “Me neither. I’m pretty sure that was the riskiest thing I’ve ever done.”

Jess began dressing, reaching down to the floor of the boat for her bikini top. She shook it out, untangling the straps with quick, practiced fingers. She slipped the top over her head, pulling the fabric down to cover her breasts, then worked the ties behind her neck and back, knotting them securely. She bent forward, breasts briefly pressing together as she reached for her bikini bottoms, then hooked her thumbs into the sides and slid them up her legs, wiggling her hips to settle the fabric in place. She checked the ties at her hips, tugging them snug.

Ethan reached for his underwear and shorts, which were bunched near his feet. He picked up his boxers and stepped into them, careful not to tip the boat. He pulled them up, tucking himself away, then grabbed his shorts and worked them up over his thighs, buttoning and zipping them with a practiced motion. He adjusted himself discreetly, glancing at Jess to make sure she was decent. They both fidgeted with their clothes for a minute, each movement deliberate, cautious to keep their balance and avoid dropping anything overboard. Jess ran her fingers through her hair, smoothing it down, while Ethan checked that his shirt was right-side-out before slipping it over his head.

When they were both clothed again, Ethan reached for the oars, settling them into the oarlocks. He cleared his throat quietly, glancing at Jess. “Should we head back to shore?” he asked, voice a little rough.

Jess nodded, a satisfied grin spreading across her face. “Definitely. I need solid ground under my feet after that.” She shifted to the nearest bench, bracing one hand behind her to steady herself as she sat.

Ethan planted his feet, gripped the oars, and began to row. He dipped each blade into the water, pulling smoothly and evenly, propelling the boat toward the small dock in the distance. The muscles in his arms and shoulders flexed with each stroke. Jess watched him, her eyes half-lidded with lingering pleasure. Occasionally, he glanced over, meeting her gaze between strokes, and she smiled at him, lips still parted in a lazy, satisfied expression.

Within minutes, the rental shack came into view. The young attendant perched on a stool, a magazine open in his lap. As Ethan guided the boat alongside the dock, the attendant glanced up, giving them a cursory look before returning to his reading. He didn’t seem curious about their time on the water.

Ethan set the oars aside, reached for the rope, and tied off the boat with practiced hands, looping the line around a cleat. He handed the life vests to Jess, who stacked them neatly on the dock. Ethan climbed up first, steadying himself, then reached down to offer Jess his hand. She took it, and he helped her step up, steadying her by the elbow as she climbed onto the dock.

They both offered the attendant a small wave. The guy nodded, barely looking up as he flipped a page. Jess exhaled, her lips twitching as she lifted her eyebrows, as if stifling a laugh at how oblivious he was. They walked down the short gravel path to the SUV. Jess opened her door and slid into her seat, sinking back with a breathy chuckle.

She eyed Ethan, her tone playful. “We need to try normal stuff sometimes… but that was amazing.”

He gave a crooked smile, glancing at her sidelong. “I won’t forget it anytime soon.”

He turned the key in the ignition, the engine rumbling to life. They pulled away from the lot, the lake receding behind them, blue water hidden by trees as they turned onto the main road. The drive was quiet. Jess rested her elbow near the window, fingers tapping lightly on the glass as she alternated between watching Ethan’s face and the scenery flashing past. At a stop sign, Ethan reached over and squeezed her knee, giving her a quick smirk. She parted her lips, as if about to say something, then closed them again and leaned back with a contented sigh.

When they arrived at the campsite, the sun’s angle had shifted, long shadows stretching across the tents and picnic tables. Ethan climbed out of the SUV and stretched, rolling his shoulders. He noticed Claire at the portable stove, slicing vegetables and stirring a pan. She glanced over and raised her hand in greeting, a knowing look in her eyes.

Jess hopped out and circled around to Ethan’s side, her eyes scanning the clearing to see who was nearby. She leaned in close and murmured, “Thanks for the adventure,” pressing a quick kiss to his cheek. He grinned, brushing his fingers over her arm before they headed in separate directions. Jess made her way toward her tent, apparently to sort her belongings. Ethan grabbed a couple of empty jugs and headed toward the communal spigot at the edge of the campground.

On the way, he spotted Victoria and Ashley coming in from a trail, arms full of small bags. He raised a hand in greeting, and Ashley gave him a nod. Victoria looked energized, but neither woman asked where he and Jess had been. Ethan stepped aside, letting them pass, then continued on to the spigot. He unscrewed the caps, filled both jugs with clean water, and carried them back to camp.

Jess was in her tent, rearranging pillows, while Claire stirred the pan at the stove. The scent of warm vegetables drifted in the air, but Ethan remembered Jess’s quiet request to skip a shared meal if he wanted to rest. He set the water jugs by the cooking table and glanced at Claire.

Claire eyed him. “If you two had fun, that’s all that matters,” she said, voice casual but with a faint smile.

He replied, “It was nice out there,” giving nothing away.

Claire laughed softly and turned back to the stove. “We’ll have dinner in a bit. Let everyone finish their own thing first.”

Ethan walked to his tent, ducked inside, and smoothed out his sleeping mat. He checked that his sleeping bag was still in place, then rummaged in his backpack for his air pillow. Before he could finish, he heard light footsteps outside. Peering through the unzipped flap, he saw Jess pass by, a small smile on her lips. He nodded at her, feeling the warmth of their secret still thrumming beneath his skin.


Chapter 15

Ethan stirred awake inside his tent earlier than he had anticipated. Thin nylon separated him from the cool morning air outside, and he felt a prickle of energy coaxing him to start the day. He shifted onto his side, rubbed at his eyes, and gently pressed a hand against the tent floor to steady himself as he sat up. Though he had appreciated the escape from daily pressures, the idea of heading back and facing his responsibilities had begun to take root the moment he opened his eyes. The new house still needed his input, design projects required follow-up, and the courthouse designs had a looming deadline. He resisted the impulse to linger and mentally ran through the tasks awaiting him back home.

He unzipped the flap of his tent and ducked his head outside. A faint gleam of early sunshine brushed across the campground. Claire was already awake, crouched near her own collapsed tent, folding her sleeping bag into a neat rectangle. She straightened when she noticed him. 

“Morning,” he said, stepping out onto the grass.

“Hey,” she replied, pressing down the last fold of the sleeping bag and slipping it into a sack. “Ready to go?” 

He nodded, stretching the muscles of his neck. His sandals rested just outside the tent, and he slipped them on, pushing one toe against the strap to verify it was secure. Jess was a short distance away, half-kneeling beside a small pile of cooking supplies. She sorted them into separate bags, her motions systematic and unhurried. Nearby, an open container held items designated as trash. Another held dishes that needed washing once they got home. 

Ethan crossed over to her, raising a hand in greeting. “Morning,” he said. “Sleep okay?” 

She sat back on her heels. “Yeah. A little sore from all the outdoor activities, but I’m good.” She offered a small smile in his direction. 

He mirrored her smile. “Me too. Anything I can help with?” 

She nodded and pointed at a group of folding chairs stacked against a tree. “You can strap those onto the SUV’s roof rack. And maybe gather the ground tarps from under the tents in a few minutes.” 

“Got it,” he said, bending to pick up two of the chairs. He gripped them by their metal frames and carried them toward the SUV in the nearby parking area. 

At the vehicle, he set the chairs on the ground, unlocked the roof rack, then lifted the first chair onto the crossbars. Moving step by step, he aligned the chair so it wouldn’t shift during the drive. He tested the bungee cords, securing the corners around the rack’s bars before steadily threading them through the folding chair’s metal arms. The second chair followed suit. Next, he tugged on the cords, confirming they had enough tension to keep the chairs firmly in place. 

He returned to the campsite, collected the remaining chairs, and repeated the process until all of them were tied down. With each trip, he noticed the group busily dismantling the rest of the temporary camp. Claire tucked the last of her belongings into her backpack and zipped it closed, pressing the interior flat to fit everything. Jess gathered up the cooking utensils, carefully wrapping fragile items in small dish towels. 

Further away, Victoria stood near her tent, working alongside Ashley. They had their tent poles neatly laid out, parallel to each other on the ground. With deliberate care, Victoria slid each pole from its sleeve in the tent’s fabric. Ashley held the fabric tight, preventing tangles, so the poles wouldn’t bend or catch. The two of them then rolled the tent body in an even cylinder, tucking it into a carrying bag without forcing it. Even from a distance, Ethan could see Ashley offering Victoria a small nod when the bag finally closed. 

Ethan spotted a stack of tarps near the tents. “Jess, these the ones you wanted?” he asked, pointing at the neatly folded plastic sheets. Jess stood up from where she knelt, dusting off the knees of her pants. 

“Yeah, those are the tent tarps,” she said. “Once we’re done, we’ll double-check if anything’s left behind.” 

He gathered the tarps, noting the cling of dampness beneath some of them, presumably from the ground during the night. He folded each tarp carefully, pressing out any creases with the back of his hand. Stacking them against his chest, he hefted them into his arms and brought them to the SUV. He placed them in the trunk, next to a large cooler that was now mostly empty except for whatever leftover perishable items needed to be tossed later. 

He strode back to the campsite to scan for anything overlooked. Claire was on a similar mission near the picnic area, picking up a forgotten fork among some rocks and tossing it into a small bin of utensils. Jess carried a few half-used paper products to the trash. Victoria checked inside her tent’s carry bag for any items that might have been shoved inside hastily. 

Afterward, Ethan made his way over to where the extinguished fire pit stood. Ash remained in the center, cold from the water someone had poured earlier. He lifted a short stick and stirred the ashes to be sure there were no lingering embers. Though it was quiet now, the sight reminded him of the lively nights they had enjoyed, joking around the fire under the open sky. He gently tossed the stick aside, thinking about how he was looking forward to modern comfort again. 

He turned his attention to the group. Claire and Jess both seemed satisfied with their final sweeps of the ground. Victoria and Ashley gradually brought their packed items over to the car. Ethan helped load another duffel bag into the trunk. 

Ashley and Victoria meandered toward it, chatting about the plan for the morning. They talked softly about the possibility of stopping at a roadside café for coffee. 

As they reached the entrance, Ethan, Jess, and Claire halted beside the SUV. Ashley adjusted her duffel bag on her shoulder, giving it a quick shift as if testing the weight. She stood near the rear of the vehicle, looking at the group with a trace of regret mingled with contentment.

“I have to head back to campus soon,” she said, directing the statement at Victoria though it was clearly meant for everyone. “Got work waiting for me. Thanks for letting me join this trip.”

“I’m glad you came,” Jess said, leaning in for a quick hug. “We don’t do big group trips often, so it was nice having extra people.”

Claire stepped forward and wrapped an arm around Ashley’s shoulders in a short, friendly hug. “Yeah, thanks for coming.”

Ashley gave a small nod before moving toward the SUV. “Mind giving me a ride back to Ethan’s place? My car’s still there.”

“Of course,” Ethan said, opening the rear hatch so she could stow her bag.

Everyone climbed in—Ethan behind the wheel, Claire in the passenger seat, Jess and Victoria in the back with Ashley. He adjusted the mirrors, squared his shoulders against the seat, and started the engine. The vehicle rumbled to life, and he guided it out of the campground. Jess gazed out the window, occasionally pointing out small roadside curiosities—an oddly shaped tree, an abandoned cabin in the distance. They carried on small conversations, sometimes drifting into comfortable silences.

