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Chapter 1: Poolside
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The afternoon sun was a heavy, golden weight, pressing down on the Santa Lucia Mountains and turning the air into a thick, shimmering haze. Hazel floated on her back in the cool embrace of the pool, her dark hair fanning out around her like a water lily. The water lapped gently against the travertine coping, a soft, rhythmic counterpoint to the insistent drone of cicadas hidden in the ancient oaks that ringed the property. This was the quiet sanctuary they’d paid a fortune for, a pocket of lush, manicured privacy just outside the sleepy, moneyed town of Los Gatos.

She’d been out here for the better part of two hours, a half-empty glass of Aperol spritz sweating on the stone ledge beside her. A new thriller, one with a plot so twisty it felt like a pretzel, lay open and facedown on her towel. She’d barely read a page. It was too hot outside. The heat seemed to leach all ambition and energy, leaving only a pleasant, buoyant inertia.

Through half-closed lids, she saw a cloud of dust rising from the road far below their driveway, just barely visible through a gap in the trees. A flash of white, the boxy shape of a moving truck. She watched it, a vague, lazy curiosity stirring. It moved slowly, a cumbersome beetle negotiating the winding road, before disappearing behind a bend. She saw another one a few minutes later, then a third, heading the same way. Heading out of the canyon. Leaving. She noted it, tucked it away as a minor event in the daily life of the valley, and let her eyes drift shut again.

The thought of who might be moving in or out—one of those two sprawling estates on Ridge Lane that had been on the market for what felt like forever—was an abstract puzzle for another time. Right now, the only pressing concern was the slight drip of condensation from her glass and the way the sun felt on her bare shoulders.

Later, the light had softened to a honeyed gold. Hazel toweled off, the scent of salt and chlorine clinging to her skin, and padded inside through the sprawling great room. The cool, conditioned air hit her like a shock, raising goosebumps on her arms. The house was a masterpiece of modern rustic design, all reclaimed wood and massive panes of glass that brought the outside in. It was beautiful. It was also, at times, profoundly quiet.

She could hear him before she saw him. The frantic, rapid-fire click-clack of Lenny’s keyboard from his study. It was the drumbeat of their life.

She changed into a loose linen sundress and padded down the hall, her bare feet silent on the wide-plank floors. The door to the study was ajar. She nudged it open with her toe.

Len was hunched over a sprawling desk, a fortress of three monitors. His back was to her, broad and familiar under a simple blue polo. The blinds were drawn against the setting sun, and the only illumination came from the cool blue glow of the screens and the aggressive, futuristic glare of a neon-lit mousepad.

“Hey, you,” she said softly, leaning against the doorframe.

He didn’t turn. “Mm-hmm,” he acknowledged, his fingers never pausing.

She watched his shoulders, taut with concentration. She remembered a time when a shift in her energy would make him spin around in his chair, a grin spreading across his face. “So, I was thinking. That Italian place in town, Il Forno? We could grab an early dinner. My treat.”

“Can’t, babe,” he said, his voice distant, filtered through the screen. “We’ve got a major release candidate. The backend’s a mess. Gotta get this service stabilized before the devs in Bangalore wake up.” He paused his typing to take a sip of lukewarm coffee from a mug that said ‘World’s Okayest Coder’. “Maybe tomorrow?”

Hazel’s smile faded. “Tomorrow? You said that three days ago.”

“I know. It’s just...this project.” He finally swiveled in his chair, just enough to offer her a quick, apologetic look over his shoulder. He was handsome in a way that was starting to fray. His dark hair was a little too long, a few threads of silver appearing at the temples, and there were faint smudges of exhaustion under his eyes. His tech glasses were perched on his nose. “It’s a beast. You know how it is. The money’s in the chaos.”

“Right. The chaos,” she said, the words tasting flat. The money, the schedule, the promises. “I saw a moving truck today. Or, a few of them. They were leaving; at least that’s what it looked like. I think it was from up on Ridge Lane.”

He squinted, trying to process her words for a moment, as if translating from a foreign language. “Oh, yeah? Someone finally sell that eyesore?”

His attention was already sliding back to the glowing screen. She saw his eyes flicker as a new notification popped up. Her heart did a sad, quiet little dip. She was a story of things developing and happening around them. He was a story of lines of code and impending deadlines.

“Maybe,” she said, her voice quiet. “I don’t know. I was swimming. I wasn’t really paying attention.”

He turned away fully, his fingers resuming their frantic dance. “Good. That’s what you should be doing. Relaxing. You’ve earned it.”

Earned it? She wanted to say. What have I earned? Instead, she just nodded, a hollow motion he couldn’t see. “Okay, Len. Don’t work too late.”

“I’ll try,” he murmured, but they both knew that was a lie.

She walked back through the cavernous, silent house and out onto the front porch. The air had cooled, carrying the scent of bay laurel and dry grass. From her vantage point, she could see the winding ribbon of the road below. She could just make out, through the trees, the massive, gabled roof of one of the houses on Ridge Lane. The ‘eyesore,’ Len had called it. The other, a sleek modern home, was much closer to them, though Lenny seemed to think it was the house on Ridge Lane that had finally sold.

She stared down the road, her mind replaying the image of the trucks. Dust and white boxes disappearing around the bend. An ending. A departure.

