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Prologue

Two years out of college. Online business doing just fine. Three-day shipping, passive income, a client list that checks itself while I sleep. I could be anywhere—beach condo in Tampa, downtown loft in Austin—but I’m here. Back in the old neighborhood. Back where it started.

Back where she is.

Claire.

Twenty-nine now. Still teaching. Still married. Still doesn’t know I’ve thought about her every single week since I was eighteen and she leaned over my desk in that pencil skirt that screamed professionalism until it didn’t.

She opens the door and everything goes warm behind my ribs. Hair tied up, soft tank top, a long linen skirt that shifts when the breeze cuts through the screen door behind her. Barefoot. There’s a wine glass in her hand, condensation dripping lazy down the stem. She’s always looked like summer.

“Drew?”

I say her name soft. “Claire.”

That flicker in her eyes—recognition, surprise, and something she tries to smother before it takes shape. She steps forward, pulls me into a hug. Her arms are tentative, light, but she presses just enough for me to remember how her chest felt against mine the one time I hugged her goodbye after graduation. I was still a kid. Kind of.

Now?

I’m six feet of tan and tension, shirt damp from the road, duffel bag on my shoulder, smile tucked low like I don’t remember every office hour, every glance, every too-long pause back when she still called me Mr. Hollis with a blush behind her eyes.

I told her I was passing through.

That my family moved out of state.

That I didn’t know how long I’d be in town.

She said, “You should stay with us.” Said it like it was nothing. Like it was kindness.

But she didn’t check with Nathan first. Not really.

He’s a decent guy. Friendly. Clean-cut. Doesn’t blink when I shake his hand and drop my bag near the guest room. Asks polite questions. Offers me beer. Acts like it’s all normal.

Like he doesn’t notice the way his wife keeps tucking her hair behind her ear when I talk. Or how she laughs too fast when I tease her about that old Eliot quote still hanging in the hallway. “What we call the beginning is often the end.” She taught it like it cost her something. I made sure I never forgot it.

He doesn’t know.

That I’m not here because I need help.

That I’m not crashing.

That my bank account could buy this house twice and still leave room for a pool.

I didn’t come back for nostalgia.

I came back for her.

And now I have her—up close, off balance, home alone with me five days a week while her husband works ten-hour shifts and doesn’t lock the bedroom door.

She thinks this is coincidence.

She thinks I’m just Drew.

But I’ve been planning this since the day I graduated. Since she handed me my diploma and didn’t meet my eyes. Since I walked off that stage and felt her watching my back.

She doesn’t know what kind of man I became.

But she will.


Chapter 1

Somewhere above me, the fridge clicks on. A pipe creaks like it’s about to burst. This house sounds exactly the same as it did back then—faint, hollow, like every wall’s holding a secret. I can’t sleep. Haven’t even tried.

The guest room’s clean. Too clean. Sheets stiff like they’ve been waiting for someone else. Nathan probably vacuumed. Claire probably fluffed the pillows. She’s that kind of woman—pays attention, even when no one notices. Especially when no one notices.

The basement’s finished, technically. Laminate floors, soft yellow light, a bookshelf with old paperbacks and puzzles no one touches. One window slit high near the ceiling, showing nothing but dark lawn. But the air’s still damp, cold in a way that clings.

I lie on top of the bed in my boxers, hands behind my head, staring at the ceiling like it might blink first.

I heard her voice earlier, drifting down the stairs. Low, tired. Laughing once at something Nathan said. Dishes clinked. Chairs scraped. Then silence.

Then the sound of her feet. Soft. Bare.

The stairs creak once. Pause. Again. She’s not trying to be loud. Not trying to be quiet, either. Just enough plausible deniability to claim she came down for something innocent.

The light outside my door changes. Faint shadow through the crack.

I don’t move.

She knocks.

“Drew?” Her voice is low. Tired but still smooth. Like red wine poured slow into a glass you don’t deserve. “You decent?”

I could make a joke. I could say, “Depends what you’re hoping to see.” But I don’t. I just say, “Yeah.”

She opens the door a crack, then a little more. She’s wearing a robe—navy, thin, belted at the waist like she didn’t really tie it. Bare legs beneath. Hair down. No makeup. Her skin looks softer in this light, shadows melting over her collarbone.

She leans a shoulder on the doorframe, arms crossed tight like she regrets being here already.

“Just wanted to check you got everything you need.”

“I’m good.” I shift on the bed, let the sheet fall a little lower down my waist. Her eyes flick, fast, then back to my face. “Thanks again. Both of you. I know it’s last minute.”

Claire waves it off. “You know we’re happy to have you.”

We. She keeps saying that. We. Like she needs to remind herself she’s plural now.

She doesn’t look at my body, not directly. But her chin lifts like she’s fighting it.

“You sure you’re warm enough down here?”

I sit up a little, sheet sliding low on my hips, the lines of my abs catching the light. Her eyes snap up to my face again. She’s blushing. She’s trying not to.

“You could come keep me warm,” I say, voice low, just barely teasing.

She goes still. One second. Two. Then she exhales—one short laugh, almost sharp. “Jesus, Drew.”

“I’m kidding.” I let it hang, smile crooked. “Mostly.”

She shakes her head, but doesn’t leave.

“Sorry. That was—” I run a hand through my hair. “Habit. I forget I’m not in school anymore.”

She’s still watching me. “You were never like that in school.”

“You wouldn’t have known if I was.”

She opens her mouth. Closes it. Fingers tighten on her arms. Her nails are short, clean, no polish. The kind of details I never used to notice. The kind I see now.

I say her name soft. “Claire.”

She looks up. Eyes wide. Chest rising.

“It’s good to see you again.”

Her voice catches just a little. “You too.”

We sit there, quiet. The basement hums around us.

She tugs the robe tighter, knuckles going white for a second.

“I should—Nathan’s probably…” She doesn’t finish the sentence. Just takes a step back.

“Night,” she says.

I watch her turn. The robe parts for half a second at the back of her thighs before she pulls the door closed behind her.

I don’t sleep for a long time.

She’s already cooking when I walk in. Braless. Robe. Bare feet on tile.

The sun comes through the kitchen blinds in clean stripes, cutting her in half—light on her hip, shadow on her shoulder. She’s at the stove, back to me, spatula in one hand, steam curling from a skillet. There’s music on low from her phone—country—and she’s humming without realizing it.

Her hair’s still messy from sleep, twisted up and pinned. One curl’s fallen loose and hangs along the nape of her neck. I want to tuck it behind her ear with my teeth.

I don’t say anything at first. Just lean on the doorway, arms crossed over my chest, watching.

She doesn’t know I’m here yet. Or maybe she does and she’s pretending.

Her robe’s thin, pale gray, open just enough to show the slope of her breast when she reaches up to grab a plate. No bra. Her nipples push faint outlines through the fabric when she moves. My cock’s already stirring under the loose joggers I slept in. Not polite. Not subtle.

I step in like it’s my kitchen, like this is normal, like I’ve always belonged.

“Smells good,” I say, voice still thick with sleep.

She jumps a little. Not much. Just a shoulder twitch. “Jesus, Drew. You scared me.”

“I was quiet,” I say, sliding around the counter. “You were distracted.”

She glances over her shoulder. Her eyes do a quick flick down my body. Chest. Abs. Waist. She looks away too fast. “Didn’t think you were up yet.”

I shrug, open the cabinet, pull down two mugs. “Early start. Had a weird dream.”

She hands me a spatula. “About what?”

“You, actually.”

She freezes mid-scramble. Then: “You always were a flirt.”

“You didn’t ask what kind of dream.”

Her jaw clenches. “I didn’t need to.”

I grin and pour coffee. Hers first. Then mine. Just how she used to like it. Light, no sugar. I wonder if she’ll notice. She doesn’t say a word when I hand her the cup.

She leans on the counter beside me, sipping, not looking.

“I like this house,” I say. “Feels lived in. Comfortable.”

“It’s nothing fancy.”

“It’s warm. Homey.”

“Thanks.” She swallows. “Nathan’s very into rugs.”

I raise a brow. “That his way of being kinky?”

She chokes on her coffee and coughs into her elbow. “Jesus.”

“I’m joking.”

“Don’t,” she snaps, too quick, too harsh. Then softer: “Don’t make this into something.”

I tilt my head. Step just a little closer. Enough for the air to change between us. “Make what into something?”

“This.” She waves her hand vaguely. “You. This house. Me. Whatever game you think you’re playing.”

“You think I’m playing?”