Victoria fiddled with a playlist on her phone, an upbeat tune filling the SUV. Claire tucked her feet under her thighs and casually mentioned a few novels she hoped to read once they got settled back into daily life. Ethan listened with half an ear while keeping his eyes on the road.

They stopped for coffee at a modest roadside café, parking just off the main highway. Everyone piled out, and Ethan stretched his arms overhead. The café’s sign displayed simple lettering, and there was a short line inside. He let Claire, Jess, and Victoria place their orders first. Then he asked for a plain black coffee, paid at the counter, and carried the cup out to a small table. They lounged there a few minutes, sipping and exchanging stray observations about the trip, how the fishing had gone, how the tents had held up, how next time they might bring a portable grill.

When they were ready to go again, they refueled the SUV at a nearby pump, then got back on the road. Conversation continued, though the drive stretched into a calm monotony. Ethan occasionally rolled his shoulders or tilted his head side to side to ease stiffness. Jess dozed in the back seat for a short while, her head resting against the window. Her tank top had crept slightly upward, revealing a bit of the smooth skin at her lower back. Ethan noticed in passing that the snug curve of the fabric over her chest gave a subtle outline of her figure, a fleeting reminder of her natural confidence.

Eventually, the outskirts of their neighborhood appeared. Vehicles merged into denser traffic, store signs popped up along the main road, and the houses took on a familiar arrangement. Ethan navigated toward their home, eager to check on the construction progress. As they drew closer, the half-finished structure came into view. Even from down the street, he could see the partially built walls, the skeletal framework that would eventually become their home.

He pulled into the driveway and turned off the engine. Tools, lumber scraps, and bundles of building materials scattered across portions of the yard, a telltale sign of recent construction. The group exited the SUV in a collective shuffle. Jess hefted her backpack, and Claire stretched her arms overhead. Victoria looked from the unfinished house to the current home they still occupied.

“It’s coming along,” she remarked, wiping a hand over her forehead.

They all began unloading personal belongings first. Ethan grabbed a couple of duffel bags from the trunk, while Jess balanced a cardboard box. Claire clutched her laptop bag, and Victoria carried a bright tote full of snacks. No one was in a rush to unload everything; with the morning’s travel done, they seemed content to move slowly.

Jess and Claire headed inside with their things. Victoria lingered near Ethan, resting her tote on the ground momentarily. She stepped in front of him, gently touching his wrist to catch his attention.

“I appreciate you renting the SUV for everyone,” she said. “I know I was off doing my own thing with Ashley quite a bit, so it means a lot that you didn’t mind.” She tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear.

Ethan set the duffel bag on the ground. “It wasn’t a problem,” he replied. “You two seemed happy hanging out. Don’t worry about it.”

Victoria’s eyes flickered with relief, and she gave him a small nod before walking into the house, carrying her tote. Ethan stood there a second longer, scanning the construction site. He couldn’t see the contractor’s truck, which probably meant the crew was elsewhere this morning or hadn’t arrived yet.

Ashley slung her duffel bag over her shoulder and stepped toward him. “Guess this is my stop,” she said with a faint smile.

“Thanks for coming,” Ethan said.

Jess came back outside in time to give her a hug. “Safe drive, all right?”

Claire followed, looping an arm briefly around Ashley’s shoulders. “Yeah, see you next time.”

Ashley’s attention shifted to Victoria. Their embrace parted after a long moment, and the way they looked at each other suggested deeper feelings than either cared to say in front of an audience. Ethan noticed that extra bit of warmth in Victoria’s eyes.

Ashley turned toward her car, unlocked it, and set her bag inside. After one last wave, she climbed in and started the engine, pulling away from the curb. Ethan watched her taillights fade down the street before heading inside.

Curiosity nudged him to wander around the unfinished house. Stepping carefully over a few stray two-by-fours, he approached the framework. The outline of the rooms was more visible now, walls framed with plywood sheathing in spots. Some areas had sections of house wrap stapled to the exterior, seams taped securely to protect against moisture. Wooden supports braced corners and door openings. 

He remembered a recent conversation with Travis about the next steps. Installing exterior doors, completing the wrap on the upper sections, placing windows once they arrived. A neat pile of materials, including packaged doors and additional rolls of barrier material, sat stacked close to the front of the structure. The doors were tall, and the packaging still had shipping labels attached. Ethan placed a hand on one box, imagining the day those doors would swing open into a fully finished interior. 

He stepped around to the back of the house, examining the partial framing of what would become a covered patio. He crouched low to look at how the wrap overlapped near the base. Everything seemed consistent with the guidelines he had discussed for weatherproofing. 

He straightened up, brushing dust from his palms, just as Jess’s voice called from the yard. 

“Ethan, you back here?” she asked, stepping around a small stack of plywood. She had dressed in a fresh outfit—a tank top. 

“Yeah, checking the wrap,” he answered, leaving the corner to meet her in the open space near the future patio door. 

She walked closer, took in the sight of the partially installed wrap, and tilted her head to the side. “Looking good. You really want to jump into more work right now?” 

He gave a noncommittal shrug. “I don’t mind it. After sitting in the SUV for a while, moving around feels good.” 

She brushed a hand against the exposed plywood, testing its smoothness. “Fair enough. I’m planning on grabbing a snack in a bit, but do you want any help out here first?” 

He tucked his hands on his hips and scanned the yard. “Might just be finishing a few spots of house wrap. The doors are here, too. If the crew shows up, I’ll help them install one or two.” 

Jess nodded. “Let me know if you need an extra set of hands. I’m up for it.” 

He gave a small nod and made his way back around the side of the house, stepping over a cluster of lumber. “I’ll probably check around front, see what kind of hardware they left for the doors,” he said. 

She followed him a few steps, then planted her feet and gestured toward the main place they were currently living in. “I’m going to run inside and get some water. I’ll be right back if you need me.” 

“Sure,” he answered. 

She turned and walked off, her sandals shifting dust across the ground. He watched her go, then refocused on the task. The contractor’s guys had told him earlier in the week they might drop off doors and get them positioned soon. Spotting the packaging, he carefully peeled back a corner of plastic to examine the door’s surface beneath. It appeared in good shape, no visible dents. Satisfied, he let the plastic fall back in place. 

He heard the rumble of an engine from the street. A crew van rolled up alongside the curb. Two workers hopped out, greeting him as they stepped onto the property. He greeted them, hands resting lightly on his hips, and explained that he was available to assist with whatever they planned to do. 

One of the workers, a tall man in overalls, nodded and headed straight for the stack of doors. The other pulled out a tool bag from the van. They wasted no time in setting down a level, a box of screws, and some cordless drills. The tall worker motioned Ethan over. 

“You helping us get these doors in?” he asked. 

Ethan offered a quick nod. “Exactly. Just tell me what to do.” 

The man gestured for Ethan to take hold of one side of the nearest door. Together, they lifted it from the stack and carried it to the rough opening in the front of the house. They had to maneuver carefully around a few support braces, and Ethan kept his grip firm under the door’s bottom edge. Step by step, they aligned the door with the frame. The worker grabbed a level from the toolbox, pressing it against the door’s side to check its alignment. 

“Hold it right there,” the worker told Ethan. Ethan steadied the door, arms flexing slightly to keep it upright. The worker reached for some shims and wedged them between the doorjamb and the framing, one near the top hinge and another near the bottom. 

Ethan exhaled, feeling a slight burn in his shoulders. “Still good?” he asked, glancing at the bubble in the level. 

“Looks straight,” the man confirmed. With one hand, he clutched the drill, letting the bit drive a screw through the jamb and into the studs. Ethan kept the door from shifting until multiple screws were in place. They tested the door by gently swinging it open and shut. It moved smoothly on the hinges without catching. 

The second worker grabbed a roll of flashing tape, sealing around the edges to keep water from seeping in. Ethan stepped aside to give him room, rotating his neck once to relieve the mild stiffness from holding the door. As they proceeded, Jess returned with a water bottle. She watched the process with curiosity, offering a quick wave. 

She inched nearer when the second worker paused. “Need an extra foot holding something?” she asked. 

The worker laughed lightly. “I think we’re good, but thanks. Could you hand me that roll of tape on the toolbox?” 

Jess obliged, leaning in and passing him the tape. Ethan noticed she lingered, observing how the corners were sealed. She occasionally asked clarifying questions about the best angle for the tape. With each step—measuring, taping, adjusting the door installation moved toward completion. 

Once the first door was done, they moved on to the back entrance in a similar manner. This time, Ethan helped bring the door around the outside, weaving through the piles of wood. Jess trailed behind, cautioning him when he was about to step on a loose board. Together, they fit the new door into the opening. He steadied one side while the worker slid in shims. Another worker checked the level, then fired screws into place. They taped the edges again, ensuring a tight seal. 

Standing back to admire their progress, Ethan felt a slight surge of pride. The house was still just a shell, but the presence of real doors made it feel closer to a home. Jess patted him on the shoulder, passing him her water bottle. He took a drink, letting the liquid ease his thirst. 

Moments later, the crew set up ladders to finish house wrap on the higher sections. One of them held the material in place while the other used a staple gun to secure it. Ethan pitched in by unrolling the wrap and pressing down the taped seams so it lay flat. His eyes swept over each seam, making sure it overlapped properly to channel water away from the interior. The process of stapling, taping, and smoothing felt purposeful. 

Eventually, the midday sun rose high enough that the workers decided to take a break. They retreated to their van for drinks, while Ethan and Jess moved aside to where the shade from a partial overhang offered some relief. He studied the front section of the house. The new doors looked neatly mounted, and most of the sheathing was in place. The house wrap was about three-quarters complete. 

Jess pointed at the newly installed back door. “I like how it’s framed. I can already imagine setting up a couple of chairs on the patio out there once everything’s done.” 

He nodded, picturing it. “That’s the plan. Might even add a small table for when we have friends over.” 

She gave a thoughtful nod, then placed her hand lightly on his forearm. “You want to head inside for a bite? Or are you thinking of staying out here?” 

Ethan glanced over at the workers. “They’re taking a break anyway. I can step away for a few minutes. Let’s go.”  

Claire looked up as Ethan and Jess entered. “Hey, everything going well out there?” she asked, tapping her pen against a rendered image. 

He reached into the fridge for a cold drink. “We got two doors installed so far and wrapped a decent section of the exterior. It’s turning into an actual house.” 

Jess set her water bottle on the counter and took a seat. “It looks good,” she said. “At this pace, we might see some real walls go up soon.” 

Victoria closed the cabinet, a small box of crackers now in her grip. “Congrats on that,” she said, popping the box open. She plucked out a cracker and handed one to Jess, who accepted it. 

“Hey,” the worker said, tapping the door frame lightly to announce himself. “We’re going to get back to the wrap. Might finish the back corner if you still want to help.” 

Ethan rose from the chair, adjusting his posture to shake off the stiffness from sitting. “I’ll be right there.” He gave a quick glance to Claire and Jess. “Give me a sec to wrap this up, and I’ll go.” 

Claire stacked the papers. “Go ahead. We’ll still be here when you finish. Then we can polish everything for the presentation.” 

He nodded. “Works for me.” 

He followed the worker back outside, crossing the yard to the open side of the house. The men had resumed unrolling sections of wrap. Ethan assisted, holding the material taut while they applied staples and tape in methodical lines. Step by step, the crew covered any exposed sheathing until only the roof line remained uncovered. They smoothed out wrinkles in the wrap, pressing along the taped edges to ensure a proper seal. 