Who were they? she wondered. And more importantly, who was coming to fill the void they left behind? She watched the road, the sky fading from peach to lavender to indigo, and for a moment, she felt an acute, sharp pang of envy for whoever was on the other end of that moving adventure. A new beginning.

Len would be working for another four hours, at least. She turned to go back inside, the wordless quiet of the house feeling heavier than usual. The mystery of the trucks was a tiny, bright pinprick of intrigue in a day of beige. She closed the front door, shutting out the last of the day, and the silence of her beautiful, secluded world swallowed her whole again.
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Chapter 2: Who Is That?
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Two days had passed, and the rhythm of the house remained unchanged. Len was in his study before the sun fully cleared the ridge, and Hazel had drifted through her morning in the familiar haze of quiet solitude. She made herself a latte, scrolled through her phone, and by early afternoon, found herself back at her usual post, lounging by the pool with a book she still was not reading and a glass of rosé that was already sweating in the heat.

The cicadas were in full chorus, the oaks casting dappled shadows across the water. She was just beginning to doze off when a sound cut through the drone, a low, steady hum. It was a lawnmower. Not from their property. Their usual crew had come two days ago and would not be back for another week. But the noise was fairly loud, coming from somewhere close. Very close.

Hazel sat up, shielding her eyes against the glare, and peered through the trees that bordered their property. Through a narrow gap, she could see the edge of the sleek modern home that sat just beyond their western fence line. The place had been empty for months, a silent monolith of glass and steel that caught the afternoon sun like a prism. But now, there was movement.

And there was a man.

Hazel's breath caught, and she was suddenly very aware of the condensation dripping from her glass onto her thigh.

He was pushing a commercial-grade mower across the lawn with an ease that seemed almost choreographed, his movements fluid and efficient. His skin was tanned a deep golden-olive, glistening with a fine sheen of sweat that caught the light with every turn. Dark hair, damp and tousled, clung to his forehead. Broad shoulders tapered to a narrow waist, and his back was a landscape of lean, defined muscle. Every ridge and valley of his spine was pronounced as he bent and pivoted with the machine.

He was shirtless.

Hazel's mouth went dry. She took a sip of her rosé, then immediately wished she had not because she needed to focus, needed to look away, needed to stop staring like a teenager at a beach party. But she could not. He was magnificent. Tall, dark, and devastatingly handsome, with the kind of jawline that could cut glass and arms that looked like they had been sculpted by someone who knew exactly what they were doing.

He moved fast. The mower chewed through the grass in long, sweeping passes, and within minutes, he had finished the main lawn and was heading toward the fence line. Toward her.

Hazel froze, suddenly self-conscious in her simple white bikini. She considered diving into the pool, pretending she had not been watching, but it was too late. He had spotted her.

He killed the mower's engine, and the sudden silence was deafening. He wiped a forearm across his brow, then walked toward the fence with a confident, unhurried stride. As he approached, she could see his face clearly for the first time. Strong brow, straight nose, full lips curved into an easy smile. His eyes were a shade of light brown that seemed almost green in the sunlight.

"Hey there," he called out, his voice warm and unhurried. "Sorry to interrupt your afternoon. I'm Warren. Just moved in next door."

He gestured with his thumb toward the modern house behind him, and Hazel noticed for the first time that his chest was even more impressive up close. Defined pectorals, a light smattering of dark hair trailing down a washboard stomach, the unmistakable V-shape that disappeared beneath the waistband of his athletic shorts.

She realized she had been staring. She cleared her throat and sat up straighter, arranging her features into what she hoped was a casual, unbothered expression.

"Hazel," she managed. "Welcome to the neighborhood!"

He smiled, and it was like the sun had just gotten brighter. "Thanks. Beautiful property you've got here. I noticed your lawn is immaculate. You using a service?"

She blinked, the question catching her off guard. "I... yes. My husband handles all that. He's the one who..."

"Noted." Warren cut her off gently, holding up a hand. "Maybe I'll ask him about it sometime. I own a landscaping company, MountainHills Landscaping. We do residential work mostly, but we're always looking for new clients in the area."

"Oh." Hazel nodded, trying to process the information while simultaneously not looking at his chest. "That makes sense. The mower."

He laughed, a low, easy sound that seemed to vibrate through the fence. "Yeah. Figured I'd do the first cut myself. Get a feel for the property, you know?" He leaned a forearm on the top rail of the fence, and the movement made his bicep flex in a way that seemed almost obscene. "The place was sitting empty for a while. A lot of work to do, but I like the bones of it."

"It's a beautiful house," Hazel said, her voice sounding distant to her own ears. "Modern. Very different from the other one on Ridge Lane."

Warren's brow furrowed slightly. "Ridge Lane? Oh, the big gabled one. Yeah, that place is still on the market, I think. I actually looked at it before I bought this one." He shook his head. "Too much square footage for one guy. This one's more my speed."

One guy. The words registered somewhere in Hazel's consciousness. Unmarried. Or at least, living alone. She filed that information away, then immediately scolded herself for doing so.

"So," Warren continued, pushing off from the fence. "I'll let you get back to your afternoon. Just wanted to introduce myself. And hey, if you ever need a referral for a different service, or if your husband ever wants to chat about lawn care, you know where to find me!"

He offered a quick wave, then turned and walked back toward his mower, leaving Hazel with a perfect view of his retreating form. The muscles in his back shifted and rolled with each step, and she watched until he disappeared behind a hedge.