She looks up. Her pupils are big. She’s not blinking. “I think you like to push people.”

“Only the ones who like being pushed.”

She steps back. The heel of her foot hits the rug. Her balance shifts. She catches herself on the counter and glares at me like it’s my fault.

I hold both hands up. Step back slow. “Relax. I’m just making conversation.”

“You’re—” she cuts herself off, then laughs once. Dry. “You’ve always been like this.”

“Like what?”

“Like you know something no one else does.”

I lean back on the fridge. Let the silence sit heavy.

“I know a lot of things,” I say. “Like you haven’t told Nathan I’m staying yet. Not really. Not the way you should’ve.”

Her breath catches. “I told him.”

“You said it’d be a few nights. He thinks I’m here until I find something.”

She looks down into her mug like it might hide her. “So?”

“So I wonder what that means.”

She walks to the sink. Pours out the coffee she hasn’t touched. “It means I’m being nice.”

“No,” I say. “You’re not nice.”

She turns around sharp. “Excuse me?”

“You’re not nice. You’re careful. You’re polite. But deep down? You’re bored. Tired. And part of you likes having me here.”

She opens her mouth. Closes it.

“You want to know what my dream was?”

“No.”

“I dreamed you walked in wearing that robe,” I say, stepping forward, dropping my voice. “Same one. Except you didn’t stop at the counter. You came to the bed.”

“Drew—”

“You stood there. Looking at me. Just like you did last night.”

“I didn’t—”

“You did. For three full seconds.”

Her hands tremble. Just barely. “You need to go upstairs.”

“Why? Nathan’s gone.”

She says nothing. I step in closer, not touching, just letting the warmth from my skin fill the space between us.

“You’re not scared of me,” I whisper. “You’re scared of what you’ll let me do.”

She stares up at me, breath shallow. Lips parted.

Then she jerks back, spins toward the stove, starts scooping eggs onto a plate like it matters.

“You want toast?” she snaps.

I smile.

“Sure.”

I find her outside, back turned, skin slick with sun and sweat, and suddenly I’m seventeen again and everything I wanted is still standing ten feet in front of me.

The sliding door’s cracked open. I hear the trickle of water, the soft rhythmic slap of her hand skimming the pool surface. She hasn’t heard me yet. I take my time.

It’s ninety-two degrees and rising. The backyard’s drenched in heat. Grass baked yellow at the edges. Concrete warm enough to burn skin. The air smells like chlorine, lavender sunscreen, something citrus.

She’s lying on a lounger in the corner, angled just enough to catch full sun, legs stretched long, one knee bent. Book open on her stomach, face turned to the side, half-asleep or pretending. Her hair’s twisted up, loose strands clinging to her temples.

And the bikini—

Small. Black. Not new. I remember it.

She wore it once during senior week. School pool party. Staff chaperone. I watched her climb out of the water and thought I’d drown standing dry.

She wore a T-shirt over it that day. She’s not now.

I lean on the doorframe. “Didn’t know this place came with a view.”

She startles. Sits up. “Shit, Drew—” Her voice is hoarse, like she hasn’t spoken in hours. “You scared me again.”

I step out, barefoot, shirtless, lazy grin like I didn’t just memorize every inch of her skin in half a second. “Gotta get used to me popping up now and then.”

She shifts, grabbing her sunglasses from the chair arm, sliding them on like a shield. Her bikini top stretches tight across her chest when she moves. My mouth goes dry.

“Thought you were going into town,” she says, tone light, nervous.

“Changed my mind.” I walk slow to the edge of the pool, dip a foot in. “Too hot.”

“I agree.” She reaches for her iced tea. The condensation drips onto her thigh. I watch it trace down.

“I forgot you had this pool.”

She shrugs. “We don’t use it much.”

“Why not?”

“Nathan’s not big on swimming.”

I glance back at her. “Shame. You look good in the water.”

She goes still. Says nothing. Just takes a slow sip of her drink and stares out across the pool like it’ll rescue her.

I sit on the pool’s edge, legs dangling in. The water’s cool, sharp contrast to the sun beating down my back.

“You coming in?” I ask.

She snorts. “No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I was relaxing.”

“You still can.”

She looks over her glasses. Her eyes flick to my chest, then away. “Are you always this pushy now?”

I grin. “No. Just with you.”

I slide in with one motion, chest-deep, water lapping at my ribs. “Come on. I won’t bite unless you ask nicely.”

She rolls her eyes. But there’s color blooming on her chest, high on her cheeks. I know that look. It’s the one she gave me the day I read my essay aloud in class and didn’t break eye contact once.

“I’m fine right here,” she says. Voice too steady.

I wade closer, slow, slow, stopping right in front of her lounge chair, arms folded on the edge. Her thighs are inches from me. I can smell her sunscreen. Coconut and salt and something else I can’t name.

“Funny,” I murmur, “you were always the one who told me to take risks.”

She blinks.

“I remember. You said, ‘Don’t play it safe, Drew. Safe’s just another word for boring.’”

“That was about your college applications.”

I smirk. “Still true.”

She opens her mouth. Closes it. Her legs cross tight.

I reach out. Touch the lounger, just beside her knee. Not on her. Not quite.

“Just a swim,” I say softly. “Not asking for much.”

“You being like this…” she starts, voice tight, “it’s not okay.”

“Tell me to stop.” My eyes on hers. “Really tell me. And I will.”

She opens her mouth again. Nothing comes out.

She swallows.

I back away, slow, drifting to the center of the pool, eyes never leaving hers.

“Water feels good,” I say. “You’re missing out.”

She stays frozen, watching me float. Watching the muscles in my shoulders flex. Watching my hands move through the water like I’m painting the moment for her to remember later.

I dive under. Come up slick and dripping. Shake my head out. She flinches when the water lands near her chair.

I grin. “My bad.”

She doesn’t smile.

But she doesn’t get up either.

Her thighs shift. Her jaw’s tight. And when I turn away, I know she’s watching my back like I watched hers once.

he’s perched like a statue on that lounge chair, sweat sliding down the inside of her thigh, legs crossed like she’s afraid of what’ll happen if she uncrosses them.

The black bikini top hugs tight. Her stomach rises, falls, rises. Every breath a battle she’s trying to win in silence. I watch the way her knuckles clench around the glass. The water’s cool around my waist, but it’s not doing a damn thing to calm what’s tightening in my chest.

She’s pretending again. Like she’s immune. Like I’m just the former student crashing in her basement, nothing more, nothing wanted. But she hasn’t turned her body away. She hasn’t told me to leave.

“I could make it easy,” I say, voice low, drifting close again, arms on the edge of the pool in front of her knees. “Just say the word and I’ll walk back inside.”

She raises a brow. “One word?”

“Just one.”

She exhales. Long. “You’re insufferable.”

“That’s not the word.”

She leans back, sunglasses slipping slightly down her nose. “You always this full of yourself now?”

“Only when I’m winning.”

“You’re not.”

I grin. “Then come in and prove it.”

“I told you,” she says, “I’m not—”

I don’t let her finish.

In two smooth motions, I’m out of the pool, water slicking off my skin, feet padding across the concrete. She sees it too late. She starts to sit up, yelps, “Drew—no!” just as I reach her, grab her under the thighs and behind the back, and lift.

She’s warm in my arms. Soft. Writhing, but not really fighting.

“Put me down—”

“Gladly.”

I walk her straight to the edge.

Her hands grip my neck, fingernails digging. “Don’t—”

“You look hot,” I say. “This’ll help.”

And I drop us both in.

The splash swallows her scream. Water floods my ears. I feel her gasp against my chest as we sink a second, then surface together, her hair a mess of dark tangles, her arms still around my neck.

She pushes off fast, sputtering, wiping water from her eyes. “Are you insane?”

I laugh. Loud. Honest. The sun’s a white glare overhead, and she’s fuming in the shallow end, arms crossed, soaked, every line of her body visible under the cling of that suit.

She glares.

“You’re lucky I don’t kill you.”

I float back. “But you’re smiling.”

“I’m not.”

“You’re close.”

She tries to hold it. Then breaks. A breathy laugh, half-mad, half-reluctant.

I drift toward her again, hands cutting the surface. “See? Told you you’d like it.”

She stares at me—wet, barefoot, dripping defiance—and says nothing.

But she doesn’t leave.

She stays. Floating. Silent.

Her legs brush mine under the water.

And she doesn’t pull away.

She stays in the water. That’s her first mistake.