As they worked, Ethan felt the physicality ramp up. He shifted his weight to keep balance when the worker scaling the ladder tugged at the roll. Ethan handed the top end up with arms extended overhead, leaning back slightly. Now and then, he had to move around quickly to secure the bottom edge before it drooped. The men stabilized the ladder by bracing it with their boots, no one standing idle. 

Time passed, and eventually they stepped back, visually inspecting the fresh layer of wrap near the back corner. The entire stretch looked uniform, bright white and taped neatly. One worker gave Ethan a thumbs-up. 

“Looks solid from here,” the man said. 

Ethan exhaled, dropping his arms. “Yes, looks good,” he replied, a slight satisfied grin on his face. 

He moved around to the front of the house one more time, pausing to admire the newly installed doors. He opened and closed the front door gently, confirming once again how smoothly it glided. With that last check, he decided it was enough progress for one day. 

Stepping back inside the place they were currently living, he found Jess flipping through her phone on the couch while Claire and Victoria talked at the table. He set his gloves on a side table. “Doors are set, and we almost finished the back corner of wrap,” he said. 

Victoria looked up. “Nice. We’ll finalize the slideshow or the renderings once you’re done out back.” 

He glanced over his shoulder toward the window, which framed the half-finished structure. “I’m heading back out to give it one last look,” he said. “Then I’m all yours for the presentation prep.”

He left the gloves behind and stepped through the door, crossing the small distance to the new build. The sun sat higher in the sky, shining across the yard. He circled around, running his hand along the newly secured wrap, checking the places where it overlapped. Satisfied that everything was firmly in place, he nodded to himself, excitement stirring for how soon the house might be ready for the next phase of construction.

With that, he returned to join Victoria and the others, ready to settle into the final details of their courthouse project.


Chapter 16

Ethan woke up early on presentation day, his mind already racing with thoughts about the upcoming meeting. He climbed out of bed, showered at a brisk pace, and put on a freshly pressed suit. He adjusted each sleeve, smoothing the fabric to be certain he looked his best. This was the day he would present the new courthouse designs to the town council, and he wanted to appear confident and prepared. Standing in front of the bedroom mirror, he tugged his tie so it sat neatly against his collar, then double-checked the time on his phone. He realized he had a bit of breathing room before he needed to leave, so he grabbed his laptop bag and headed downstairs to the kitchen.

Claire was already at the table, scrolling through something on her phone. When she spotted him, she set the device aside, looked him up and down, and tilted her head in mild curiosity. 

“You look more serious than usual,” she said. “Are you ready for today?” 

He rested his laptop bag on the kitchen counter. “Feeling pretty confident. Victoria and I have everything lined up. Slides, 3D renderings, budget breakdowns. She’ll cover part of the cost discussion, and I’ll handle structural feasibility. We rehearsed a bunch of times.” 

Claire leaned forward, propping her elbows on the table. “That’s good. I’ve seen how hard you two have been working this week. Still, big presentations can get stressful. How are the nerves?” 

Ethan opened his bag and methodically checked for printouts and a backup flash drive, flipping through each folder to ensure nothing was missing. “It’s the usual jitters. I’ve presented to the council before, but every project is different. This particular courthouse means a lot to the community. It’s a symbol of progress.” 

Claire nodded and pushed away from the table, crossing to the counter where she popped a piece of bread in the toaster. “You’ll do great. Just keep it together so they focus on the design.” 

He managed a faint grin. “That’s the plan. Are you coming in to the office today at all?” 

She spread a quick dab of butter on the toast. “Not this time. I’m waiting on a few deliveries for the house, and Jess might come by to help organize. So I’ll be here.” 

“Got it,” he said, zipping his bag closed. “Wish me luck.” 

She stepped over to him and patted his shoulder. “Good luck. Send me a message when it’s over.” 

He thanked her, then made his way back upstairs to see how Victoria was coming along. She had stayed overnight so they could both get an early start without dealing with separate commutes. He found her in the guest room, fully dressed in a slim skirt and a crisp white blouse. A small gold pendant at her collar glinted in the morning light. 

As she turned, Ethan noticed how the tailored blouse framed the curve of her breasts and complemented her narrow waist, while the pencil skirt hugged her hips. It was a sharp, professional look that suited her. 

She ran her palms along the blouse to smooth out any wrinkles before picking up her tablet. “Do I look all right for a serious day?” 

He gave a confirming nod. “You look great. Let’s just double-check your slides to be sure everything’s in order.” 

Holding the tablet so he could see, she flipped through the outline. “Introduction, concept, structural outline, budget slides, and the 3D renders. It’s all here.” 

“Perfect,” he said. “I have the entire deck on my laptop too. We can mirror it to the overhead in the conference room.” 

They paused, sharing a moment of understanding that this day could mark a milestone for their small architectural venture. Then she slipped the tablet into her work bag and gestured toward the door. “All right. Let’s go. I don’t want to be late.” 

They gathered their things, carefully balancing equipment in their arms as they headed out the door. During the drive to the office, they rehearsed portions of the presentation aloud. Victoria questioned what they should say if council members asked about long-term expansions. Ethan reminded her they’d built extra load capacity into the design. She asked how to address concerns about historic aesthetics, and he noted they’d prepared a statement about harmonizing the new structure with the surrounding architecture. 

The roads were relatively quiet, with only a few cars rolling by the small businesses opening for the day. Once they arrived at the office, they parked in their usual spots and carried everything to the small conference room. Victoria helped set up the projector while Ethan connected his laptop. He tested the resolution, clicking through each slide. Victoria pulled out a few chairs around the table and set some bottled water within easy reach. 

They had a few minutes to spare, so Ethan glanced over his speaker notes and tapped them lightly on the table. “We covered all the big points,” he reminded himself under his breath, hoping to calm the last bit of jittery energy. Victoria caught his eye and smiled in silent reassurance. 

Footsteps echoed in the hallway, and soon Richard, familiar from council meetings—stepped in, accompanied by interns carrying notepads. A woman wearing a dark gray pantsuit followed. She gave the room a quick once-over before offering a polite greeting. 

Richard advanced first. “Good morning. You’re Ethan, right?” 

Ethan shook his hand. “Yes, sir. Good to see you again. Thanks for coming.” He turned slightly to greet the woman. 

Richard motioned to her. “This is Ann, one of our key players on the council. She’ll focus on logistics and the legal side.” 

She fixed a calm gaze on Ethan and Victoria. “Morning. Let’s get started. I’m eager to see what you have.” 

Victoria invited them to sit, and their team took places around the table. One intern recorded audio, and another flipped open a small laptop to type up notes. 

Clearing her throat, Victoria began. “Thank you all for meeting with us about the proposed courthouse designs. We wanted to strike a balance, modern functionality with a strong nod toward local tradition. We’ve been working for months to get this right.” 

Ethan stepped to the projector screen and moved to the first slide. “We’ll start with an overview of the goals. You needed a structure that meets current demands of the court and city administration while leaving room for growth. Also, security updates were highlighted as a priority.” 

Victoria advanced to a second slide. “We accounted for budget constraints. We’ll show how we allocated funds for foundation, framing, infrastructure, and security. Our breakdown ensures we use every part of the budget efficiently.” 

Ann studied the slides, then folded her hands on the table. “We want the building to look and feel welcoming. It shouldn’t intimidate people who come here on civic business.” 

Richard glanced in Victoria’s direction. “What’s the target square footage, and how does it compare to the old courthouse?” 

Victoria switched to the relevant data. “We’re roughly thirty percent larger. This includes a new administrative wing, a more spacious foyer, and larger jury assembly rooms. Overall, it’s just under eighty-five thousand square feet.” 

He pursed his lips in thought. “Yes, that’s bigger. But given the crowding in the old building, it makes sense.” 

An intern quietly raised a hand, and Victoria gestured for him to speak. “Which department will occupy the new wing? City attorneys or something else?” 

Ethan jumped in. “It’s designed as a flexible administrative space. Different partitions can be rearranged depending on needs. Initially, city attorneys might move in, but in the future, that same space could house multiple small offices or one bigger unit.” 

The intern typed more notes, satisfied. 

Victoria pulled up the structural section. “We chose steel framing for the core skeleton, which lets the building expand upward if necessary. Then we used reinforced concrete walls in key areas. It’s a sound approach for growth from the ground up.” 

She passed the explanation to Ethan. He detailed how the foundation was designed to accommodate expansions without a massive retrofit. “We included reinforcements to help if you ever want additional floors. Tearing up the foundation wouldn’t be necessary.” 

Richard gave a small nod. “That’s a smart move.” 

They showcased the layout next. Two main courtrooms, a smaller hearing room, dedicated offices, secure holding areas, and a wide lobby with a checkpoint. Ann asked about maintaining separation between public corridors and employee corridors. Victoria pointed out walls and passages that would keep employees and the public on different routes. 

After half an hour, Victoria switched to the budget portion of the slides, explaining each cost category and emphasizing the contingency fund. Ann and Richard took notes; they seemed to appreciate the thoroughness. 

Ann asked about cost savings through local subcontractors. Ethan explained how local crews could reduce shipping strains, and though labor might cost more initially, scheduling snags would be minimized. Ann wrote down that point to review later. 

Victoria then played a brief 3D animation, walking them through the main entrance, hallways, and second floor. The interns leaned forward, clearly impressed. 

Richard and Ann exchanged a discreet glance once it finished. Richard spoke up: “This is what we hoped for. You planned for expansions, kept a modern feel, and maintained the local style. Any insight on timeline?” 

Victoria brought up the schedule. “Site prep can start in two or three months, assuming council approval. Then main construction might span eighteen to twenty-four months. That includes steel framing, enclosure, and interior finish work.” 

Richard visibly relaxed. “That’s manageable.” 

Ann closed her folder. “We’ll need some progress reviews, but design-wise, it fits all our needs. I don’t see any changes right now.” 

Ethan couldn’t help checking again. “No modifications at all? We can adjust if there’s anything you want done differently.” 

Richard shook his head. “Nothing comes to mind. You nailed it.” 

Ethan and Victoria exchanged a bright, relieved glance. They had braced for a list of revisions, but hearing none was everything they’d wanted. 

Ann stood, gathering her papers. “We’ll take this to the broader council next, then set up the official approval process. You’ll get the paperwork soon.” 

They shared concluding handshakes, and the interns collected laptops before filtering out the door. Once alone, Victoria and Ethan broke into quiet laughter, both exhaling their excitement. 

She smiled, setting her tablet on the table. “They barely questioned us. That’s a first.” 

Ethan placed his notes in a neat stack. “Just means we prepared well. I’ll send a follow-up email this afternoon to keep things moving.” 

She nodded, stretching her arms overhead in a casual motion. “Perfect. But first, I think we deserve some coffee. Actually, I have a salon appointment soon. Been trying to book it for weeks. So I’ll let you do the coffee run if you want.” 

He patted the top of his laptop. “Sounds good. I’ll dismantle the projector, send that summary, and then probably head out.” 

Victoria fetched her bag and checked her car keys. She paused by the doorway. “I’m proud of what we did. We work well together.” 

Ethan’s chest felt lighter at that. “Yeah. Proud of us too.” 

She gave him a grateful smile and disappeared into the hall. He stood in the quiet conference room, letting the positive outcome sink in. After gathering the cables and organizing them in the storage cupboard, he tossed the empty water bottles in the recycling bin. Then he picked up his laptop bag and headed to their shared office down the hall. 