She exhaled, long and slow, and realized she had been holding her breath.

She found Len exactly where she had left him, hunched over his monitors, a fresh cup of coffee growing cold beside him.

"Hey," she said, settling into the armchair by the window. "So, I met the new neighbor."

Len grunted, not looking up. "Oh yeah?"

"He came over to introduce himself. His name is Warren. He bought the modern place, the one closest to us." She paused, waiting for a reaction. When none came, she pressed on. "He owns a landscaping company. He actually asked if we were using anyone for our lawn."

At that, Len glanced up, a faint flicker of interest crossing his face. "Oh, really? What'd you tell him?"

"That you handle all that," she said. "He said he might ask you about it sometime."

Len snorted, returning his gaze to the screen. "That's great, honey. Sounds like he's trying to sell you something." His fingers resumed their rapid-fire typing. "Landscaping guys are always looking to poach clients from other companies. It's just business."

Hazel felt a small prick of irritation. "He seemed nice. Friendly."

"I'm sure he did." Len's tone was absent, his attention already swallowed by whatever crisis was playing out on his monitor. "Hey, by the way, I have a conference I have to attend next weekend."

The words landed like a stone in still water. Hazel felt the ripples spread through her chest, cold and heavy.

"A conference?" she repeated. "Next weekend?"

"Yeah. Cybersecurity summit in Santa Barbara. It's a big one." He finally swiveled to face her, and his expression was apologetic but already defensive, as if he knew what was coming. "I know we talked about maybe doing something, but this came up last minute and I really can't miss it."

She studied his face, searching for something that was not there. "Is it the whole weekend?"

"Yeah, basically. Friday to Sunday. But hey," he offered a weak smile, "at least it's not a full week this time!"

He turned back to his screens, the conversation clearly over.

Hazel sat in the armchair, the quiet of the study pressing in around her. Outside the window, she could see the faintest outline of Warren's house through the trees. She thought about his easy smile, the warmth in his voice, the way he had looked at her like she was worth looking at.

Then she looked at Len, her husband, her partner, the man who had promised her a life of shared moments, and felt something inside her chest pull tight.

She rose quietly and padded back out to the pool. The sun was beginning its slow descent, the light shifting from gold to amber. She settled into her lounge chair and stared at the fence line, at the hidden house beyond it, at the mystery of the man who had just walked into her quiet, secluded world.

And for the first time in a long time, she felt like she was waiting for something.



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3: The Trip
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Len's suitcase sat by the front door, a sleek black roller bag that had seen more airports than Hazel cared to count. He was in the kitchen, scrolling through his phone while a half-eaten bagel sat forgotten on a plate.

"Uber's five minutes out," he said, not looking up. "You sure you don't want me to call someone to come keep you company this weekend? Your sister maybe?"

Hazel leaned against the counter, arms crossed. "I'll be fine. It's two days."

"Three," he corrected, finally glancing at her. "Friday through Sunday. I told you."

"Right. Three."

He zipped his laptop bag and slung it over his shoulder. "I'll text you when I land. There's a dinner thing tonight with the keynote speaker, so I might not be able to call until late."

"Don't worry about it. Go do your thing."

Len crossed to her and pressed a quick kiss to her forehead, the gesture automatic, almost perfunctory. "Love you. Try to have a good weekend, okay? Maybe get out of the house. Do something fun."

She nodded, forcing a small smile. "I will. Have a safe flight."

He grabbed his bags and was out the door before she could say anything else. The front door clicked shut, and then there was only the hum of the refrigerator and the distant ticking of the grandfather clock in the hall.

Hazel stood in the kitchen for a long moment, staring at the closed door. She listened to the sound of his footsteps on the driveway, the car door opening and closing, the soft rumble of the Uber pulling away. And then silence.

She walked to the window and watched the car disappear down the winding road. The morning sun was pale and thin, filtering through the oaks in long, slanting beams. The pool was still and flat, undisturbed. The whole property seemed to hold its breath.

She made herself another latte, the machine hissing and sputtering in the quiet kitchen. She carried it to the living room and sat on the couch, tucking her feet beneath her. The house was too big. It had always been too big. But with Len gone, the space seemed to expand, the walls pushing outward, the ceilings rising higher, until she felt like a tiny figure in a vast, empty museum.

She scrolled through her phone. Nothing new. She picked up her book, the thriller she'd been ignoring for days, and read the same sentence three times before giving up. She set it aside and stared at the wall.

The silence pressed in.

She thought about calling her sister, but what would she say? My husband's away for the weekend and I'm bored? It sounded pathetic, even to her.

She thought about Warren, about the easy way he'd leaned on the fence, the warmth in his voice. She wondered what he was doing right now. Probably working. He seemed like the type who was always doing something, always moving.

She shook the thought away and stood up. She needed to do something. Anything. She wandered into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator, closed it. Opened the pantry, closed it. She walked to the back door and looked out at the pool, the lounge chair where she'd sat just days ago, watching a stranger cut grass.

The house was a tomb.

She checked her phone again. No messages from Len. Not that she'd expected one. He'd said he'd text when he landed, and he would. He always did. But it would be a brief, functional update, like checking a box. Landed. Safe. Talk later.