We drift apart at first. Me back to the deep end, her wading slow through the shallow, running her fingers through her wet hair, slicking it back like she’s trying to collect herself. Trying to put space between us.

But it’s too hot out here. The sun bakes the patio. The water’s the only place to breathe. And I’m still watching her.

She floats for a while, arms out, eyes closed, mouth just barely parted. Her chest rises with every inhale, tight skin gleaming under the press of black fabric, water lapping at the curve of her waist. It’s not fair. Not the way the light touches her. Not the way she sighs like she’s been holding her breath since the moment she saw me walk through the front door.

I wade closer, chest-deep, arms wide. “Bet you can’t swim across without stopping.”

Her eyes crack open. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me.”

She scoffs. “I was on swim team in high school.”

“So was I.”

“Yeah? What year?”

“Every year.” I grin. “Want me to prove it?”

She shakes her head, but she’s smiling again. That same reluctant curve that slips past her walls before she can grab it.

I splash her.

Not hard. Just enough to break the quiet.

She gasps. Glares. “Don’t.”

I splash her again.

Her eyes narrow. She scoops both hands and flings a wave right at my face.

We go back and forth, laughing, tossing water, closing distance. She shrieks once when I duck under and grab her ankle. Tries to kick free. I pop up behind her, hands up like I’m innocent.

“You’re such a—”

“Careful, you’re starting to sound like someone who’s losing.”

“Losing what?”

“Control.”

She laughs—real, loose, wet hair stuck to her face. And then I lunge, arms catching her waist, lifting her briefly out of the water before dropping her back in.

She gasps, hands slapping at my shoulders. “You jerk—”

“You said you were on swim team,” I say, treading just inches away. “I thought you could handle it.”

She lunges at me this time—messy, impulsive, catching me around the shoulders, trying to dunk me. We thrash together, bodies colliding, limbs tangled under the surface, her thigh sliding up mine, my arm snaking around her back.

Then—

Snap.

She goes stiff.

I feel it too. The sudden shift. That give.

Her eyes go wide. She sucks in a breath. Freezes.

The black strap floats like ribbon between us.

Her bikini top’s gone.

Just floating there, loose, water-logged, slipping away toward the deep end.

Claire’s arms snap across her chest.

“Shit—shit—don’t look.”

I don’t move.

I don’t speak.

I just tread water.

And stare at her face, flushed, frantic, pupils blown wide as the sun bakes the water between us.

The bikini top floats out of reach, and she’s too panicked to notice how I’ve stopped moving.

Claire’s arms slam across her chest, water dripping off her forearms, eyes wide and locked on the drifting black scrap halfway to the deep end. Her breath comes quick, mouth parted, skin flushed under the sun and chlorine sheen. The pool’s gone silent except for the soft ripple of movement from where the fabric turns slowly like something dying.

“I have to get it,” she says, voice sharp, false calm, like she’s already bleeding panic underneath. “Turn around.”

I don’t.

I move toward her instead.

Slow, smooth strokes, water gliding off my shoulders. I watch her legs kick once, half-heartedly, her hand dropping as if she might try to reach—

“Claire.”

She freezes.

“Stop.”

Her eyes snap to mine. I’m a foot away now. Close enough to see the pulse in her throat, the taut pull of muscle in her jaw, the way her arms tighten harder around herself like it’s going to matter. It won’t.

She opens her mouth. “Drew, I’m not—this isn’t funny, I—”

I lift one hand from the water.

Not fast. Not teasing. Just reach.

Fingertips skim the surface, then her wrist. Her forearm. I slide my hand up and over, coaxing her arm down like I’m easing a wild thing into stillness.

Her breath hitches. She doesn’t stop me.

And when her arms fall open just a little, just enough—

I bring both hands to her chest.

Cup her fully.

Her mouth opens with a sharp gasp. She jolts but doesn’t swim away. Doesn’t strike. Doesn’t speak.

My hands are warm from the water, fingers wide, firm, steady. I feel the weight of her in my palms, soft and flushed and real. Her nipples harden instantly under my thumbs. I don’t move them. Don’t squeeze. I hold. Like I’ve claimed something. Like I own this moment.

She stares at me, stunned.

Her legs are still treading but slower now, drifting us closer together with every ripple. Her fingers flutter uselessly at her sides. Her lips twitch. Her chest lifts and falls in sharp little shudders under my grip.

“Don’t,” she whispers. It’s breath, not command.

I don’t let go.

Her jaw trembles. Her eyes break from mine for a heartbeat, then come back like a dare she doesn’t know how to make.

My voice is quiet. Steady. “Tell me to stop.”

She doesn’t.

She just floats there, frozen, her tits in my hands, heartbeat pounding through the pads of my fingers

Her tits are still in my hands, and she hasn’t told me to stop.

We float there. Water whispering against our skin. Her chest rises sharp against my palms, nipples tight, puckered under the pressure of my fingers. I don’t move. Not at first. I just hold. Let her feel the weight of my hands. Let her realize how full she is in them. Let her think about how she never told me no.

Claire’s eyes are locked on mine, wide, unfocused, like she’s not in her body anymore—like part of her still thinks this isn’t real. Like maybe I’ll wake her from it. I won’t.

My thumbs twitch.

Slow. Deliberate. I drag them over her nipples, just once—wet skin sliding over wet skin—and she gasps. Her whole body jumps like I shocked her, but her arms stay down. She doesn’t cover herself. Doesn’t swim away.

Her lips part. No words come out.

I circle one nipple again. Then the other. The pads of my thumbs graze them, light, rhythmic, then a little firmer. I shift my fingers beneath, cup the weight of her fully, squeeze slow and soft, massage like I’m trying to memorize her shape.

She trembles.

“You gonna stop me?” I murmur.

Her throat works. No sound. Her hands drift in the water near mine, aimless, then fall still.

“You want me to?”

She still says nothing.

So I move again.

I roll one nipple between thumb and forefinger, watch her hips twitch. The gasp she lets out now is softer, needier. She blinks like she can’t remember where she is. Like her brain’s lagging behind her body.

I bring my mouth close to her ear. “You’re still not saying stop.”

Her chest jerks into my hands when I say it. Like the words did something. Like they made it real.

Her voice finally comes. Low. Unsteady. “Drew…”

That’s it. Just my name. A broken breath of it.

I don’t answer.

I just lean in closer.

And massage her again.

Both hands. Full. Slow. Reverent. Greedy.

The water moves around us. Her thighs brush mine. Her nipples tighten under my touch. Her jaw trembles. She still hasn’t told me to stop.

And I’m still holding her.

The pool ripples gently around us, our bodies drifting close and slow. Her thighs bump mine. Her arms float uselessly at her sides. The water clings to her skin, catching light like oil, every inch of her breasts slick and gleaming in my palms.

I keep fondling her—slow, patient, like she’s something delicate I’ve been waiting years to touch. My thumbs glide over her nipples again, soft circles, then subtle flicks. Her breath catches. I feel it against my wrists. Her hips shift under the water.

Her eyes flutter half-shut. Not in surrender, not fully—but in the blur of feeling. Her head tilts slightly to the side. Neck bare. Collarbone rising with every inhale.

I lean forward and press my lips to her shoulder.

Just a kiss.

Warm. Wet. Light.

She tenses. Sucks in air. But she doesn’t move away.

Her skin tastes like salt and sun. I kiss again. Lower, closer to her collarbone, letting my breath slide hot down her chest. She shivers. And not from the water.

I keep one hand cupping her breast, fingers spread wide, thumb grazing slow across the peak. My other hand slips down her back, finds the curve of her spine, holds her there, pressed close.

She still hasn’t looked at me.

She’s staring at the wall of the house like it might save her, breathing harder, lips parted, flushed all the way down her chest.

But I can feel it—underneath.

The twist in her gut.

The crack of guilt creeping in.

The voice waking up in her head telling her this isn’t just reckless—it’s real.

She’s starting to break.

So I tighten my grip.

Pinch one nipple between thumb and forefinger. Not cruel. Not soft. Just enough to jolt.

She gasps and jerks forward, her chest arching into my hand, like her body doesn’t know whether to flinch or beg.

Then I lean to her ear.

“You’re gonna burn,” I murmur. “We need to reapply sunscreen.”

Her breath sticks in her throat.

She makes a small, choked sound.

Then nods.

Still flushed. Still trembling.

Still bare in my hands.

“Let’s get out,” I murmur, tone even, no room for argument. “You’re burning up.”

Her mouth opens to protest, but I’m already moving.