In the office, he switched on the overhead lights and settled into his desk chair. The computer hummed to life as he typed a concise follow-up email: summary of the main points, a thank-you for attending, and a reaffirmation that he and Victoria were ready to proceed once they received further instructions. He attached a PDF of the presentation and scanned everything one more time before clicking send. 

He leaned back, turning slowly in his chair. The courthouse was a significant public project, something he would see every day in his own town. That thought sparked a swell of satisfaction. Working with Victoria felt natural, her thoroughness meshed with his structural expertise. They had delivered exactly what the council wanted, and that gave him a boost of confidence. 


Chapter 17

Ethan caught sight of movement in the hallway. Expecting Victoria, he glanced over with a mild smile, only to see Ashley step through the doorway instead. She wore a casual pair of jeans, the denim hugging her hips and thighs, and a snug-fitting blouse that clung to the curves of her chest, the fabric stretching across her breasts and revealing the faint outline of her bra beneath. The white material hugged the slope of her bust, the seams of her cup faintly visible where the blouse pressed tight. Ethan’s eyes flicked to her top for just a moment, noticing how that specific style highlighted her figure in a way he hadn’t seen before. The subtle dip of the neckline and the way the material drew across her chest made her breasts seem fuller, her shape more defined than usual.

“Hey, Ethan,” Ashley said as she took another careful step into his office. She paused just inside the doorway, shifting her weight from one foot to the other, the hem of her blouse lifting slightly as she adjusted her purse on her shoulder.

Ethan set his computer mouse aside, letting his hand rest on the desk for a moment before he turned his body to face her. “Oh, Ashley. Didn’t think I’d see you here today. Everything okay?” He watched her, noting the way her fingers tightened on the purse strap, knuckles whitening.

She held the strap of her purse with both hands, her thumbs brushing back and forth over the leather. “Yeah, it’s fine. I was walking nearby, saw your car, and decided to say hello. Hope you’re not swamped.” As she spoke, she shifted her purse from her left shoulder to her right, the strap slipping over her chest and pressing the fabric of her blouse tighter against her breasts for a moment before she let it fall back into place.

Ethan shifted in his seat, scooting his chair back an inch so he could turn more fully toward her. He reached for his keyboard, pressed two keys to save his invoice document, then set his hand flat on the desk. “Just handling some billing. I don’t mind a break. Go ahead, have a seat.”

Ashley pulled the extra chair closer to the desk, the legs scraping softly against the carpet. She angled the chair so she could see him clearly, then lowered herself into it, her jeans stretching across her thighs as she bent her knees and sat. She set her purse on her lap, fingers still curled around the strap. She tapped the tip of her index finger against the top of her knee, the rhythm quick and nervous, before looking up at him.

“So,” she said, “how did the big courthouse design presentation go?” She leaned forward slightly, elbows resting on her thighs, her blouse gaping just a bit at the collar and giving Ethan a brief view of the upper swell of her cleavage.

He leaned back, crossing one ankle over the other beneath the desk, his hands folding loosely in his lap. “It went really well. The council was happy and requested no changes, which surprised me a bit. Still, that’s a good outcome.” As he spoke, he watched her face, noting the way her eyes tracked his movements, her lips pressed together in a small, thoughtful line.

Ashley gave a small nod of approval, her hair falling forward over one shoulder. “Victoria must be pleased.” She brushed a strand of hair behind her ear, her fingers lingering at her jaw before dropping back to her purse.

“She was,” Ethan replied. “She took off to get her hair done right after we wrapped things up. Now I’m just finalizing this invoice so we can get paid, then waiting on an official contract.” He picked up a pen, clicked it once, then set it back down beside his keyboard.

Ashley sat quietly for a moment, her gaze dropping to her lap. She smoothed her palm over the front of her jeans, then let her hand rest on her thigh. Then her gaze settled on him in a serious way, her expression tightening. “I’ve been juggling college and my job at the restaurant, you know that but lately, I’ve been rethinking my future. Part of me wants to slow down before I overextend myself.”

Ethan folded his hands, fingers interlacing tightly. “That’s understandable. A full course load plus a job is intense. It’s good you’re reflecting on where you want to be.” He leaned forward, forearms braced on the edge of the desk, his posture attentive.

She shifted, glancing at the hallway, her body turning slightly away as if checking for anyone nearby. “Can I ask about Victoria? I’m curious how she sees me. Do you have any idea? I’d hate to assume something and create awkwardness.” She looked back at him, her eyes searching his face for any sign of hesitation.

Ethan rested an elbow on the edge of the desk, his other hand flat on the surface. “Well, from what I can tell, she respects you and enjoys your company. She never said anything negative. I think she finds you easy to talk to.” He watched her reaction, noting the way her shoulders relaxed just a fraction.

A faint look of relief touched Ashley’s features. The tension in her jaw eased, and her lips parted in a small, unguarded smile. “That’s good. I didn’t want to approach her if I wasn’t sure she wouldn’t brush me off.” She exhaled, her chest rising and falling beneath her blouse.

Ethan let out a slight breath, his mouth curving into a reassuring half-smile. “I doubt that would happen.”

Ashley twirled the purse strap a few times, her fingers looping the leather around and around, then letting it unwind. “How about you? If Victoria and I get more…involved, does that bother you? I respect you a lot and don’t want to cause trouble.” She looked at him steadily, her face open and direct.

Ethan took a moment to weigh his words, his gaze fixed on the desktop as he considered her question. “I won’t lie and say it’s simple, but I’m not against it. I really do want Victoria to be happy. If finding happiness includes you, then I’m not here to block that.” He met her eyes, holding her gaze with steady resolve.

She exhaled slowly, her chest rising and falling as she tried to steady herself, relief and nerves tangled on her face. Her lips parted, then pressed together for a second before she spoke. “Thanks for saying that. It’s all new for me…for both of us, maybe.” As she let the words settle, her hands fidgeted in her lap, fingers twisting together.

He gave a small nod, his eyes steady on hers. “Yeah, it is. But I’m open to seeing what happens. There’s no point making conclusions before you and Victoria talk directly.” He shifted his weight slightly on the chair, the movement subtle, as if he was careful not to intrude on her space.

Her posture relaxed an inch, her shoulders dropping just enough to be noticeable. She let her hands fall to her thighs, pressing her palms flat against the fabric of her jeans. “I also have some deeper concerns. I used to have these dreams about a more traditional life. Kids, a house, all that. Being with Victoria might shift those plans. I’m not saying I can’t make it work, but it’s different now. And with college, I’m not sure I’m ready for a huge commitment yet.” As she spoke, her eyes flicked down to her knees, then back up to meet his gaze, searching for reassurance.

Ethan placed his palms on his thighs, spreading his fingers wide and then curling them, grounding himself before he replied. “You definitely need to talk to her. She’s the only one who can tell you what she wants in terms of family or not. At least then you know where each of you stands.” He leaned forward just a bit, elbows bent, making sure his words were direct but not forceful.

Ashley’s lips curved in a slight smile, more relief than happiness. She tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear, the gesture quick and habitual. “Thanks. I just needed to hear from you before I take that step with her. I appreciate your perspective.” Her voice was quieter now, but steadier.

Standing up, she pressed her palms into the seat to push herself upright, then brushed her hands down the front of her jeans to smooth them. She reached out, arms opening, and gave him a gentle hug around the shoulders. Her breasts pressed lightly against his chest through the fabric of her shirt, the contact brief and nonsexual. He responded in kind, arms lightly around her back, his hands resting just above her waist. The hug lasted only a couple of seconds, the contact warm but friendly, with no obvious romantic tension.

Ashley stepped away, her hands dropping to her sides as she straightened. She reached up and brushed a strand of hair behind her ear, her fingers lingering at her temple for a heartbeat before falling away. She glanced around the office, taking in the familiar clutter of paperwork and the half-drawn blinds.

“Thanks again,” she said, her voice firmer. “I won’t stay long, so you can finish your invoicing.” She took a step back, shifting her weight onto her heels.

Ethan stood, too, pushing himself up from the chair with both hands on the armrests. He crossed to his desk, opened a drawer, and pulled out a small notepad. Flipping it open with his left thumb, he picked up a pen and scribbled the office number, the ink scratching audibly on the paper. He tore off the slip with a practiced motion, folding it once, and held it out to her between two fingers. “Here, in case you need it. We can coordinate a time if you want Victoria here next time so you two can talk.”

Ashley took the slip of paper, her fingers brushing his for a second. She let out a quiet laugh, her cheeks coloring faintly. “I still have your number, but I get the point.” She tucked the slip into her pocket, her thumb pressing it flat.

They both shared a brief smile, neither one speaking. Ethan walked with her to the front door, his footsteps measured. As they passed the office lights, he reached up and flicked the switch, the room dimming instantly. Ashley moved ahead, her hand reaching for the handle. She wrapped her fingers around the cool metal, pulled, and the door swung open with a soft creak.

Stopping just outside, she turned back toward him, her body half-turned in the doorway. “I do feel better,” she admitted, her eyes meeting his. “Guess I’ll head home and think this through.” She shifted her bag higher on her shoulder, the strap digging into her shirt.

He lifted a hand in a small wave, fingers bent, as she moved along the sidewalk. He watched her walk away, her hips swaying slightly with each step, then closed the door behind her. He twisted the deadbolt, feeling it click into place, then jogged back to his desk.

Sliding into his chair, he pulled the keyboard closer and tapped at the keys, quickly exporting the invoice to a PDF. He clicked through the email client, attached the file, and typed out a polite message to the council’s official inbox. His finger hovered over the mouse before he clicked send. He set his phone down beside the monitor, glanced around the office, and made a mental note to talk to Victoria later, only if Ashley wanted him to.

With his work done, Ethan decided to close the office for the day. He rose, shutting down his computer by holding the power button until the screen went dark. He gathered up loose papers from his desk, stacking them neatly, and placed them in a manila folder he kept in the top drawer. He pushed the drawer closed with his hip.

He walked into the reception area, pausing to check the windows. He reached up, drew the blinds down with two hands, and made sure each slat was straight. He checked the lock on the front door, twisting it back and forth to confirm it was secure. Turning from the door, he stepped onto the sidewalk, pulling the door shut behind him, and headed to his car, keys already in hand.


Chapter 18

Ethan had gone to bed the previous night with the clear idea that the interior work on the new house had to move forward in a significant way. Morning sunlight passed through his bedroom curtains as he sat up, rubbed his eyes, and pushed the covers aside. He rolled out of bed, stretched his arms, and reminded himself there was no time to waste. The plan was to spend the day installing as many interior doors as possible and trimming the windows and baseboards. The structural elements were nearly done, so his goal was to give the interior a sense of real completion.

He chose older jeans with slight fraying at the knees, a sturdy short-sleeved shirt, and rugged work boots. He wanted clothes that could handle the sawdust, nails, and occasional scratches he expected throughout the day. As he pulled on the boots, he tapped the toes against the floor to ensure they fit snugly. These were reliable for hours of standing and crouching. After pocketing his wallet and keys, he took a few moments to check the time on his phone. It was still early—earlier than most of the neighbors rose—so the roads would be clear.

In the kitchen, he grabbed a quick bite. He grabbed leftover bread, and he made a simple toast with butter. He poured a glass of water and sipped it in a few large gulps, mentally planning each step of the day’s work. Once finished, he collected his toolbelt from the corner of his living room and slung it over one shoulder. He headed out the door, locked up, and made his way to his truck.

The new house soon came into view. From the outside, it already appeared close to finished; the siding and roofing were complete, and only a few minor exterior touches remained. He walked onto the driveway, which had been graded but was not yet fully paved.