She settled onto the couch again, pulling a throw blanket over her lap. The quiet was not soothing. It was oppressive. It was the kind of quiet that made you hear your own heartbeat, made you aware of every small creak and groan of the house settling around you.

She picked up her phone one more time and opened a text thread with Len. She typed, How's the trip? and then deleted it. He'd answer when he was ready. He always did.

She put the phone down and closed her eyes.

The weekend stretched before her, vast and empty as a desert. Three days. Seventy-two hours. She'd survived longer alone before. She could survive this.

But as the silence settled around her like a second skin, she wondered if surviving was really the same as living.
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Chapter 4: A Surprise Interaction
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Hazel was at the pool again, though she'd stopped pretending to read. The book lay closed on the table beside her, and she'd traded the rosé for iced tea. The afternoon was warm but not oppressive, a gentle breeze rustling the oaks overhead.

She heard the footsteps before she saw him. A crunch of gravel, then the low sound of someone clearing their throat near the fence line.

She turned.

Warren stood at the fence, this time in a fitted gray t-shirt that did little to hide the physique beneath it. He was holding a business card between his fingers.

"Hey again," he said, offering that easy smile. "I was hoping to catch your husband. Thought I'd drop off my card in case he wanted to talk landscaping."

Hazel sat up, tucking her legs beneath her. "He's not here. He's away for the weekend. Conference."

Warren's eyebrows lifted slightly. "Ah. Got it." He pocketed the card. "Well, maybe another time."

"You could leave it on the porch," she offered. "I'll make sure he gets it."

He considered this, then shrugged. "Or I could just keep it and try again later." He leaned against the fence, settling in. "How's your weekend going otherwise?"

She smiled despite herself. "Quiet. Really quiet."

"Can't say I mind quiet myself. But there's quiet, and then there's quiet." He gestured toward her empty pool deck. "Looks like you've got the second kind."

She laughed softly. "You could say that."

He tilted his head, studying her. "You know, I was going to ask Len about the lawn, but I'm starting to think I should be asking you."

"What do you mean?"

"Just that you seem to be the one who actually enjoys it out here. The pool, the yard. He strikes me as the type who pays for it but never sits in it."

She blinked, surprised by the observation. "That's... surprisingly accurate."

"I've been in business long enough to read people." He smiled again, softer this time. "Anyway, I'll get out of your hair. Tell Len I stopped by."

He pushed off from the fence and started to turn.

"Warren," she called.

He looked back.

"Maybe you could leave the card anyway. In case I need to... recommend you to someone."

His smile widened. "Sure thing." He pulled the card from his pocket and slid it through a gap in the fence. "You know where to find me."

He gave a small wave and walked back toward his house.

Hazel picked up the card and read it. MountainHills Landscaping. Warren Cross. She turned it over in her fingers, then set it on the table beside her book.

She didn't pick it up again. But she didn't throw it away either.
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Chapter 5: Back Again
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The late afternoon sun was warm on Hazel's shoulders as she sat on the front porch, a glass of iced tea in her hand. She'd been out here for an hour, maybe two. Time had lost its shape.

She heard footsteps on the brick driveway and looked up.

Warren rounded the corner of the house, a small potted fern in his hands, its delicate fronds catching the golden light. He stopped at the base of the porch steps, making no move to climb them.

"Hey," he said. "I come bearing gifts."

Hazel sat up straighter. "What's this?"

"A peace offering." He held up the plant. "I figured you might be lonely with your husband gone. And I might have overstayed my welcome earlier. So I brought you a friend. Low maintenance. Hard to kill. Kind of like me, actually."

She laughed and rose from her chair, walking to the top of the steps. She reached down and took the plant from him, their fingers brushing briefly. "That's really thoughtful. You didn't have to do that."

"I know. But I wanted to." He stuffed his hands in his pockets, rocking back on his heels at the bottom of the steps. "So. How's the quiet weekend going?"

Hazel set the fern on the porch railing and sat back down. "Better now."

They talked for a long time. He stayed at the bottom of the steps, never climbing up, never crossing onto the porch. She told him about her job, about her sister in Portland, about how she'd met Len. He told her about starting his landscaping company, about his ex-wife, about starting over. He was funny and warm, and he listened in a way that made her feel seen.

The sun dipped lower, the light shifting to amber. She found herself leaning forward, and the words were almost out of her mouth. Do you want to come up? She could feel them forming, could feel the invitation hovering on her tongue.

She stopped herself.

She closed her mouth and swallowed hard.

"Anyway," she said, her voice steadier than she felt, "I should probably let you go."

Warren studied her for a moment, something flickering in his eyes. Understanding, maybe. "Yeah. It's getting late."

He stepped back from the steps. "The plant's yours. No strings attached."

"I know. Thank you."

He gave a small wave and walked back down the brick driveway, disappearing around the corner of the house.

Hazel sat on the porch for a long time after he left. She stared at the fern, at its delicate green fronds, and thought about how close she'd come. How easily she could have asked him up. How easily she could have crossed a line she couldn't uncross.

She picked up the plant and carried it inside. She set it on the kitchen counter and stared at it.

She'd almost made a terrible mistake.

Almost.
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Chapter 6: Lawn Care
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Saturday morning arrived hot and still. Hazel woke to sunlight already streaming through the windows, the air thick and heavy even with the air conditioning humming. She checked her phone. Nothing from Len so far this morning. Not that she'd expected anything. They’d barely said ‘goodnight’ yesterday.