I hook one arm under her thighs, the other across her back, and lift her out of the water in one fluid motion. She gasps, half-struggling, arms pressed tight over her chest.

“Drew—no—” she hisses, twisting against me.

“I’ve got you.”

She’s wet and warm and squirming, but I don’t loosen my grip. I carry her across the hot concrete, ignoring the way her bare skin clings to my chest, the way her thighs tighten when her nipple brushes against my collarbone. She’s clutching herself, trying to twist away without exposing more, but I don’t slow. I don’t smile. This isn’t a joke.

She shudders when I lower her onto the pool lounger. The towel’s warm from the sun. She reaches for it, trying to cover herself. I pull it away.

“Drew—”

“You want sunscreen or sunburn?”

She hesitates. Her hands stay on her chest, shielding. I kneel beside her and reach for the bottle. Flip the cap. Squeeze.

She doesn’t move. Doesn’t stop me.

The lotion is cool on my palms. I rub them together. Then reach forward and press both hands to her shoulders.

She jolts.

I start slow. Gentle pressure, working it in. Across the blades of her shoulders, down the curve of her arms. My fingers glide over her collarbones, brushing the damp edge of her hairline. I massage each spot carefully, deliberately, saying nothing.

She’s still hiding her chest. Still trying to pretend this isn’t happening.

I pause.

“Hands down.”

She stares at me.

I hold her gaze. “Claire. Arms at your sides.”

There’s a silence that lives forever in five seconds.

Then, like gravity’s too heavy to fight, she lowers her arms.

Her breasts rise into full view, flushed from heat and my touch. Her nipples still hard. She doesn’t look at me. Doesn’t blink. Her jaw’s tight. Her breathing shallow.

I slide both hands to her chest.

And begin.

Slow circles first. Lotion spreading cool across sun-warmed skin. I don’t squeeze this time—I rub. Palms firm, motion wide, working the lotion over the swell of her breasts, along the curve underneath, up over each peak like I’m painting her with heat and silence.

She shivers once. Her back arches barely. Just enough to press into my touch.

She still hasn’t told me to stop.

I move lower. The valley between. Then up again, smoothing the lotion across her chest like it’s ritual. Reverent. Tactile. Controlled.

She moans.

Barely audible.

Like the sound slipped out and she’s hoping I didn’t hear it.

But I did.

And I’m still rubbing lotion into her bare tits when her thighs shift again, pressed tight together, as if they’re trying to hold something in.

I don’t stop.

She moaned. Quiet, broken. She doesn’t think I heard it—but I did. I felt it.

The lotion’s nearly gone. My hands are slick with it, her skin glistening under the sun, soft and warm and stretched tight over bone and breath and want. Her chest rises under my touch, nipples stiff and flushed pink, slippery now, peaking against my thumbs with every slow glide.

I’m not rushing.

I’m not teasing anymore, either.

This is worship.

She still won’t look at me. Her head’s tilted away, eyes shut tight like maybe she thinks if she can’t see me, it isn’t real. But her lips are parted. Her throat’s exposed. Her hips shift like the tension’s moving lower, hunting for release.

And my hands follow.

I drag my palms down the slope of her ribs, slow and deliberate, watching the way her stomach flinches, tightens. I smear the last of the sunscreen just under her breasts, over the slight curve of her belly, then—

Lower.

My thumbs hook under the waistband of her bikini bottoms. Not pulling. Not yet. Just resting there, pressing against the line where damp black fabric meets smooth skin.

She sucks in air.

I glance at her. She still won’t meet my eyes. But her jaw’s clenched and her legs are pressed tight together, thighs twitching under the towel I kicked aside minutes ago.

“Tell me to stop,” I murmur.

Nothing.

I graze lower.

Not even an inch—just the heat of my fingertips tracing the edge beneath the band. I feel the tremble. The flicker of tension racing through her core.

She whispers something. Not words. Just breath.

I lean down, voice at her throat, one hand still warm and slick on her breast.

“You’re not saying no.”

She shudders beneath me. Her body says everything.

I slide one hand lower. Just one finger, dipping just barely under the fabric. Heat. Wet. A heartbeat I can feel through my fingertips.

Her whole body arches.

But she doesn’t stop me.

She’s spread out beneath me, topless, trembling, and silent. Her tits glisten with lotion, her nipples stiff against the sun. And she’s still not saying a damn thing.

Her hands are curled at her sides, fingers twitching like they don’t know whether to push me away or grab for something solid. Her eyes are closed. Her jaw’s tight. She’s biting the inside of her cheek like that’s the only way she can keep from making a sound again.

She moaned. I know she did.

And I’m not done with her yet.

My hands slide down from her stomach, fingers trailing across the band of her bikini bottoms again. The fabric’s soaked, clinging tight between her thighs. I trace a line down the center. Not inside. Not yet. Just the pressure of my fingers, slow and firm, pressing the heat right where I know she needs it most.

Her breath catches.

I rub her—long, slow strokes right over the cleft, fabric darkening as I drag my knuckles up and down, feel the heat through it. Her hips shift, thighs parting barely, involuntary.

I stay gentle. Controlled. I want her to feel every second of this. I want her to know she’s letting it happen. That no one’s making her do a damn thing.

She gasps when I press just a little harder at the top—just where the fabric hugs the swollen bundle beneath. Her back arches half an inch. Her mouth opens, and this time she doesn’t make a sound, but I see it on her face. The pleasure. The need. The betrayal of her own restraint.

Still rubbing.

Still slow.

I could keep going. I could watch her fall apart under me in full sun, legs shaking, her breath breaking open in a moan that belongs to me. I could.

But not yet.

I draw my hand back, palm wet from her.

She lets out a sound—tiny, pained—before she bites it down.

“You’re burning,” I murmur, shifting down the lounger.

She opens her eyes. Just for a second. Blinks at me, disoriented, flushed to her neck, nipples peaked, chest rising fast.

Then I uncap the bottle again. Pour lotion into my palm. Reach for her thigh.

She jumps.

I shush her with a soft touch. “Relax. I’m just helping.”

Her eyes flutter shut again.

And I begin.

Both hands working up her legs, starting from her knees—circling the backs, moving up the smooth stretch of thigh muscle. Her skin’s warm, taut, twitching under my fingers as I work higher. The bikini bottom shifts slightly as I press in along the crease of her thigh, knuckles brushing too close to the heat again.

She gasps again. One hand clutches the side of the chair.

I massage the lotion in, both hands spreading wide, covering every inch—inside, outside, higher, until the edge of my pinky grazes the slick spot I just left soaked under the fabric. Her legs jerk.

I keep going.

Down her calves, ankles, arches of her feet, slow strokes like I’ve got all the time in the world.

I do.

She’s not going anywhere.

She thinks I’m done. That the storm passed. But she’s still lying there, flushed and topless, and I haven’t had nearly enough.

Her chest is rising slower now. She’s catching her breath, still warm and pliant from my hands, legs stretched out in the sun like she forgot how to move. Her hair’s damp against her neck, strands clinging to her collarbone. The bikini bottoms cling tighter now too—wet and darker between the thighs, soaked from more than just the pool.

I cap the sunscreen bottle. Set it aside. Step around the lounger.

Her eyes open halfway as I pass in front of her. She looks dazed. Sun-drunk. Fucked and not fucked all at once.

“Still burning,” I say, grinning. “We should do this again in twenty minutes.”

She exhales like she wants to say something smart but forgot all the words.

Then I move behind her. Step over her legs. Sit on the lounger behind her knees, straddling the chair.

She jerks upright. “What are you—?”

I pull her back into me.

She lands against my chest with a wet gasp, her back sliding against my skin, the curve of her ass pressing into my lap. I hook one arm around her waist, the other slides up.

And I grab her tits again.

Full. Warm. Still slick with lotion.

She yelps—tiny, breathless.

“Drew!”

“What?” I grin, rubbing my thumbs over both nipples. “They missed me.”

She twists. Tries to wriggle away, but I’m holding her firm. Her bare back against my chest, her legs squirming against mine. She’s not really fighting.

“Let go,” she hisses, cheeks burning.

“Uh-uh.” I knead her breasts, slow and firm. “You’re gonna get weird tan lines.”

“What?”

I lean forward, voice at her ear, lips brushing her skin. “You keep sunbathing like this, and you’re gonna end up with an imprint of my hands on your big tits.”

She chokes—somewhere between a laugh and a scandalized gasp.

“Can you imagine?” I go on, hands still working her. “Your husband sees it and thinks, Wow, my wife must’ve been wearing the most aggressive bikini ever.” I slide my fingers in, tighter, thumbs flicking her nipples again.