He liked how the design had turned out. The framing and structural work were handled by a reliable crew, and the roofline had the exact slope he had planned. He walked around to the back of the truck, unlatched the tailgate, and began to unload the interior doors. He’d stacked them carefully, each one pre-hung with its own frame and hardware. There were bedroom doors, bathroom doors, closet doors—nearly a dozen in total. He lifted the first door, felt its weight, and balanced it vertically as he carried it inside.

He moved through the front entrance. The interior showed bare drywall in most places, with some primer already on the walls. The floors were mostly subfloor at this stage, awaiting final treatment later. It felt quiet, with just a couple of general laborers nearby, wrapping up final tasks. They greeted him with a nod. He recognized two faces, Travis and another worker he had seen before but didn’t know well. Ethan noticed they were taking inventory of leftover materials, likely to clear out whatever wasn’t needed anymore.

Travis approached him. “Morning, Ethan. Need a hand today?”

Ethan propped the door against the wall and adjusted his grip. “Might be okay, but if you’re free later, I could use some help carrying a few things.”

Travis nodded. “Sure. I’m around until noon or so.”

“Great, thanks,” Ethan said. “I’ll let you know.”

Travis headed back to the kitchen area where he was finishing up, and Ethan resumed hauling in the rest of the doors one at a time. A neat row of them formed against the interior wall. He double-checked that none of the boards or frames had been dinged during transit. Most looked unscathed. He preferred to handle them himself, ensuring care at every step.

Next, he decided to organize his tools in a spot with enough open floor space. He selected a corner near an outlet and set up his circular saw, a miter saw on a portable stand, and a work table for the smaller tasks. He placed extra framing shims on the table, along with a bubble level, his nail gun, spare nails, a tape measure, and a pencil. He planned to start upstairs so that once those doors were finished, he could move slowly downward, installing baseboards and window casings.

He walked up the wooden staircase. The steps had no final finishing yet, so they creaked slightly under his weight. At the top, he turned left and found himself in what would eventually become the master suite. The rough openings stood ready for doors. He grabbed the first pre-hung unit from the row downstairs, carried it up, and carefully maneuvered it into the master bedroom’s doorway. He leaned it in place, then reached for several shims, tucking them under his arm.

He held the frame steady and used the level to check the hinge side. The bubble drifted slightly off-center, so he slid a shim behind the jamb. After a few small taps with a hammer, he rechecked the bubble and saw it center. He secured the frame with his nail gun, driving one nail near the top hinge and one near the bottom to keep the jamb from shifting. Then he tested the door’s swing, letting it glide open. It moved smoothly but needed a bit more adjustment at the latch side. He placed two more shims, nailed them, and nodded in approval when everything lined up.

Moving carefully, he fired nails along the hinge side at intermediate points and added a few more to secure the opposite jamb. Each time, he double-checked alignment to avoid any warping or bowing. Once satisfied, he latched and unlatched the door, verifying the fit. That process usually took several minutes per door, but it was worth it. A misaligned door could squeak or fail to latch over time, which was the kind of hassle he refused to leave behind once the house was complete.

He repeated the same steps for another bedroom door across the hall. He measured the gap at the bottom to ensure it wouldn’t scrape against the eventual flooring. Each hinge got a quick once-over to make sure the screws were flush. By the time he nailed the second door in place, he felt the first hint of sweat collecting along his forehead and neck. The day had barely begun, and he was already feeling the physical toll. He set the nail gun down, uncurled his fingers, and flexed them to keep them from cramping.

He continued to the next room, installing another door. This one led to a small linen closet in the hallway. It was narrower, which made it slightly easier to maneuver. He set it in place, wiggled it into the rough opening, and checked the top jamb with his level. Shims went in the top corners, followed by nails. He worked methodically, never rushing, because each door had to be precise. So many future daily routines. Taking out blankets, stepping into bedrooms, walking through the hall—would rely on these doors working perfectly.

Eventually, he paused and took a long drink of water from a bottle he had left on a windowsill. He glanced around and felt a sense of steady progress. He decided to finish the remaining two doors upstairs before his arms got too tired. With resolve, he headed downstairs for more door units. As he placed his foot on the bottom step, Travis approached, carrying an empty bin.

“Everything going all right?” Travis asked.

Ethan set a new door against the wall. “Yeah, just pacing myself. Might need a little help if you’re free.”

“Sure,” Travis said. “I’m mostly done with my checklist. Just let me know when you want me around.”

Ethan nodded. “I’ve got four doors total up here. Two are in. Let’s carry the other two upstairs together. They’re a bit heavier than they look.”

Travis agreed, and they each took a side of the next door. They walked slowly, stepping carefully on each stair until they reached the landing. They set the door against the wall in the hallway. Then they went back down for the last one. Tim wiped the side of his forehead as they lugged that final door up. Ethan could tell Travis had been working on minor tasks all morning, so they were both feeling the load.

“Thanks,” Ethan said as they propped the door next to the other. “I’ll take it from here.”

Travis cracked his knuckles. “That’s all you need for now?”

“That’s it,” Ethan confirmed. “I’ll handle the trim alone. I just needed extra muscle for getting these up the stairs.”

Travis offered a small shrug. “No problem. Catch you later.”

Ethan got back to installing. The next door led to the second bedroom, which he suspected might become a guest room or an office if he needed one. He repeated the same careful process: checking the alignment, applying shims, guiding the jamb flush against the frame, and firing nails in short bursts. His arms were burning slightly by the time he hammered the final shim, but the sight of the door swinging perfectly made him grin. He swung it open a few times, convinced he had met the standard he was after.

The last door upstairs was for a small bathroom. He double-checked the layout. This door was a bit narrower than the bedroom doors, so it took a little maneuvering to get it into the opening without scuffing the drywall. He measured how it fit around the frame, noticed a slight gap near the threshold, and slid in two shims. Once it was nailed in place, he tested the handle. Satisfied, he wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, feeling the warmth of his own skin.

He realized his shirt was damp with sweat at that point. He peeled it off his back slightly, releasing it from where it clung, and rolled his shoulders in small circles. He checked his phone and noted he had been working for several hours without a real break, aside from tending to water. He took another long sip and decided to power through a bit more before pausing fully.

He made his way downstairs and began trimming around a few of the windows on the second floor. He grabbed the measuring tape and meticulously recorded the width and height of each window frame. He wanted the casings to fit tightly, so he jotted down notes: “35 and 3/4” across top,” “down 50 and 1/8,” and so on. Then he stepped back to the portable miter saw, where he cut the first piece for the top of the frame. The saw blade bit into the wood, sending fine dust downward.

He pressed the casing piece against the top of the window and fired a few finish nails with the nail gun. Then he moved on to the side pieces, carefully mitering each corner so they would meet neatly at a 45-degree angle. He tapped them into alignment, noticing how each corner needed an extra fraction of trimming. He moved back and forth between the saw and the window a few times, silent and focused, until the corners finally matched in a smooth line. When all four sides were nailed, he ran his fingertip over the seams to verify they aligned. Satisfied, he let his shoulders relax a bit.

He repeated that process for two more windows upstairs, inching his way around each with the same slow measurement, cutting, and fitting. It was a test of patience but also proof that the house was turning into something livable and appealing. He enjoyed how each finished window hinted at what the final layout would be.

He decided it was time for a short break. He stepped outside onto the incomplete back deck and leaned against the frame. He simply took a moment to rest his eyes. After a short while, he stepped back in, drank some water, and headed to the hallway again. That was when Travis passed him.

“Still good?” Travis asked.

Ethan gave a small nod. “I’m beat, but I want to finish the second floor baseboards. After that, I’ll take a decent lunch.”

Travis said he was heading out soon. Ethan thanked him for the help with the doors and watched Travis head down the stairs with a couple of leftover buckets. Once Travis left, the second floor was all Ethan’s domain.

He retrieved lengths of baseboard from a nearby stack. He had chosen a simple design, nothing overly ornate. He liked clean lines. He began measuring the length of each wall, starting at the left corner of the master bedroom and working around the perimeter. He kept mental notes: “ten feet, six inches,” “six feet, four inches,” always remembering to factor in angled corners. He carried each measured piece to the miter saw, cutting them one at a time. Then he carried them back to their designated spot along the wall.

He’d line them against the drywall, check for any significant gaps, and align the corners. Once he was satisfied, he pressed the boards into place and used his nail gun to anchor them. The repetition was physically demanding. He had to kneel, measure at floor level, get up, saw the piece, come back, kneel again, and nail. But with each completed room, he felt a sense of gratification.

He worked systematically, stepping into the hallway next. The hallway baseboards had a few tighter angles. He crouched and checked each corner carefully, muttering numbers under his breath. When he realized a piece needed to be shaved slightly, he descended the stairs, cut away a thin sliver, then came back up. Eventually, each segment fit flush.

He was fastening the last piece in the hallway when he heard footsteps on the stairs. Claire came into view, calling out softly that she was heading upstairs. Ethan lifted his gaze and saw her pause near the top step, one hand on the railing for balance.

“Hey, Ethan,” she said, her voice easygoing. “You look busy.”

He set the nail gun aside. “I’ve been at it for a while. You came at the perfect time—I’m finishing the upstairs trim.”

Claire stepped closer, then folded her arms. “I dropped by to talk to the contractor about the bathroom tile. Figured I’d see how you were holding up.” She had a short-sleeved blouse on that revealed the soft shape of her shoulders without any extra frills. 

He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ve got most of the doors in on this floor, plus window casings in three rooms. Now it’s just these baseboards. Then I’ll move downstairs and do it all over again.”

She smiled. “It’s really taking shape. Need help?”

He lifted a measuring tape in one hand. “If you want to hold boards while I nail them, sure. Otherwise, I’m just going to keep at it.”

She gave a nod. “I can do that. Show me what to do.”

They worked together along the hallway baseboards. She would hold one end, pressing it against the wall at the correct height, while Ethan guided the other end. He used the level occasionally to ensure it looked even along the floor. Once everything was set, he grabbed the nail gun and pushed the tip against the board at regular intervals, firing a short burst each time. He made sure Claire’s fingers were well out of the way, especially near the corners where the boards overlapped.

When they were done, she surveyed the new line of baseboards. “That looks good. You’re definitely making progress.”

He straightened, stretching his back. “Can’t wait to see it all with paint and flooring. Then it’ll really feel like a home.”

They shared a few small updates about the project. She mentioned that she had gotten confirmation on certain finishes from the contractor. They talked briefly about how the tile color would pair with the paint. Once she glanced at her watch, she cleared her throat.

“I’ve got an appointment in about an hour, so I should get going,” she said. “Don’t forget to take a real lunch break. You might regret it if you don’t.”

He offered a slight laugh. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

She gave a brief farewell, then headed downstairs. Ethan watched her go, gathering the last few scraps of wood left over from the cuts. He placed them in a neat pile near the second-floor walkway. He took a moment to note how much he’d achieved: multiple doors were functioning properly, baseboards were in place, and window casings were on their way to completion. It gave him a lift in spirits.

He gathered his tools and moved to the next room. He measured the last few strips of baseboard for a smaller storage area. The routine remained the same—measure, cut, align, nail. By mid-afternoon, he had finished the baseboards on the entire second floor. He allowed himself a small moment of satisfaction. His arms were sore, and his shirt was wet with sweat, but the second floor had all the major interior elements in place.