She drifted through the morning in a daze, making coffee she barely drank, scrolling through her phone without seeing it. The fern sat on the kitchen counter, a quiet reminder of yesterday. She found herself looking at it more than she meant to.

By noon, the heat had become oppressive. She changed into her bikini and headed for the pool, but even the water felt tepid, the sun beating down mercilessly. She floated for a while, then gave up, settling onto a lounge chair with a magazine she couldn't focus on.

Her mind kept drifting to Warren. To the way he'd looked at her. To how close she'd come to asking him up.

She heard the lawn mower before she saw him. A low, steady hum from somewhere beyond the trees. She sat up, heart beating faster than the heat warranted.

Hazel stood and walked inside. She grabbed a light cover-up and pulled it over her bikini, slipped on her flip-flops, and headed out the front door. The brick driveway was hot beneath her feet, despite the flops, as she walked down to the road and turned toward Warren's house.

The walk was longer than she'd expected. The houses in this part of the canyon were set fairly far apart, winding roads and dense trees separating them. She could see his modern house in the distance, glass and steel glinting in the sun.

He was in the front yard, shirtless as before, pushing the mower in long, even passes. His skin was slick with sweat, muscles gleaming in the harsh afternoon light. She stopped at the edge of his driveway, suddenly self-conscious.

He noticed her and killed the engine.

"Hey," he said, wiping his brow with his forearm. "This is a surprise."

She smiled, suddenly aware of how thin her cover-up was. "It's hot."

He laughed. "Yeah. You could say that."

"I was thinking," she said, "after you finish up, if you want... you could use my pool. Cool off. I have plenty of lemonade."

He raised an eyebrow, that familiar smirk playing at the corner of his mouth. "Is that right?"

She shrugged, feigning casual. "Just being neighborly."

He studied her for a moment, his eyes traveling over her face, her cover-up, the flush on her cheeks that had nothing to do with the heat. "I just might take you up on that."

She felt a thrill run through her. "Great. Well. I'll be there."

She turned and walked back down the driveway, her flip-flops slapping against the hot pavement. She could feel his eyes on her as she walked away.

She smirked to herself. The thought of him in her pool, those muscles glistening, water streaming down his chest, made her stomach flip.

But as she rounded the bend and his house disappeared from view, the smirk faded. What was she doing? She'd barely stopped herself from inviting him inside yesterday. Now she was inviting him to her pool? To her backyard? While Len was gone?

She slowed her pace, the heat pressing in around her. This was dangerous. She knew it was dangerous. And yet, she kept walking toward home, toward her pool, toward the moment when he could possibly arrive.

Part of her wanted him to come.

Part of her was terrified he would.
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Chapter 7: Swimming?
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Hazel had changed her cover-up twice. She'd adjusted the lounge chairs. She'd made fresh lemonade and then decided it looked too eager and nearly poured it out. She put it back in the fridge instead. She was pacing the back patio when she heard the knock at the front door.

She smoothed her cover-up one last time and walked through the house, heart hammering. She opened the door.

Warren stood on her porch in a white bathing suit and a matching white towel draped over his shoulder. His chest was bare, still slightly damp from a shower, his dark hair pushed back. The suit hugged him in ways that made her mouth go dry.

"Hope I'm not too early," he said, that easy smile in place.

"No. Perfect timing." She stepped aside. "Come in."

He crossed the threshold this time. No fence. No remaining at the bottom of the porch steps. He was inside her house.

They walked through the living room toward the sliding glass doors that led to the pool. He glanced around as they moved, taking in the high ceilings, the reclaimed wood, the massive windows.

"Beautiful place," he said.

"Thanks." Hazel could barely focus on his words. Her eyes kept drifting to the way the white suit contrasted with his tan skin, to the muscles in his shoulders, to the towel slung casually across his back.

They reached the sliding door. He turned to her, close now, closer than he'd ever been. His eyes met hers.

"You know," he said, his voice lower, "I didn't think you’d invited me here just to swim."

She swallowed. "Oh really?"

He reached out and touched her arm, his fingers warm against her skin. "Yeah. I wonder if you’ve been thinking about me... like I've been thinking about you. All morning."

"Y-you have?" Hazel’s words came out breathless.

He stepped closer, and she didn't step back. His hand moved to her waist, pulling her gently toward him. She looked up at him, at his beautiful brown eyes, at the faint smile on his lips.

"I should stop this," she whispered.

"Should you?"

"No."

Hazel closed the distance between them.

His lips met hers, soft at first, then more urgent. His hand slid up her back, pulling her against him. The towel fell from his shoulder, landing in a heap on the floor. She felt the warmth of his bare skin through her cover-up, felt the strength in his arms, felt everything she'd been trying not to feel.

They broke apart, both breathing hard. He rested his forehead against hers.

"Maybe we should..." she started.

"Swim?" he offered, a smirk playing at his lips.

Hazel laughed, breathless. Then she looked over his shoulder, through the glass door, at the open backyard. The fence line. The trees. The distant possibility of being seen.

"Wait. Come here," she said, grabbing at Warren’s wrist and pulling him back inside the house.

He raised an eyebrow. "I thought we were going swimming."

"Change of plans."