“Stop—” she whispers, but her voice is shaking, and her thighs are pressed tight together.

“‘Those hand-shaped white patches look familiar,’” I mock in a deep voice, nuzzling into her neck. “‘Wait a minute, weren’t those the same size as Drew’s—’”

She lets out a high-pitched laugh and tries to elbow me, but I dodge it, hands still full, still teasing, still playing.

She slumps against me, breath hot, skin burning under my fingers.

I lower my mouth to her shoulder and murmur, “Maybe I should write my name across them next time.”

And I’m still cupping her tits when she stops laughing.

Still massaging them slow when her hips shift back into my lap.

Still hard against her when her head tilts back, just enough to expose her throat to my mouth.

We must’ve passed out, tangled like animals, skin hot and soft and slick—and now the sun’s moved, the light is harsher, and I’m waking up with a tit in each hand.

She’s lying between my legs again, back pressed into my chest, our limbs still caught in the shape we fell asleep in. My chin rests against the top of her head. Her hair smells like pool water and vanilla. There’s sweat at the curve of her spine, dried lotion at the edge of her ribs, and both my hands are still cupped around her tits like I never let go.

I didn’t.

The chair’s a little too small for this—our bodies slotted together, her shoulder blades against my collarbones, her hips nestled into my lap, legs half-draped over mine. It’s not comfortable. Doesn’t matter.

I don’t move. I just flex my fingers once, pressing her tits up through my palms, testing the weight of them again.

She stirs. Shifts slightly. A low sound in her throat—half groan, half moan—rattles between us.

Her nipples pebble again in my hands.

I grin.

She goes still.

Then: “Drew…”

It’s low, raspy, lazy. Sleep-soft, but warning.

“What?” I murmur into her hair. “You fell asleep on me. I’m just trying to make sure you didn’t roll off the chair.”

She lifts her head an inch. Then hisses, “Shit—it’s hot.”

“Yeah, babe. You sunbathed topless in July.” I kiss her shoulder, nose brushing her damp skin. “Your tits okay?”

She groans again. “Shut up.”

I squeeze them gently. “Mmm. They feel okay.”

She starts to sit up, but I hold her there, chuckling. “Wait. Don’t move.”

“What?”

I lift one hand. Peer down at her chest. And laugh.

“Oh my god.”

“What?” she asks, panicked now.

“You have handprints,” I say, beaming. “You actually have handprints. Tan line’s not even subtle.”

She groans, burying her face in her hands. “No. No, no, no.”

I laugh harder, pulling her tighter against me. “It’s beautiful. Like branding.”

“Drew—”

“Your husband’s gonna think you got attacked by a very specific sun demon.”

“Stop talking—”

“I mean look at it—see how my fingers curve under here?” I cup her again, thumbs brushing over the pale impressions. “It’s like my hands are still on you.”

“They are still on me.”

“Exactly.”

She slaps my thigh without force. I catch her wrist. Bring her hand up to my mouth. Kiss it.

“You’re branded now,” I murmur against her knuckles. “Mine.”

She’s quiet.

Her body relaxes back into mine.

She doesn’t say yes.

She doesn’t say no.

And I don’t take my hands off her tits.

She’s too quiet. I can feel it in the way she’s breathing.

Still nestled into me, bare tits in my hands, her skin warm with sun and lotion and the ghost of my fingers burned into her chest. But her body’s gone still—not in that relaxed, satisfied way. In that thinking too much way.

Her head’s turned slightly, watching the sky like it’s got answers. Her jaw’s set. Her mouth twitches like she wants to speak and can’t figure out how to start. I’ve seen that look before. High school debates. Failing grades. Guilt.

It’s creeping in.

I shift behind her, arms tightening around her torso like she’s not going anywhere. Press my palms up her ribs, thumb brushing the underside of each breast.

“You’re overthinking again,” I murmur, voice low at her neck.

“I’m not,” she lies.

“You are.” I kiss the curve where her shoulder meets her throat. “You’ve got that look.”

“What look?”

“The one where you’re trying to convince yourself nothing happened.”

She exhales. Sharp. Annoyed. “Don’t.”

“You think lying to yourself is gonna make this go away?”

“Drew.”

I cut her off with another squeeze.

Hands full. Firm. Deep. A grope that says I remember what you sound like when I touch you here.

She gasps—just once, sharp—and grabs my wrist like she might push me off. But she doesn’t.

I smirk against her neck.

“You’re really gonna go inside with my handprints tanned into your tits,” I murmur, voice slow and hot. “You’re gonna sit across from your husband, wearing a little button-up or whatever, and every time your bra rubs the wrong way you’ll think about me.”

She stiffens.

I rub my thumbs across her nipples—once, twice, feeling them pebble again.

“You gonna be able to look him in the eye?”

“Stop,” she whispers.

“You going to?” I press.

She twists. Sits forward. Peels out of my lap in one motion, grabbing the towel off the lounger and wrapping it around herself in a quick, panicked knot. Still topless underneath. Still flushed. Still wet between the legs.

She stands.

Won’t look at me.

I sit there, lounging back, arms splayed behind my head like I own the sun, and watch her every step.

Before she goes, she hesitates. Just for a second. I can feel her thinking. Can feel her clenching around the decision not to say something.

She turns away.

I call after her. “You know what the real problem is?”

She pauses at the sliding door.

I grin. “Next time, I’ll leave teeth marks too.”

She doesn’t answer.

But she doesn’t slam the door either.

She walks inside.

And I stay outside, smiling like a wolf who knows he’s already halfway through the gate.


Chapter 2

The grill’s hot. I’ve got a beer in one hand, tongs in the other, and the scent of seared meat curling in the summer air. Everything smells like smoke, spice, and the mess she’s trying to clean up inside herself.

Nathan’s on the patio couch behind me. Shoes off, feet up, sunglasses on. Watching the last of the sun dip low past the fence line like he’s got nothing to worry about.

He doesn’t.

That’s the problem.

I hear the door slide open. Her steps are light—barefoot. I don’t turn yet. I don’t have to. I can feel her hesitation in the air. The way the breeze stutters around her. The sound of her breath, uneven.

I flip the chicken. It sizzles, pops.

Then I speak, casual: “Perfect timing. Grab the plates?”

“I brought them.”

Her voice is tight. Not in that sweet, controlled way she used on students. This is clenched, urgent, scared of herself. She sets the stack of dishes down on the patio table with a little too much force.

Still don’t turn.

She steps closer. Behind me now.

“You can’t keep doing this,” she says, low, fierce, too soft for Nathan to hear.

I grin, lips curling slow. “Doing what?”

“You know what.”

Now I turn.

She’s in a sundress—yellow, thin straps, no bra, of course not. Her cheeks are still a little pink. From the sun. From me.

Her arms are crossed. Defensive. Tense.

“You don’t get to just touch me like that,” she whispers.

“You let me.”

“I didn’t say yes.”

“You didn’t say stop.”

Her jaw clenches. Her eyes flash.

“That was a mistake.”

“Which part?” I ask, stepping close. Her breath catches as I lean in, voice dropping to a murmur. “The part where you moaned? The part where you melted into my hands? Or the part where you didn’t move for a solid hour after?”

She opens her mouth—nothing comes out.

Nathan shifts in his seat behind us, yawns. Rubs his face. Doesn’t hear a word.

“You’re not funny,” she whispers.

I lean in closer. Brush my lips against her cheek. “I’m not trying to be funny.”

“Drew,” she warns, but it’s crumbling.

I slide one hand low. Real low.

And give her ass a firm, unapologetic pat.

She jerks in place. Sucks in a breath so fast it stutters. Her body stiffens, then softens.

“You’ve got about four minutes,” I murmur, stepping back. “Dinner’s gonna be perfect.”

Her eyes are wide, dazed.

I turn back to the grill. Flip the chicken again.

Behind me, she just stands there.

Frozen.

Still feeling my hand.

The table is set, the wine is poured, and the meat’s sliced thick, juices running hot across the plate—but the real heat’s under the table, pulsing behind her knees where my leg presses hers just enough to make her thighs clench.

We’re seated side by side. I made sure of that.

Nathan’s at the head of the table, dressed down from work—short sleeves now, wedding ring glinting as he talks, drinks, carves, smiles at his wife like nothing’s wrong. Like her mouth wasn’t gasping open under my hands a few hours ago. Like she didn’t moan with her head tipped back against my chest, tits covered in sunscreen and sweat and my fingerprints.