Ready to move on, he walked downstairs. The first task on that level was to install doors in the coat closet and guest bathroom. He hauled one of the pre-hung frames into position for the closet door. He slid it into the rough opening, grabbed the bubble level, and pressed it to the jamb. As expected, he needed a shim near the top. He tapped one in, checked the alignment, and nailed it. A couple more shims across the middle and bottom sealed the deal, leaving the door flush. He tested the door’s swing three times. Each pass felt smooth.

He turned his attention to the guest bathroom door. He repeated the same steps: holding the frame, leveling, shimming, checking the hinge side, then the latch side. He nailed it in place, giving a thoughtful nod when the handle turned neatly. He pulled the door open, let it close, and decided it looked good.

The living room area had several windows that awaited their casings. He started by measuring the largest one, writing the measurements on a scrap of paper. He readied the casing set, placing each piece on the portable stand for cutting. The top piece was extra long, so he double-checked the saw blade position before slicing. When the piece was cut, he carried it over, climbed onto a short stepladder, and pressed the casing into place. After adthe workerg its position slightly, he nailed it at intervals along the top edge. Next came the sides. He mitered each corner carefully, ensuring they met neatly.

He had to make minor adjustments: one piece needed a hairline reduction, so he came back to the saw, cut a narrow slice, and tested it again. Eventually, the casing fit perfectly. He drove home several finish nails, stepping back to observe the corners. When everything matched, he moved on to the next window. This was a repetitive pattern, but each window required full attention so that no corner looked sloppy.

Piece by piece, the baseboards went up. He was soon kneeling near the kitchen pass-through, carefully trimming a short segment to complete the living room’s perimeter. He nailed the final edge and let out a long exhale, feeling the slight burn in his shoulders again. He shook out his arms, letting the tension of repetitive movements subside.

He checked the time on his phone and realized he had been going nonstop for hours. He decided to gather up the scraps, tools, and leftover trim to organize them in one place. He stacked offcut pieces of molding near the wall, so they wouldn’t clutter the high-traffic area. He set his nail gun on the makeshift table again and powered off the miter saw. Once everything was in order, he walked around the living room and kitchen, making mental notes of what was left. There was still plenty to do—baseboards in the hallway, casing on the dining area window, and a few finishing touches—but he had accomplished enough to consider the day productive.

He was in the middle of these thoughts when his phone buzzed with a message. He glanced at the screen, saw a note from the contractor about the tile delivery, and made a mental reminder to confirm the schedule. He placed the phone back in his pocket and walked toward the front entrance, considering whether he should pick up more materials. The thickness of the drywall in one room might require a slightly different trim piece. He decided he could handle that the next day.

For now, looking around the first floor, Ethan saw that each door he had installed lined up properly, the doorknobs matched, and the living room was well on its way. Upstairs was nearly complete for the tasks he had assigned himself. The sense of progress gave him a calm feeling in his chest, though he refused to consider it finished until every detail was perfect. He adjusted the angle of the coat closet door once more, verifying the gap at the bottom allowed it to swing freely. Then he fastened one more nail near the top hinge, setting the frame firmly in place.

He walked out the front door and stood on the porch for a short moment, scanning the exterior of the house. The late-afternoon sun angled against the siding, highlighting the shape of the windows he had worked on from indoors. He felt a flicker of pride. Another day’s worth of progress sat behind him, and soon, this place would be livable. He wiped his brow with the back of his wrist, gathered his tape measure, and stepped down onto the driveway.


Chapter 19

Ethan lay on his back in his bed, arms lightly draped around Jess and Claire. The comforter was bunched unevenly around their legs, its edge tangled near Ethan’s right shin and draped loosely over Jess’s thigh, leaving a patch of skin exposed to the cool air. The dim glow of a small lamp on the bedside table gave him just enough visibility to see the outlines of their bodies: Jess’s silhouette closest to his left, Claire pressed up against his right. Jess’s upper arm rested against his ribs, her forearm angled across his stomach, her hand limp against the sheet. Her face was turned toward him, and he could make out the slow, steady rise and fall of her chest beneath the thin fabric of her tank top. Her breathing was even, lips parted slightly in sleep. Claire had shifted onto her side at some point, curling her body toward his. One of her knees pressed gently against his calf, her bare skin warm and soft against him. Her arm was folded beneath her, elbow tucked under her pillow, and her cheek rested against the side of his hip. Her hair splayed in dark strands across the sheets, some clinging to her temple, others trailing toward his thigh.

He remained mostly still, careful not to disturb either of them. His eyelids drooped, the familiar heaviness of exhaustion settling in, but he hovered in a shallow doze rather than true sleep. Every time he felt himself slipping deeper, a nagging sense of unease bubbled up, pulling him back toward wakefulness. His body tensed and relaxed in small increments, his breath catching each time he hovered on the edge of sleep. He didn’t know exactly what felt off, but the sensation gnawed at him, keeping him aware of every small movement in the bed.

Claire’s breathing was soft, each exhale brushing his arm in a gentle, rhythmic puff. Her chest expanded and contracted slowly, her body completely relaxed against him. Jess barely moved, only a faint slide of her hand against the mattress whenever she shifted. The friction of her palm against the sheet was barely perceptible, but Ethan felt it each time, an almost subconscious reminder of her presence. He tried to let his mind drift, but after another few moments of half-sleep, the reason for his restlessness finally clicked into place: Victoria wasn’t in bed with them.

He drew in a small breath, careful not to make it audible. He propped himself up on one elbow, moving slowly to avoid jostling the mattress. His elbow pressed into the bedding, the sheets bunching beneath his weight. He glanced down at Jess, taking in the way her hair fanned out over his pillow, some strands catching the lamp’s light and glinting a muted gold. Her eyelashes brushed her upper cheeks, and her lips were slack with sleep. He shifted his gaze to Claire, noting how her arm was folded beneath her, her hand curled loosely near her chin. Her cheek pressed against his hip, her mouth slightly open, utterly relaxed.

Making sure he didn’t disrupt them, he slid his arm free from Jess’s waist first. He lifted his forearm a fraction of an inch at a time, the fabric of her tank top bunching beneath his palm. When his hand hovered above her stomach, he drew it back, letting it rest lightly at his side. Jess murmured in her sleep, her lips moving without sound, and turned slightly away from him, her thigh shifting against his. Her hand slid back across the mattress, fingers curling toward her own hip.

He turned his attention to Claire, whose head rested partly on his bicep. He eased his other arm back from beneath her, inch by inch, careful to keep his movements slow and steady. The pressure of her head lifted as he withdrew his arm, and she shifted, her cheek sliding along the sheet. Claire exhaled a quieter breath, her chest fluttering, and seemed to nestle deeper into the blankets, her knee sliding along his calf before settling again.

He paused, letting the mattress settle. He shifted his weight toward the edge of the bed, moving his hips first, then bracing himself with one hand against the mattress. He pushed himself upright, feeling the slight give of the springs beneath him. He swung one leg over the edge, letting his heel find the floor, then followed with the other foot. The mattress rose behind him as his weight left it, and Jess and Claire weren’t jostled. He pressed a hand to his lower back, arching slightly to stretch the mild stiffness that had settled in his spine. His palm pressed into the small of his back, fingers splayed, before he let his arm drop to his side.

The faint swirl of the side-table lamp touched the corners of the room, painting the far wall with a dull yellow glow. The doorway, however, remained in near darkness, the edges of the door lost in shadow. He stood, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, toes curling into the soft pile of the rug. He reached down, straightening the comforter with a quick tug, smoothing it over Jess’s legs so she wouldn’t get cold.

He walked across the rug, each step placed with care so the floorboards beneath wouldn’t creak. He lifted his feet just enough to avoid dragging them, moving heel to toe, pausing briefly with each step to test the floor’s give. When he reached the door, he paused, steadying himself with a hand against the wall. With cautious fingertips, he gripped the doorknob, thumb and forefinger pressing into the cool metal. He tested it with a gentle twist. The door was closed but not fully latched, so it opened with barely a sound, the hinges silent as he eased it open a few inches.

The hallway beyond was dark except for an old nightlight near the stairs that cast a weak, comforting glow along the wall. He paused, letting his eyes adjust to the deeper shadows. He scanned the length of the hallway, searching for any sign of Victoria. He saw no movement, no shape shifting in the dark, only the stillness of the house at night.

He reasoned she might have gone for a glass of water or needed some alone time. She’d been staying in his room more often, her presence a comfort he’d grown used to. Not seeing her there left him quietly anxious, but he told himself this was probably nothing serious. He stepped into the hall, pulling the door behind him without shutting it fully, in case Jess or Claire stirred and needed to find him.

He moved toward the stairs, his hand brushing along the banister to steady himself. The wood was cool beneath his palm, the ridges worn smooth from years of use. A dull glow came from the living room below, throwing a faint outline across the bottom of the stairs. He placed each foot carefully, pressing his toes down first to minimize noise. The steps were old, prone to creaking, so he kept his weight centered, moving slowly, pausing on each tread before shifting to the next.

At the bottom, he paused again, listening. The gentle clink of glass in the kitchen reached him, soft and unmistakable. He rounded the corner, his hand trailing along the wall, and spotted Victoria standing by the counter. She wore a long T-shirt that hung loose over her frame, the hem brushing the tops of her thighs, and a pair of small shorts that hugged her hips, the fabric pulled snug against her ass. Her posture suggested she was lost in thought, shoulders slightly angled over the sink, her elbows braced on the counter, her hair brushing the space between her shoulder blades.

He watched as she raised a pitcher, tilting it to fill a glass of water. The liquid splashed against the sides, catching the kitchen’s faint light. She set the pitcher down, her fingers wrapping around the glass. She lifted it to her lips, taking a sip, her throat flexing as she swallowed. She kept her gaze down, not yet noticing him.

When she turned and caught sight of him, her eyes flicked to his. “Oh,” she said, keeping her voice low. “You couldn’t sleep either?”

He took another slow step across the kitchen floor, the tile cool beneath his bare feet. “Not really,” he replied with a small shrug. “Woke up, realized you were gone.”

She nodded, lifting the glass to her lips for a quick sip. Then she set it aside on the counter, the glass making a faint tap as it touched the surface. “Maybe I made too much noise. I was trying to be quiet.”

He shook his head and stepped closer until he stood beside her, his hip brushing the edge of the counter. “No, you were fine. I just got restless and found the bed emptier than usual. Thought I’d check on you.”

Victoria ran a hand through her hair, pushing a few strands away from her eyes as she gave him a thoughtful look. Her fingers combed through the dark lengths, tucking them behind her ear. “Thanks. I was… thinking about everything again. With Ashley coming around more, Jess here, Claire here… trying to juggle it all in my head.”

He glanced toward the living room, noting the small lamp on a side table that spilled muted light across the couch, the shadows stretching along the rug. He spoke softly. “I’d guess it’s a lot to figure out. But we’re still good, right?”

She gave him a faint, appreciative smile. “I just want to be sure no one feels overlooked.”

His brow furrowed. “I’m not worried about that. You know how close we all are.”

Victoria picked up her glass again, took another small sip, then set it down. “I know. I overanalyze sometimes. Come on, let’s sit for a bit.”

He followed her into the living room. He noticed she had brought an old crocheted blanket from upstairs and draped it over the couch, the yarn pattern catching the lamplight. She sank onto the cushions, pulling one leg up beneath her so her thigh was exposed, the shorts riding higher on her hip. Then she reached toward the lamp on the side table, adjusting the settings until it radiated a softer, yellowish glow that left their faces in gentle shadow.