They never made it to the pool.
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Chapter 8: On the Couch
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Hazel’s heart hammered against her ribs as she tugged Warren back into the cool shadows of the living room, the sliding glass doors to the pool forgotten behind them. The air conditioning kissed their heated skin, raising goosebumps along her arms, but it did nothing to cool the fire racing through her veins. Warren’s hand was still wrapped around her wrist, strong and sure, his white bathing suit doing little to hide the thick, heavy outline of his growing arousal.

She turned to face him fully, the plush sectional couch just a few steps away. Her cover-up felt suddenly suffocating. She let it slip from her shoulders, pooling at her feet, revealing the skimpy white bikini that barely contained her breasts and the aching heat between her thighs. Warren’s brown eyes darkened with raw hunger as he drank her in, his chest rising and falling faster now.

“Fuck, Hazel,” he growled, voice low and rough. “You’re even more beautiful up close.”

Before she could respond, she dropped to her knees on the soft rug in front of the couch, her hands sliding up his powerful thighs. The white fabric of his suit tented obscenely. She looked up at him through her lashes, fingers hooking into the waistband and tugging it down. His cock sprang free—thick, veined, and already rock-hard, the head flushed dark and glistening with a bead of precum. It bobbed heavily in front of her face, longer and girthier than anything she’d seen in years.

She wrapped her hand around the base, feeling the heat and pulse of him. Warren groaned, one hand threading gently into her dark hair. “That’s it, baby. Show me how much you want this.”

Hazel leaned in, her tongue darting out to trace the underside of his shaft from base to tip in one slow, wet lick. He tasted clean and masculine, with a hint of salt. She swirled her tongue around the swollen head, savoring the way he twitched in her grip, then parted her lips and took him into her mouth. Warren’s hips jerked forward involuntarily.

“Goddamn,” he hissed, his voice already growing louder. “Your mouth feels so fucking good.”

She bobbed her head, taking more of him each time, her cheeks hollowing as she sucked. Saliva coated his length, dripping down her chin as she worked him deeper. One hand stroked what she couldn’t fit, twisting gently, while the other cupped his large balls, massaging them softly. Warren’s groans filled the quiet house, deep and guttural, echoing off the high ceilings.

“Shit, Hazel! Yes, just like that! Suck it harder, baby. Take my cock down your throat.”

She moaned around him, the vibration making him curse again. Emboldened, she pushed forward until he hit the back of her throat, fighting her gag reflex and swallowing around him. Tears pricked the corners of her eyes, but the sound of his pleasure—the raw, vocal need in his voice—made her pussy throb with empty want. Warren’s hand tightened in her hair, guiding her rhythm but not forcing, his hips rocking gently to meet her mouth.

“Fuck, you’re a natural at this,” he panted, head tipping back. “Look at you.... on your knees for the neighbor like a good little slut.”

The dirty words sent a fresh wave of heat through her. She sucked him with renewed fervor, loud wet sounds filling the room.

Gluck, gluck, gluck

Hazel continued working him sloppily. Warren’s moans grew louder, unrestrained. “Yeah! Fuck! Right there. You’re gonna make me lose it if you keep that up!”

After several long, intense minutes, he gently pulled her off with a wet pop, his cock shiny with her spit and throbbing angrily. He hauled her up, kissing her deeply, tasting himself on her tongue. “Couch. Now.”

Hazel let him guide her. She lay back on the wide sectional, the soft cushions cradling her as she spread her legs. Warren stood at the edge, towering over her, his muscular body glistening. He hooked his fingers in her bikini bottoms and yanked them down her legs, tossing them aside. Her top followed, freeing her full breasts, nipples hard and begging for attention.

Warren stroked his cock slowly, eyes locked on her dripping pussy. Then he felt her up for the first time. “Mmmm. So wet for me already. You’ve been thinking about this, haven’t you?”

“Yes,” she whispered, voice trembling with need.

“Louder, baby. Tell me.”

“I’ve been thinking about you fucking me,” she said, louder this time. “Please, Warren. Please give it to me.”

He stepped closer, lining up the thick head of his cock with her entrance. In one smooth thrust, he buried half his length inside her. Hazel cried out, back arching sharply. “Oh God! Yes!”

She’d nearly forgotten how excited she could be for sex.

Warren gripped her hips, standing firm at the edge of the couch, and drove deeper. The angle let him hit every sensitive spot inside her. He set a powerful rhythm, pulling almost all the way out before slamming back in, the wet slap of skin on skin loud and obscene.

“Fuck, you’re tight,” he groaned, voice booming. “So fucking perfect. Take every inch, Hazel.”

“Yes sir!” Hazel called back to Warren.

“Mmmm, good girl,” he encouraged, smiling down upon her.

Hazel moaned loudly with each thrust, her breasts bouncing as Warren continued to rail her. “Warren! Harder! Oh fuck, it feels so good!”

He obliged, pounding into her with deep, standing strokes. One of his hands moved to her clit, rubbing tight circles while the other pinched and tugged at her nipple. The couch creaked beneath her as he fucked her relentlessly. Hazel’s cries grew louder, unrestrained, echoing through the empty house.

“Yes! Right there! Don’t stop! Fuck me, Warren! Harder! Oh my God!”

“That’s it, scream for me, baby!” Warren growled, sweat dripping down his chiseled abs. 