Claire hasn’t looked at me once.

She’s got the dress on still—the yellow one with thin straps and no bra. The one she didn’t put on for Nathan. Her face is freshly washed, clean and pink. No makeup. Her eyes look a little too wide, like she can’t quite blink out the memory of what she let me do.

She cuts her chicken with unnecessary precision, like if she carves every piece the same size it’ll erase what’s throbbing between her legs.

Nathan’s talking about his boss. Something about budget approvals. Claire nods. Smiles. I watch the corners of her lips—tight, tense, not quite pulled upward.

Then I slide my knee sideways.

Under the table.

Just until it touches hers.

She flinches.

Not much. But I feel it. That twitch in her thigh like static just bit her. She glances down. Her knife pauses mid-slice.

Nathan doesn’t notice. He’s too busy laughing at his own story.

I press a little harder. Just enough to let her feel the shape of my leg, the slow lean of my weight.

Claire inhales. Quick. Her hand tightens on her wine glass.

“You okay, babe?” Nathan asks.

She jerks her head up. Smiles—too fast. “Yeah. Yeah, just—hot.”

“Do you want me to adjust the air?” he asks, already halfway rising from his seat.

“No,” she snaps. Too loud. Then adds softer, “No. I’m fine.”

I smirk behind my glass.

She shoots me a glance. A sharp one. But it lands dull.

I spread my legs another inch under the table. My thigh presses fully into hers now. She shifts, but the table’s narrow. There’s nowhere to go. Her skin’s bare. I can feel the warmth of her all down my leg.

She lifts her fork, tries to eat, hand shaking slightly.

I reach for the breadbasket. Brush the backs of my knuckles up her side as I lean across her—light, casual, but it drags right over her ribs, just beneath her breast.

She holds her breath.

Nathan doesn’t blink. Still cutting his steak. Still telling stories like the world’s not slipping out from under him.

I lean back in my seat. Let my hand rest on my thigh again.

Then—very slowly—I tilt my hand under the table, and with two fingers, I brush the inside of her knee.

She jerks.

Wine splashes. Not enough to spill, just a slosh.

“You okay?” Nathan asks again.

Claire forces a smile, her voice tight. “Yeah. Sorry. Just tired.”

Nathan frowns. “Maybe you need a day off. You’ve been… kind of tense.”

She looks at him like he just slapped her.

I bite my lip to keep from laughing.

Under the table, my fingers are still on her.

Still sliding up.

She doesn’t push them away.

Dinner’s done. Nathan’s rinsing plates, humming something tuneless at the sink like the domestic bliss hasn’t cracked. Claire’s wiping the counter, avoiding eye contact, her whole body wound tight like she’s trying to scrub the memory of me off the cutting board.

I rinse my hands slow. Dry them slower.

“Thanks again for manning the grill,” Nathan says behind me.

I nod without turning. “Anytime, man.”

Claire turns to open the dishwasher. Her dress clings to her thighs, the hem catching just above the backs of her knees, straps sliding looser on her shoulders. She bends slightly to stack plates. The neckline dips. I see everything. And I’m not in the mood to be good.

Nathan glances down at his phone. “Shit. I forgot—Brent texted me about that pool thing. I’m gonna swing by, help him install the filter system.” He’s already drying his hands. “You guys okay finishing up?”

Claire looks up too fast. “What? You’re leaving?”

“It’ll take twenty minutes,” he says, kissing her cheek on autopilot. “Be back before dark.”

She swallows. Nods. “Yeah. Go ahead.”

He smiles, tosses the towel on the hook, and heads out the side door.

The second it clicks shut, I move.

Not fast. Not predatory. Just quiet. Deliberate.

She’s still at the dishwasher, loading silverware, back turned. I step behind her. Close.

Her spine stiffens. Her hands pause on a spoon.

“You did good tonight,” I murmur, voice low at her shoulder.

She exhales slow. “You need to stop.”

I hook my fingers through the straps of her dress. Slide them down an inch on each side. Bare skin. Sun-warmed.

“You’re still tense,” I say, brushing hair off her neck. “Tense looks good on you.”

“Drew…”

She doesn’t move.

I lean in and kiss her shoulder. Just a kiss. Slow. Warm. Nothing innocent about it. My lips linger just long enough to feel her breath stutter.

Then I reach around.

Cup her tits from behind.

Full. Familiar now. Her nipples are already stiffening before my thumbs find them.

She gasps—quiet, desperate. Her hands still on the rack of silverware.

“I told you…” she starts.

I roll her nipples lightly between my fingers. “You said words. But your body keeps saying something else.”

She whimpers—short, sharp, like she hates the way it feels when I talk like that. Like she loves the way it feels when I talk like that.

I press in closer. Let her feel how hard I am against the swell of her ass.

Then I lean into her ear.

“Tomorrow,” I whisper, “I’m giving you matching handprints on your ass.”

She lets out a sound. Not a laugh. Not a protest. Just a hot little breath that doesn’t know what side of the fence it’s on.

I kiss her again. Neck this time. Her head tips forward, lips parted.

“You’ll still be thinking about it when you’re sitting at dinner again,” I murmur. “Squirming in your chair while he tells you about work.”

Her fingers tighten on the edge of the dishwasher.

I squeeze her tits once more.

Then let go.

Step back.

“Let me know if you need help drying,” I say, like nothing happened.

She turns slowly.

Eyes wild.

But she doesn’t slap me.

She doesn’t speak.

She just stares.

And I wink.

The house is still. Dim. Nothing but the hum of the fridge and the occasional creak of wood settling like it’s holding its breath along with her.

I hear her long before I see her.

Bare feet padding soft across the kitchen tile. The whisper of a robe. The quick twist of the faucet—water running for a second, a glass filled. She’s trying to be quiet. She always tries. But she doesn’t know how much she gives herself away when she thinks no one’s watching.

I stay still.

Down in the basement, door cracked just enough to see her silhouette framed in moonlight spilling from the kitchen window. Yellow robe again. Loose. Hanging off one shoulder. She’s not wearing anything underneath. I know that even before she shifts her weight and the fabric parts just enough to show the edge of her thigh.

She leans against the counter, sips the water, stares straight ahead.

Not at anything. Just existing. Just trying to breathe normal.

She’s not sleeping.

Because of me.

Because of what she let me do.

Because of what she wants me to do again.

She doesn’t know I’m watching.

She moves toward the hallway. Not toward her bedroom.

Her fingers brush the basement door.

Pause.

Grip the knob.

She opens it half an inch.

Stops.

Just stands there, her face hidden in the shadows, robe clutched closed with one hand, her breathing short, chest rising and falling like she just ran up the stairs instead of down.

My voice slices the silence—low, smooth, thick with amusement. “Couldn’t sleep either?”

She freezes.

And I step closer to the bottom of the stairs. Barefoot. Shirtless. Lit only by the sliver of moonlight stretching down into the dark.

She doesn’t answer.

I take one step up.

“Claire.”

She swallows. Loud in the quiet.

Another step. Closer.

“You standing there to talk,” I murmur, “or just thinking about my hands on you again?”

She exhales, sharp. Tries to speak. Doesn’t.

“You wore the same robe,” I say, stopping just two steps below. “Bold.”

Still no answer.

I place one hand on the railing. The other on the wall. Cage her where she stands.

“Say it,” I whisper. “Say why you’re down here.”

She shakes her head. Not denial. Just helpless.

I lean forward. My mouth near her ear.

“I’ll take care of you again,” I say, breath hot. “If you ask.”

Her fingers twitch on the edge of the robe. Her thighs press together.

But she turns.

Fast. Too fast.

Back into the hallway. Disappearing into the dark.

No words. No slam of the door.

Just silence.

I wait at the bottom of the stairs.

Smiling.

She’s not done.

Not even close.


Chapter 3

It’s morning. The laundry room smells like fabric softener and warm cotton, and Claire’s bent over the dryer, pulling out shirts one by one like she’s not dying to be touched again.

She’s in sleep shorts and a tank top. No bra, of course. Hair messy. Barefoot. Sunlight filters through the slatted window, catching the side of her face, her shoulder, her throat. I lean in the doorframe, watching. Not moving. Just watching. The way her hips sway when she shifts weight. The way her fingers smooth every shirt out like a ritual.

Nathan’s voice drifts in from the other room, louder than necessary. “Babe, have you seen my blue tie?”

“Hall closet,” she calls back, without turning.

I wait.

She doesn’t see me until I move.