Once he sat down next to her, he leaned back, letting his shoulders settle against the cushions. He turned his head, catching the faint warmth in her gaze. “What’s on your mind tonight?”

She glanced at him, curling her fingers around his hand. Her nails pressed lightly into his skin, her palm warm and steady. “I don’t want you thinking Ashley or I might exclude you if we start spending time together. Or whatever else might come up.”

He rubbed his thumb softly over her knuckles, tracing the delicate ridges of bone and tendon. “I understand. But it hasn’t crossed my mind that you would leave me out. We’re all figuring this out together, and I trust you.”

She let out a quiet exhale, as though the words brought a small relief. “Good.” She squeezed his hand once, then slipped her palm along his thigh as she shifted closer. Her fingers pressed into the muscle, her body angling toward him. “I felt like I needed to talk, to be reminded that I’m not alone in what I’m feeling.”

He inched nearer, shifting his weight so his knees pressed into the carpet, careful not to let the floor creak beneath him. He lowered his voice, making sure it stayed just above a whisper, the words meant only for her. “I’m glad you told me. Sometimes talking at two in the morning is the only way we can settle whatever’s spinning in our heads.” He watched her face for any sign that he’d said the right thing, keeping his posture open, hands resting loosely on his thighs.

She nodded, her gaze flicking down before she leaned in. She pressed a gentle kiss to his cheek, her lips soft and warm against his skin. She lingered there for a beat, her breath brushing his cheekbone. When she pulled back, she glanced away, her hair falling forward to shield her eyes. A moment of silence passed between them, the air thick with unspoken thoughts. He watched as she shifted her weight, uncrossing her legs and then carefully re-crossing them at the knees. The small shorts she wore rode up just a bit more with the motion, exposing a few extra inches of her upper thigh. The pale skin caught the faint light from the hallway, highlighting the smooth curve above her knee.

He let his eyes linger for a second, then looked up as her quiet tone caught his attention again. “Would you stay down here with me for a while?” Her voice was barely above a whisper, but he heard the tremor in it, the vulnerability that made him pause.

He answered with a small nod, his own voice steady. “Of course.” He shifted closer, closing the space between them until their knees brushed.

She leaned toward him, her hand settling on his shoulder for balance. She tilted her head and brushed her lips against his, the contact feather-light at first. The subtle softness of her mouth eased the swirling thoughts in his mind. He let himself sink fully into that kiss, closing his eyes, letting his hand rise to her waist. His palm found the narrow curve there, fingers splaying out against the fabric of her T-shirt. Victoria’s breath hitched, her chest rising against him. She brought her hand up to his shoulder, fingertips stroking him lightly, tracing a slow path along the muscle just beneath his collarbone.

They fell into a slower exchange of kisses, each one lingering a little longer than the last. Their lips parted, tongues meeting in measured, searching movements. He felt the flick and slide of her tongue against his, the heat spreading from his mouth down his spine. Victoria slid closer, closing the gap between them until her breasts pressed gently against his chest through the thin fabric of her T-shirt. He could feel the shape of her nipples, already hard, brushing against him with each subtle movement. A flicker of anticipation lit his thoughts, tightening his breath as she shifted her weight again. Her hand trailed down, brushing over his stomach, her fingertips tracing the line of muscle just above the waistband of his shorts.

Their voices dropped to hushed levels as she whispered, “We should keep it down. Claire and Jess are asleep upstairs.” She glanced up, her eyes wide, searching his face for agreement.

He inclined his head, smiling slightly, his hand still steady at her waist. “Yeah, we’ll be careful.” He kept his voice low, barely more than a rumble in his chest.

Victoria shifted her weight, planting one hand on the couch behind him. She swung a leg across his lap, moving slowly to avoid jostling him. Her thigh slid over his, the skin warm and bare against his own. She straddled him as he sat back against the couch cushions, her T-shirt bunching up at her waist. The hem rode higher, revealing the full length of her small shorts and the smooth expanse of her upper thighs. He put his hands on her hips, thumbs pressing gentle circles into her bare skin. The muscles beneath his hands tensed and relaxed as she adjusted herself, settling her weight across his lap.

She bent down to kiss him again, her breath mingling with his as the kiss deepened. Her tongue slid along his lower lip, coaxing his mouth open. He responded, tilting his head to meet her, his hands tightening on her hips. She pressed her chest against his, her nipples brushing his shirt, the sensation sending a jolt of heat through him.

After a moment, she lifted her arms, elbows high. He slid his hands up her sides, gathering the fabric of her T-shirt in his fists. He helped her slip it off, guiding it up and over her head. The shirt caught briefly at her elbows, then slid free. She tossed it aside, leaving her breasts bare. He let his palms roam over her sides, feeling the soft warmth of her skin, the subtle curve of her ribs beneath his fingers. She leaned into him, arching her back just enough that the tips of her breasts brushed his chest. The contact was electric, her nipples dragging lightly over his skin. His heart hammered at the sensation, and he responded by pulling her more firmly against him, his hands moving to the small of her back.

Her voice quivered with a quiet urgency. “Take off yours.” She traced her fingers down his chest, pausing at the hem of his shirt.

He reached down, grabbed the bottom of his shirt, and lifted it over his head in one motion. The fabric clung for a second before he yanked it free and tossed it to the far end of the couch. She pressed her chest to his once again, the sensation of skin against skin sending a pulse of heat through his belly. Her breasts flattened against his chest, nipples grazing his skin as she shifted her weight. Her mouth found his, and they shared a charged series of kisses, each one deeper than the last.

She tugged lightly at the waist of his shorts, hooking her fingers there. “Off,” she murmured, her voice barely audible.

He raised his hips, bracing his feet against the floor for leverage. She slid her hands under the waistband of his shorts and began to push them down. The fabric bunched around his thighs, catching on the curve of his ass. He reached down, lifting himself just enough to work them lower, freeing his cock. It sprang up, hard and thick, brushing against her stomach as the shorts dropped to his knees. She let out a shallow breath when she felt the length of him press against her, her eyes flicking down to watch. She rolled her hips over his lap, aligning her body, her small shorts grazing the front of his thighs with each movement.

He slipped his hands along the sides of those shorts, fingers curling under the waistband. He nudged the fabric down, inch by inch, revealing more of her hips. She rose on her knees, lifting herself so he could ease the shorts past her hips. The fabric slid down, exposing the lacy black underwear beneath. He noticed a damp patch where the lace hugged her center, the dark spot obvious against her pale skin. Once the shorts were off, she eased her knees apart, letting the garment drop behind her and settle on the floor.

He brushed two fingertips over the front of her panties, feeling the heat and wetness beneath the lace. She shivered, muscles tensing, and buried her face against his shoulder for a moment, her hair spilling across his back. Then she guided his hand, pressing it more firmly between her thighs. Their eyes met, and she gave a small nod, lips parted, her breath coming faster.

He slipped the lace aside, pushing it to the side with his thumb. His fingers grazed her slick entrance, feeling how wet she was already. A quiet gasp escaped her as he circled gently, testing her readiness. She rocked her hips forward, pressing herself against his hand. Then, in response, she reached for his cock, wrapping her hand around the base and pulling him closer. Her hand tightened around his thickness, guiding him to the spot where her body beckoned.

Their eyes met, and she whispered, “Right there…” Her voice trembled, the words urging him on.

He pressed forward, the tip of his cock parting her folds. She sank down gradually, her heat enveloping him. The sensation nearly stole the breath from his lungs. She let out a muted moan, her fingers digging into his shoulders as she took him in inch by inch. Her breasts brushed his chest once more, nipples dragging over his skin. They paused, bodies pressed close, letting themselves savor the initial joining.

She began a gentle rhythm, rolling her hips in small arcs. Each time she descended, he felt the clutch of her body as she took him deeper. His heels dug into the couch, giving him leverage to thrust upward, matching her movements. She stretched her arms around his shoulders, gripping him as if she needed the support to keep upright, her fingers flexing against his skin.

He buried his face against her neck, lips pressed to her skin. He felt a faint, enticing sweetness of her skin, just enough to remind him how good she smelled during these intimate moments. He kept any louder reaction muffled against her shoulder, acutely aware that Jess and Claire slept upstairs.

She whispered near his ear, “Don’t hold back too much. It’s okay. Just keep your voice low.” Her breath was hot against his skin.

He exhaled a shaky breath. “Hard to be quiet.” His voice was strained, almost breaking.

She responded with a quiet laugh, then kissed the corner of his mouth, her lips lingering there. Eager to deepen their connection, he cupped her backside with both hands, fingers digging into the soft flesh as he pressed her down on each thrust. A hot flush spread across her cheeks, her skin reddening from her cheekbones down to her chest. Small beads of sweat appeared along her collarbone as she rocked faster, her eyes half-lidded, lips parted.

Soon, the couch’s upholstery limited his range, and he wanted more freedom of movement. He hooked an arm under her left thigh, his bicep flexing as he lifted her. She gasped, startled, and clung to the back of his neck, her nails biting into his skin. He stood, steadying her, her legs wrapping around his waist. He positioned them so she was braced against the top edge of the couch, her back pressed to the cushions for support.

Her ankles crossed behind him, locking him in place. She let out a half-stifled gasp each time he drove upward, her body arching into his. Their bodies made slight shifts, the friction intensifying with each thrust. Her knuckles whitened where she grabbed his shoulders, and her head tilted back just enough that he could see the luminous flush along her throat, the skin there glowing softly in the dim light.

He murmured her name in a trembling breath. She answered with a quick flutter of her lashes, biting her lip as she tried not to moan too loudly. The pressure in his core built rapidly, and her body signaled she was just as close. 

She managed a broken whisper. “I need it… so close…” 

He braced his feet, angling one step forward so each thrust could bury him fully. Her body answered with spasm after spasm, the walls of her core tightening around him. She latched her mouth onto his neck in a desperate attempt to keep silent. The jolt of her climax ripped through her, thighs quivering around his hips. The pulsing made him lose his restraint, and he released in a sudden surge, cum flooding between them in hot waves. 

His arms trembled as he held her against the couch. She clung to him, breath ragged, nails grazing his skin in trembling aftershocks. They stayed that way for several moments, toes curled, hearts hammering. 

Finally, he eased them backward, lowering himself into a seated position with her still in his lap. She exhaled sharply, her forehead touching his as they both tried to steady their breathing. He brushed damp strands of hair from her face, nodding when she looked at him. 

She let out a faint, breathy laugh. “I’m definitely awake now.” 

He managed a small grin, kissing the side of her temple. “Same here. That’s one way to chase away any lingering midnight thoughts.” 

Victoria reached over the back of the couch, grabbing the crocheted blanket. She pulled it over them, shifting sideways so she could rest against the cushions. He stroked her upper arm, taking in the warmth of her body pressed to his. His eyes felt heavier now, the night’s fatigue finally catching up with him. 

She leaned her cheek against his shoulder, one hand idly tracing across his collarbone. “Let’s just stay here for a bit,” she whispered. 

He draped one arm around her, the other resting on her thigh. They sat in the quiet for another minute or two, neither of them bothering to move. The mild glow from the lamp cast elongated shadows on the floor, giving the room a calm stillness that matched the post-release haze they both felt. 

She glanced upward. “Think we should go back upstairs?” 

He shifted, considering the comfort of the couch. “Eventually,” he answered softly, “but right now, this feels pretty nice.” 