He leaned over her slightly for leverage, hips snapping forward in a brutal, steady pace. The wet sounds of her pussy taking him were filthy and intoxicating. Hazel’s legs wrapped around his waist, heels digging into his back as she met his thrusts. Pleasure coiled tight in her belly, building fast.

“I’m... Oh God! I’m gonna cum!” Hazel wailed.

“Cum on my cock, baby! Let me feel you cum for me!”

Her orgasm crashed over her like a wave, pussy clenching hard around him as she screamed Warren’s name. Warren kept thrusting through it, drawing it out, his own groans turning into loud, primal grunts.

“Fuck! Yes! Milk my dick just like that!”

He fucked her through the aftershocks, slowing only slightly before building speed again. Hazel was a moaning, writhing mess beneath him, her body slick with sweat, every nerve alight. He shifted her legs higher, nearly folding her in half as he stood tall and drove down into her with long, powerful strokes.

“You feel so fucking good,” he panted, voice hoarse. “Better than I imagined. This pussy was made for me.”

Hazel blushed, hardly able to believe his dirty talk.

Minutes blurred into a haze of sensation: his deep, vocal praise, her loud, desperate moans, the relentless slap of his hips against her ass. Warren’s muscles flexed and glistened with effort, his cock stretching and filling her perfectly.

Finally, his rhythm faltered. “I’m close... fuck, Hazel.”

He pulled out suddenly, stroking his glistening cock furiously with one big hand. Hazel watched, dazed and panting, as he aimed at her body.

With a loud, guttural roar, Warren came hard. Thick ropes of hot cum splashed across her stomach, her heaving breasts, and up onto her neck and chin. He kept stroking, milking every drop, groaning her name over and over as he marked her.

“Fuuuuck yes, baby, I want you to wear it all,” Warren growled.

Hazel lay there, chest rising and falling rapidly, covered in his release. The sight of him standing over her, cock still twitching, muscles heaving, sent another aftershock through her core.

Warren leaned down, capturing her lips in a deep, possessive kiss, uncaring of the mess between them. “That was incredible,” he murmured against her mouth.

Outside, the afternoon sun continued its slow descent, oblivious to the passionate betrayal that had just unfolded in the quiet luxury of her living room.
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Chapter 9: Double Down
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Warren stood there for a moment, chest still heaving, his eyes tracing the streaks of his release glistening across Hazel’s flushed skin. The living room felt charged, thick with the scent of sex and the faint chlorine from the pool drifting in through the cracked sliding doors. He reached down without a word, grabbing a box of tissues from the side table and pulling out a generous handful. Kneeling beside the couch, he gently wiped her stomach, her breasts, and the delicate line along her neck with surprising tenderness, his touch lingering just enough to make her shiver.

“You okay?” he murmured, voice low and rough around the edges. Those beautiful brown eyes searched hers, a flicker of something real beneath the heat. “If this is too much... if you want me to head out, just say the word. No pressure for round two. I don’t want you regretting any of this.”

Hazel sat up slowly, the cool air raising goosebumps on her bare skin where his cum had just been cleaned away. For a split second, a sharp pang twisted in her chest. Lenny’s face flashed in her mind, as did the empty house, and the vows she’d once believed in. It hurt, a quick, quiet ache that made her throat tighten. What am I doing? But then Warren’s hand brushed her thigh, warm and steady, and the guilt dissolved back into that hungry, aching need. She was already too far gone. The damage was done.

“No, stay,” she said, her voice husky. She shot him a sly smirk, the kind that felt dangerous and freeing all at once. “We’re already in trouble either way, right?”

Warren’s grin widened, dark and appreciative. “Atta girl.”

He helped her to her feet, his strong hands steady on her waist. Before she could take a step, his palm cracked against her ass in a firm, playful spank that made her yelp and then laugh breathlessly. The sting bloomed into warmth that shot straight between her legs.

“Good girl,” he rumbled close to her ear, lips grazing the shell of it. “Leading me straight to more trouble.”

Hazel’s pulse quickened. She took his hand and led him down the hallway toward the master bedroom, her bare feet silent on the cool wood floors. The late afternoon light filtered through the large windows, casting long golden beams across the king-sized bed. She pushed the door open wider, heart racing with anticipation and that delicious edge of recklessness.

Warren didn’t waste time. The moment they crossed the threshold, he spun her around and bent her over the edge of the bed, her torso pressed into the soft comforter, ass raised high. He kicked her legs apart gently but insistently, positioning himself behind her. His cock, already hardening again, nudged against her slick wetness.

“Fuck, look at you,” he groaned, running his hands over the curve of her hips and down her back. “Begging to get ruined in your own bed.”

Hazel moaned as he pushed inside her yet again, stretching her fully. The new angle had her gripping the sheets, a sharp cry escaping her lips. “Oh! Ohhhh!”

Warren didn’t hold back. He stuffed her pussy with powerful, relentless strokes: pulling back until just the tip remained inside, then slamming forward with enough force to make her whole body jolt. The wet, filthy sounds of their bodies meeting filled the bedroom, louder and even more primal than before.

“Oh God, Warren!” she gasped, pushing back against him desperately. “You’re so deep! Fuck, yes!”

He gripped her hips hard, fingers digging into her soft flesh as he pounded into her. Each thrust was deliberate and devastating, hitting that perfect spot inside her over and over until her legs trembled. “This what you needed, baby? You need me to fuck this neglected little pussy raw?”