Two quiet steps. Then I’m behind her, close enough to feel the heat radiating off her. My hands slide around her waist before she can flinch, fingers trailing just under the hem of her tank. Then higher. Slipping up her ribs.

She tenses. Inhales.

“Drew—”

I cut her off with a soft kiss to her neck.

Then I cup her tits.

Full. Bare under the thin cotton. Warm and soft in my palms.

She lets out a tiny gasp, muffled by the sound of Nathan opening a drawer in the bedroom.

She doesn’t move.

I squeeze, gentle. My thumbs brush her nipples through the fabric. They’re already hard.

Her hands grip the edge of the dryer.

“Found it!” Nathan calls from the hallway. “Think I’m good to go.”

My voice stays calm, low, right behind her ear. “We’ll miss you.”

I shift one hand down, tracing the soft skin of her stomach, then lower—sliding over the waistband of her shorts, then cupping her ass in a full, slow grip.

She bites her lip. Whimpers.

“Did you say something?” Nathan calls.

Claire clears her throat fast. “No—just… dropped a sock.”

I chuckle into her neck.

Nathan steps into view at the edge of the hall, fixing his tie in the mirror. He glances toward the laundry room without coming in.

“I might be back late,” he says. “Board’s meeting again at five. What’re you two doing today?”

I don’t move my hands. Keep them where they are. One on her tits. One on her ass. Just holding.

I answer, casual as Sunday morning. “Thinking about working on my tan.”

Claire stiffens against me. I feel her try not to laugh. Or scream.

Nathan nods, still adjusting his tie. “Nice. You should show Drew that trail behind the neighborhood, babe. You said you haven’t walked it in months.”

“Oh,” she manages, voice tight. “Right. Maybe.”

Nathan grabs his keys from the bowl. “Alright. Love you.”

She doesn’t answer fast enough.

I squeeze her ass once.

She gasps again, small.

“Bye,” she chokes out.

Nathan’s footsteps fade toward the front door.

The second it shuts—

I bury my mouth in her neck.

Still holding her.

Still squeezing.

She lets out a moan that’s been dying to escape all morning.

“You liked that,” I whisper, tongue trailing under her ear. “Letting me feel you up while he was ten feet away.”

Her breath stutters.

“You want more?”

She nods.

I press harder.

“Good girl.”

Her breath’s still shaky. Her hands twitch over the half-folded laundry. And I’m not even pretending to let her go.

I keep her pinned there. One palm firm and full on her tits, the other gripping her ass like I’ve got every right to it. Her back is still arched slightly into me, skin flushed under the tank top, nipples stiff against my fingers like they’re trying to speak louder than her mouth can.

She doesn’t move.

Doesn’t breathe right.

I lean in again, let my lips brush her earlobe, voice like smoke and sugar. “You’ve been so helpful this morning.”

Her eyes close. Her thighs squeeze.

I cup her tits again—deep this time, rougher, the weight of them spilling into my hands like they belong there. I push my fingers under the tank, drag my thumbs across bare skin. Her gasp turns into something ragged.

I smile against her neck. “I think you earned a break.”

Then I drop my other hand down. Give her ass another full, deliberate squeeze. Grip both cheeks like I’m molding them, thumbs spreading across the curve, kneading muscle and skin until she’s shifting her hips without realizing.

“You remember what I said yesterday?” I whisper, voice right at the base of her throat. “About leaving my handprints somewhere else?”

She exhales like she’s afraid to answer.

I tighten my hold, lean in even closer, and murmur:

“Ten minutes.”

She stiffens.

I pull my hands off her, finally, slow and unhurried, letting the heat of her fade off my palms. I step back just enough to watch her sway slightly where she stands, her tank twisted, shorts riding high from how I held her.

“Out by the pool,” I say, already turning for the door. “Bathing suit not necessary.”

She doesn’t follow.

Doesn’t stop me either.

And when I glance back over my shoulder from the hallway, she’s still standing there, hands flat on the dryer, chest heaving, mouth parted.

Already deciding what not to wear.

’m already out by the pool, stretched long in the sun, heat curling across my chest, bare feet tapping the side of the lounger like I’m not waiting—but I am.

The sliding door clicks.

I don’t look right away. I hear her before I see her—those soft, tentative footsteps on concrete. Then the creak of the screen door swinging shut behind her.

Then silence.

I look up.

And laugh.

Not loud. Not mocking. Just… pleased. Delighted, really.

She’s wearing a swimsuit.

A real one. One-piece. Bright blue. Modest enough you’d think she was planning a church barbecue. High neckline, low hip, no cleavage. It hides almost everything.

Almost.

Except I’ve touched every part of what it’s hiding.

And she knows it.

She stands there frozen—arms crossed over her stomach, hair pulled back, mouth tight like she regrets walking out but can’t turn back now.

I smile slow. Sit up. Swing my legs over the lounger and plant my feet on the deck.

“You wore that?” I say, still grinning.

“Shut up,” she mutters, not quite meeting my eyes.

“No, really,” I chuckle, standing now, walking toward her. “I say bathing suit not necessary, and you come out looking like you’re about to chaperone a youth group.”

“It was this or nothing,” she says tightly.

I raise a brow. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

She rolls her eyes—turns to walk toward the second lounger.

I’m behind her in two strides.

My hands find her waist. She freezes. I lean in.

“Turn around,” I say, voice low.

She does.

Slow.

I hook one finger through the strap at her shoulder. Pull gently.

“Cute,” I murmur. “But not what I asked for.”

She swallows. I feel her pulse jump beneath her collarbone.

I slide my fingers to the back of her neck, find the small plastic clasp. Flick it open.

She gasps. “Drew—”

I kneel in front of her. Grab the sides of the suit at her hips. Peel.

Down.

Slow.

Inches of smooth skin revealed like I’m unwrapping something expensive.

She doesn’t stop me.

The suit sticks a little at her thighs—wet from nerves, maybe, or heat. I drag it down until it puddles at her ankles. She steps out, silent.

Naked now.

Just like I wanted.

I stand again. Hand on her hip. Look her over with no rush at all.

Then: “Better.”

She glares.

But she’s not covering herself.

I take the sunscreen bottle from the lounger. Shake it. Uncap it.

“Turn around,” I say again.

She does.

Back to me.

And I begin.

Lotion cool against her back. My palms warm. I rub slow, long strokes from her shoulders down to her lower back, tracing the spine, smoothing tension, pressing a little firmer with every pass.

She breathes deeper now.

Relaxing.

I slide my hands over the curve of her hips. Around her waist. Up again, to her ribs.

Then I cup her tits from behind.

Full. Warm. Still marked faintly from yesterday’s sun.

I knead slow. Gentle.

She moans.

“You wore that thing out here thinking it’d stop me?” I murmur.

“I didn’t—”

I roll her nipples between my fingers. She gasps.

“You’re lucky I didn’t rip it off.”

“Drew…”

I kiss the back of her neck.

“You’re not gonna need it for the rest of the day.”

er skin’s slick with lotion, warm from the sun, goosebumped from my touch, and she’s standing in front of me—completely bare now, the black swimsuit tossed forgotten over the back of a chair like it never existed.

She hasn’t spoken since I stripped her.

Just breathing.

Eyes down, lashes low, hair sticking to the side of her neck from heat or nerves or both. Her chest rises and falls in these soft little stutters, nipples flushed, stomach tight. Her thighs are pressed together like that’ll stop the pulse between them from showing on her face.

I take her hand.

No words. Just fingers laced.

And walk her to the lounger.

My lounger.

I sit back, wide and slow, the towel hot under me, my legs stretched long. My cock’s already hard, tenting the front of my swim shorts. She sees it. Doesn’t look away.

“Come here,” I murmur.

She hesitates.

Then climbs onto me.

Straddles my hips.

And lowers herself down, chest to chest, her tits pressing warm into my skin, her thighs cradling either side of mine. Her face is right at my neck now, hair falling against my jaw, mouth close to my pulse.

I wrap my arms around her lower back.

Slide my palms down.

Cup her ass.

Both hands.

Full.

She gasps. Soft. Her hips twitch once.

I squeeze—slow and deep—fingers spreading across the curve of each cheek, dragging down to where her thighs begin, pulling her flush against me. Her nipples drag across my chest, tight and needy.

She buries her face against my throat.

“You remember what I promised?” I murmur, voice thick.

She doesn’t answer.

So I squeeze again—harder this time, rough, like I’m shaping her, like her body’s mine and she knows it.

“I said I’d leave matching handprints,” I whisper against her ear. “And I meant it.”