She nodded, letting her head return to his shoulder. Her fingers drummed lightly against his chest. Neither seemed eager to break the quiet, so they simply settled deeper into the cushions, legs intertwined beneath the blanket. 

His gaze wandered toward the darkened stairwell. Jess and Claire were probably still asleep, blissfully unaware of what had just happened. He pictured them stretched out in bed, still curled in the warm blankets. For a moment, he imagined how they might react if they found him and Victoria dozing on the couch. He doubted there would be any issue, they’d all grown comfortable with each other’s affections.

He gently adjusted Victoria, helping her shift so he could lie back a bit. She perched next to him, nestling her head just under his chin. The movement made the couch squeak once, and they paused to see if it had woken anyone upstairs. But all remained silent. 

She let her breath out in a sigh. “I feel better now,” she said quietly. “Thanks for not just telling me to go back to sleep.” 

He turned his head, brushed a light kiss across her brow. “I’d rather stay up with you than wonder what’s on your mind.” 

Her lips curved into a lazy smile as she closed her eyes. “I like hearing that.” After a moment, she reached up and coaxed his head lower so she could kiss him again, just a quick, tender contact. 

They settled in more comfortably, the blanket offering warmth as they let their breathing slow. He felt the pull of sleep returning, the adrenaline of their lovemaking fading into a gentle drowsiness. Her thigh rested over his, and he draped his arm around her waist. 

The room sat in near silence, lit only by that low lamp. His eyelids drooped, and he felt Victoria’s breathing against him. As his thoughts drifted, he became aware of the pleasant ache in his muscles, reminders of the closeness they’d just shared. He pressed one last soft kiss to her temple. 

She murmured, “Good night,” though it came out almost like a sleepy exhale. 

He let his eyes close. She stayed tucked against his side, neither of them making any move to head upstairs. The couch would be their bed for now, and they shared a quiet, sated peace.


Chapter 20

Ethan’s eyelids fluttered, and for a disoriented moment, he wondered why he wasn’t in his own bedroom. Then the events of the previous night settled in his mind. He felt the soft plush of the couch beneath his back and the comforting weight of a blanket over his lower half. A quiet presence lay across him. Victoria was sprawled partly on top of him, her cheek resting against his chest. Both of them were naked except for the blanket covering their hips and legs.

Morning light angled through the large windows, creating shifting rectangles of brightness on the living room floor. Ethan took a few seconds to study Victoria’s relaxed form in daylight. He caught a glimpse of her nipples peeking from beneath the edge of the blanket, each a soft pink that contrasted with the paler skin of her breasts. The sight sent a subtle rush through his body.

He shifted slightly, and Victoria blinked awake. She looked at him with a contented sigh. 

“Morning,” she murmured, voice low.

He smiled and brushed a hand gently against her hair. “Morning. Did you sleep okay down here?”

She lifted her head and nodded, letting out a faint yawn. “Better than I thought I would.” A quick glance around reminded her of their situation. She spotted her T-shirt from the night lying in a crumpled heap on the floor. “We should probably get dressed before Claire or Jess see us,” she added, tugging the top edge of the blanket a little higher over her chest.

Footsteps came down the stairs moments later, accompanied by Claire’s cheerful tone. “Too late,” Claire said as she appeared at the bottom step. She wore a lacy bra and matching panties, her hair slightly mussed, eyes bright with amusement. One hand rested lightly on the banister. She paused for a moment, surveying them with a teasing grin.

Victoria hiked the blanket up a bit more, though her shoulders remained exposed. Ethan propped himself on his elbows. “Morning, Claire,” he offered, forcing a casual note into his greeting.

Claire stepped closer and tilted her head. “You two must’ve stayed up half the night,” she teased, tapping a fingertip on the couch’s arm. “Hope you got comfortable.”

Victoria stretched her arms against Ethan’s chest. “He helped tuck me in.” Her lips curved into a half-smile, and she turned to look at him with a playful expression.

Claire settled onto the couch beside him. Ethan shifted so that one arm could wrap gently around her waist. She leaned in and pressed a quick kiss against his cheek.

Across the coffee table, Victoria’s phone buzzed on the smooth wooden surface. She reached across to pick it up. Her eyes darted over the screen. “We got an email from a potential client,” she said. She sounded focused, scrolling with sure swipes of her thumb.

Ethan sat up more fully, trying not to disturb Victoria’s spot beneath the blanket. “A new client?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

Victoria nodded. “Yes. They’re interested in our home-design approach, especially the open concepts we’ve been doing. They want to see if we can handle a sizable project.”

Claire’s eyes glinted with approval. She eased herself against Ethan’s side, her fingertips drifting across his shoulder. “That means good news for you, right?”

Ethan tipped his head in agreement. “Yeah. More projects mean more work. Busy is good.”

A second set of footsteps echoed on the stairs. Jess appeared, wearing only a pair of panties. Her breasts caught the bright morning rays, and she stretched her arms lazily. “Hey,” she called, giving them all a curious look. “You’re up early. Feels like the after-party is still going.”

Claire shot her a playful glance. “We’re just talking shop—new design job.” She gestured toward Victoria, who kept skimming the email.

Jess stepped nearer, hands resting on her hips for a moment. “That’s great. More for Ethan to juggle.” She looked his way, a small smile forming.

He pulled the blanket slightly over himself, making sure not to expose anything unintended. “I’ll manage,” he assured her. “I like a challenge, especially if it helps us pay for that new house.”

Jess gave a brief nod, then headed to the kitchen. “I’m grabbing some water,” she called over her shoulder. As she walked away, Ethan couldn’t help but notice how normal everything felt, the four of them comfortable in various states of undress, sharing the same home.

Ethan stretched his legs out from beneath the cover, testing how they felt after a night on the couch. Victoria scooted to give him space, nestling the blanket around her waist while she checked her phone again.

She gave him a sideways glance. “So, builder, designer, and everything else, ready to take it all on?”

He shrugged with a faint grin. “Yeah. Why not?” He spotted his shorts piled at the opposite end of the couch, leaned over, and snagged them. Tugging them on, he tried to keep his movements smooth, mindful of Claire’s arm draped across the cushion. Claire watched him, half-amused by his effort not to topple over.

Victoria tugged on her T-shirt from the floor and slipped it over her head. She remained under the blanket from the waist down. The couch cushions shifted as Ethan stood, so she pulled the fabric tighter around her hips.

Claire gave Ethan’s arm a supportive pat. She then rose, taking a quick look at her reflection in the TV’s blank screen and adjusted one bra strap. “I think I’ll get some breakfast.” She tossed her hair lightly behind her shoulders, crossing the living room in easy steps.

Ethan followed, heading for the kitchen. He found Jess rummaging in the fridge. With one hand, she lifted a carton of juice to check its contents. 

He drew up beside her. “Are there still tortillas?”

She nodded. “Yep. That’s a good idea.”

Before Ethan could respond, Victoria’s voice came from the living room. “Add me to that. I could eat.” She paused to yawn, then set her phone aside.

Claire joined them in the kitchen area. “Count me in too.” She ran her fingers around the edge of the counter, glancing over the supplies Jess had already pulled out: tortillas, eggs, a bag of shredded cheese, some peppers, and leftover sausage links.

Ethan popped open a cabinet, grabbing a cutting board. He placed it on the counter and picked up a small knife. “Alright, let’s make breakfast burritos.”

He began dicing potatoes into neat cubes, scanning the fridge to be sure they had everything. Jess turned on the faucet, holding potatoes under the running water before handing them to Ethan for cutting. She seemed at ease, topless as she worked. Claire located a frying pan on a shelf, passed it over, and lightly touched Ethan’s shoulder in the process.

Victoria finished reading her email where she stood in the living room. She stepped into the kitchen, still wearing only her long T-shirt. “The potential client wants an open-concept living area,” she explained, tapping her phone screen. “Should be straightforward for us.”

Ethan dropped the potatoes into the hot pan, hearing them hiss and sputter in the oil. He shifted them with a spatula, browning their sides. “We’re pretty good at that style. They’ll probably want to see examples of past work and early sketches.” He looked over to Victoria. “We’ll set something up today.”

Jess handed him the sausages. He sliced them quickly and scooped them into the pan. The pieces sizzled in oil. Claire stepped around him to fetch another skillet, then set it on a second burner so he could scramble the eggs.

Once the potatoes and sausage browned, Ethan added sliced peppers. Avoiding all extra fuss, he stirred the mixture, keeping an eye on the color. He cracked several eggs into a bowl, whisked them vigorously, and poured them into the second pan. Everything cooked at once, flurry of steam and movement.

Claire lined up plates near the stovetop. Jess pulled tortillas from their package, draping them over an empty plate to warm. Victoria edged closer, occasionally reading lines from the client’s email. “They might be big on custom lighting,” she commented.

Ethan folded the eggs in the pan a few times. “We can adapt. Won’t be the first time we’ve done specialized fixtures.” He turned off the heat under the potatoes, sausage, and peppers, then gave them one final stir. He spooned a portion into each tortilla, added scrambled eggs, sprinkled shredded cheese, and wrapped everything. Jess and Claire carried the plates to the table while Victoria grabbed a stack of napkins.

They sat at the small dining area, the early sun slanting through the glass doors that opened to the backyard. Ethan noticed how the pool water looked almost reflective, a steady mirror capturing the morning light. He settled into his chair, setting his burrito on the plate.

Victoria bit into her tortilla, nodding in approval. “This hits the spot.” She swallowed, then turned her attention to Ethan. “Thanks for making breakfast.”

Jess, her own burrito halfway finished, lifted it for an enthusiastic bite. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “I needed this.” She looked content, crossing one leg over the other beneath the table.

Claire sipped from a glass of juice, then set it down and shifted her seat closer to Ethan. The strap of her lacy bra slid over her shoulder, but she left it as it was. “We’ll need to pick up more groceries soon.”

Ethan glanced around at the nearly empty bag of cheese. “We seem to go through supplies quickly,” he said. “I’ll make a list once I see what else we’re running low on.”

Victoria tapped her phone screen a few times, presumably sorting through details related to the new client. “By the way, they mentioned wanting an in-person meeting soon. They’ll confirm later today.”

He nodded. “Sounds good. Let’s jump on that once they finalize a time. The sooner we talk to them, the sooner we can start drafting.”

Jess finished her burrito, stood up, and gathered the empty plates to bring them to the sink. “I’ll clean up. You three can head out or get to work on the house.”

Claire leaned back and crossed her arms comfortably over her abdomen, her chair angled to face Ethan. “I’ve got errands, then I’ll swing by the new place to see if you need anything.” She fiddled with her keys, which dangled from her fingertips.

Ethan pushed his plate aside and rose. He stepped to the sliding glass door, looking out at the yard again. Square shadows from the fence lay across the grass. Behind him, Jess rinsed dishes, utensils clinking in the sink. Claire fished her phone from the small table. Victoria stacked napkins, tidying up stray crumbs.

Victoria approached, resting a hand on Ethan’s shoulder while he gazed outside. He glanced at the faint reflection of them both in the glass. “Last night was…nice,” she said, her tone gentle. “Even if we ended up on the couch.” She slid her hand down his arm, briefly gripping his wrist.

He loved his life he had built with the girls. It reminded him that even amid all the projects, daily routines, and plans, he had found something real with the women in his life and he intended to keep building it, step by step.


Afterword

Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed.




If you enjoyed this book, I would be incredibly grateful for a review, as it genuinely helps. It also helps me know whether I should continue with the series. Recommending this book to others is a great way to help as well. 
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