“Yes! Yes I need you, so bad! Harder! Please, don’t stop!” Hazel’s voice rose, loud and shameless, moans turning into near-screams as pleasure built like a storm inside her. The bed creaked rapidly and rhythmically beneath them. Warren reached around, finding her clit and rubbing it in tight, fast circles while his hips never slowed.

“You feel incredible,” he growled, voice strained with effort. “So wet, so tight... squeezing my cock like you never want me to leave.”

She came hard once again, crying out his name as her walls fluttered and clenched around him. Warren rode her through it, slowing just enough to savor the spasms before picking up speed again, chasing another peak of his own. He leaned over her back, one hand fisting in her dark hair, the other bracing on the mattress as he drove even deeper.

Hazel was lost in it: sweat-slicked skin, the burn in her thighs, the overwhelming fullness. Another orgasm ripped through her, now, leaving her whimpering and breathless against the sheets.

“I can’t... fuck! I’m gonna cum again soon,” Warren warned, his rhythm turning erratic, hips snapping with urgent need. “Where do you want it?”

“On me,” she begged, voice muffled but desperate. “All over my ass and back. Please, Warren. I need to feel it.”

He pulled out with a guttural moan, stroking his thick cock furiously. Hot, thick ropes of cum painted across her ass cheeks and up the curve of her spine in powerful spurts. He kept going until every drop was spent, marking her skin with long, glistening streaks. The sound of his release—raw, loud groans mixed with her name—sent another shiver through her.

“Fuck... Hazel,” he panted, collapsing half beside her on the bed, one hand still lazily rubbing the cum into her skin. “You’re something else.”

She lay there catching her breath, the brief ache in her heart from earlier long forgotten, replaced by the warm, hazy glow of satisfaction and the thrill of knowing exactly how deep she’d fallen. The sun dipped lower outside, but inside, the fire between them still burned bright.
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Chapter 10: Doesn’t Have to Know
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Forty-five minutes later, the golden light in the bedroom had softened into deeper amber hues, casting long shadows across the rumpled sheets. Hazel lay tangled with Warren for a final lazy moment, her body deliciously sore and spent, before the reality of time creeping forward pulled them both back to earth. He stirred first, pressing one last lingering kiss to her shoulder before sliding out of bed and gathering his white bathing suit from the floor.

Warren dressed quietly, the muscles in his back flexing as he pulled on his shirt. Hazel watched him from the bed, wrapped in the top sheet, a strange mix of contentment and melancholy settling over her. He turned, offering a small, knowing smile.

“I should get going,” he said softly. “Don’t want to risk any surprises.”

Hazel nodded, sitting up. “He’s not back til tomorrow, but yeah, I get what you mean.”

They stood facing each other in the quiet room. Warren reached out, brushing a strand of hair from her face. “This stays between us. I promise. Lenny never has to know. I’d never do that to you.”

“Same,” she whispered, her voice steady despite the whirlwind inside her. “We never speak of this again. To anyone. He can never find out.”

Warren’s expression was serious, sincere. “He certainly doesn’t have to. This was... incredible. But it’s our secret.”

He paused, glancing at the messy bed. “You need help cleaning up? I can stick around a few more minutes.”

She shook her head, managing a soft laugh. “Don’t worry about it. I’m just going to strip the sheets and throw them in the washer. I’ve got it.”

He pulled her into a warm, lingering hug. His arms felt strong and safe around her, different from the raw passion of the last hour. When they parted, he cupped her face gently and gave her a slow, goodbye kiss. It was tender this time, full of unspoken gratitude and finality. Their lips lingered for a few heartbeats before separating.

“Thank you,” Warren murmured against her mouth. “For everything. The welcome, the conversation... all of it.”

Hazel smiled faintly. “Thank you too. For making me feel alive again.”

With one final look, he slipped out of the bedroom. She heard his footsteps retreat down the hall, the front door opening and closing with a soft click. Then there was nothing but that familiar silence.

Hazel stood alone in the bedroom for a long moment, the weight of everything settling over her like the cooling air. She moved to the bed on autopilot, pulling off the sheets and bundling them in her arms. The faint scent of sex and sweat clung to the fabric as she carried the bundle toward the laundry room. In the heavy quiet of the house, the truth hit her fully: she could never do this again. Not with Warren, not with anyone. The risk was too great, the line too dangerous to cross twice.

But as she loaded the washer and started the cycle, another realization crystallized inside her. She needed more. Quality time. Passion. A real connection. The kind of fire that made her feel seen and desired, not just comfortable. Lenny would be home soon enough. They were going to have to talk—really talk—about their marriage, about the growing distance, about what she needed to feel alive again in this beautiful, quiet house.

Hazel closed the laundry room door and paused in the hallway, a slow, naughty smirk curving her lips. Her body still hummed with the memory of Warren’s powerful thrusts, the way he’d made her scream, the sheer intensity of being helplessly and utterly fucked and wanted. She bit her lip, savoring that secret thrill one last time.

Some things, Hazel decided, were worth remembering.

––––––––
[image: ]


If you enjoyed this story, please consider leaving a review on Goodreads or the platform you purchased this book from! It really helps small artists and creators like me to better understand my readers. I sincerely appreciate your time reading this book, and humbly ask you for an honest review. Thank you <3

-Ms Naughtee
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