She moans—just once, muffled by my skin.

I drag one hand up.

Raise it. Pause.

Then bring it down with a crack against her right cheek.

She yelps—more shock than pain—but her hips jerk forward, grinding against me, the slickness between her thighs smearing hot across my abs.

I do the other side.

Smack.

She shudders. Her hands grip my shoulders. Her nails bite.

Then she collapses against me, breathing fast, tits crushed against my chest, thighs trembling.

I rub both cheeks, slow, firm, soothing the sting with my palms, massaging her as I hold her close.

“I want you to tan like this,” I murmur. “Want you to walk past a mirror later, see those marks, and remember who put them there.”

Her breath is ragged.

I grind up against her once—just a press, teasing. Not in. Not yet.

“You feel that?” I whisper.

She nods against me.

“Tomorrow,” I say, cupping her ass again, “you’ll feel it inside.”

Her breath’s still hitching, chest to chest with mine, skin damp with lotion and heat and the kind of anticipation that doesn’t burn off even under full sun. I’ve got her ass in both hands, and I’m not letting go.

She’s straddling me slow now—hips low against mine, our bodies molded so tight together it’s like we never separated. Her tits press into my chest with every breath, nipples grazing the sweat-slick skin over my heart. Her arms rest across my shoulders, fingers tracing behind my neck in absent-minded strokes, like she’s forgotten where she ends and I begin.

But I haven’t.

I know exactly where she begins.

My hands are full of her. Every inch of her ass filling my grip, the weight, the shape, the memory of that first slap still glowing under my palms. Her thighs are parted wide around me, her core damp and hot against the ridge of my cock still trapped beneath my shorts. And I don’t move. Not yet.

Because I want it burned in.

She shifts, instinctive, trying to grind, and I squeeze tighter.

She gasps, lips brushing mine. “Drew…”

“Don’t move,” I murmur, mouth close. “Not yet.”

Her eyes flicker open. Glassy. Curious. Flushed.

“Why?” she whispers, barely audible over the hum of cicadas and the distant lawnmower from a neighbor’s yard.

I smile, slow, and kiss the edge of her mouth. “Because if you stay just like this…”

I tighten my grip. Not rough—just deliberate.

“…you’ll tan perfectly around my hands.”

She lets out a soft, disbelieving laugh. But it dies in her throat when I kiss her again. Slower this time. Deeper. Lips dragging. Breathing her in like I’m trying to fill the last empty space in my chest.

“I want you marked,” I say into her mouth. “Right here.”

I squeeze again. “So every time you stand naked in front of your mirror, you’ll see the print of me. The shape of how I hold you. Of what I’ve done to you.”

She closes her eyes.

Doesn’t move.

“Permanent?” she murmurs. Not teasing. Not quite serious. Just… wondering.

I press a kiss to the corner of her jaw. “That depends.”

“On?”

I lean up, nose brushing her throat. “If you keep coming back to me.”

Her breath shakes. Her arms wrap tighter around my shoulders.

“You want to,” I murmur. “Even if you hate yourself for it.”

“I don’t hate myself,” she whispers, surprising both of us.

I pull back, just enough to look her in the face.

“You don’t?”

She swallows. Her voice is steadier now. Quieter. “I don’t… hate you.”

The silence stretches. The sun presses harder. The world holds still, just for this.

I cup her ass again. Palms molding her, thumbs spreading across the curves like I’m carving my ownership in slow-motion.

“I think about you at night,” she says suddenly, almost too soft.

I blink.

She keeps going, faster now. “I wake up, and my thighs are wet. I check if he’s still asleep, and I go to the bathroom and just—sit there. Breathing. Trying to stop shaking.”

I kiss her.

Not a tease this time. Not a dare. Just lips to lips, steady. Warm. Slow.

“You don’t have to stop,” I whisper against her mouth.

She presses her forehead to mine.

“I was your teacher,” she says, broken and breathless.

“And now you’re mine,” I murmur.

My thumbs flex again across her ass.

She moans, helpless, her hips twitching once before I lock her back down in place. “Stay still,” I remind her. “You’re not getting out of this chair until my hands are printed on you like they were made for you.”

She breathes into my throat.

“Do you want me?” I ask.

“Yes.”

“Say it.”

“I want you.”

“Good.” I kiss her again, deeper now. “Because I’ve already got you.”

She’s still on me. Skin to skin. Her breath soft against my collarbone, fingers twined behind my neck like she forgot how to let go. My hands haven’t moved from her ass. Still holding her. Still pressing into the same shape I want the sun to remember.

And she just told me she wants me.

Her voice is still ringing in my ears—those three little words said not like a confession but like an ache. Like she didn’t realize until it left her mouth that it was true.

I stare at her.

Really stare.

Not just at her body—though I could look at that for hours, days—but at her. The line between her brows. The faint smudge of freckles on her nose from too many summers spent grading papers outside. The way her lips part when she’s lost in thought. She’s thirty now, maybe. But her eyes are still hers. The ones I used to sneak glances at from the back row. So steady. So warm. And now so fucking unsure.

I kiss her temple. And then—quietly—I say:

“You wore a green blouse the first day of class.”

She doesn’t move.

I go on. “You had your hair pulled back, but you kept pulling out the pin and twisting it up again when you thought nobody was watching.”

Claire lifts her head just enough to look at me.

“You remember that?” she asks, voice barely more than breath.

“I remember everything,” I say simply.

She blinks. Something shifts in her expression.

“I sat in the second row,” I say. “And you came over to my desk during a quiz. Looked down at my paper and asked if I needed help.”

She gives a half-laugh, soft, embarrassed. “I asked everyone.”

I shake my head. “You didn’t put your hand on everyone’s shoulder.”

She swallows.

“And I remember thinking…” I pause. Let it settle. Let the weight of the moment anchor us. “God help me, she smells like honey and ink, and I want her so bad it hurts.”

She closes her eyes.

A long breath.

“Drew…” she whispers. “You shouldn’t say things like that.”

I tilt her chin up with two fingers. “Why? It’s the truth. I wanted you then. I want you now.”

Her face crumples, just a little.

And that’s when she lets something else crack.

“It wasn’t always like this,” she says suddenly, voice brittle.

I nod, slow, letting her speak.

“Nathan and I…” She bites her lip. “We used to be good. He made me laugh. He… he asked questions. About books. About teaching. About me.”

She shifts in my lap like the weight of her own words are dragging her under.

“And now?” I ask.

She doesn’t answer for a long time.

Then she says, “Now he just… says I’m tired. Or ‘tense.’ And then leaves me with the dishes. Leaves me with myself.”

She looks at me again, something desperate behind her eyes.

“Do you know how long it’s been since someone touched me and didn’t treat it like a chore?”

I slide one hand up her spine.

Gently. Slowly.

Press her tighter to me.

And I whisper into her ear: “Do you know how long I’ve wanted to touch you like it was the only thing that mattered?”

She shudders.

A tear slides from the corner of one eye.

She doesn’t wipe it.

She just leans into me. Mouth at my throat. Arms wrapped tight like she’s afraid I’ll vanish.

I hold her.

And I don’t let go.

Not yet.

She’s still draped over me—naked, slick, warm everywhere, heartbeat thudding against my chest like it’s synced with mine. Her face pressed near my neck, her lips grazing skin without intention, just there, trembling and uncertain. And my hands haven’t moved. I won’t let them.

Her ass is soft in my palms, still red from earlier, the skin hot and tight with the promise of marks, my thumbs settled perfectly in the hollows at the tops of her thighs. I haven’t eased my grip. I don’t want to. If I hold her long enough, maybe her body will remember me every time she sits down.

I press my mouth to the side of her head. One kiss. Just behind her temple.

She exhales. A whisper of sound.

I shift, tilt her chin up. She resists for half a second—like her shame wants to cling to something solid—but then she meets my eyes.

It’s all there.

Fear. Want. The echo of something sacred and wrong and too good to be righteous.

I don’t speak. I just lean in.

My mouth touches hers. Barely.

She flinches. But I’m already there, already brushing my lips across hers again, gentler this time. Slower. Her hands tighten behind my neck, the only anchor she trusts.

Another kiss.

Longer. Deeper.

She gasps into it.

So I kiss her again.

And again.

Until her mouth parts under mine and she melts—slow and agonizing—into the space between hesitation and need.

My hands flex on her ass, holding her still. Letting her feel the pressure. The way I’ve molded myself into her shape. The heat she’s soaking up from me and the sun both, blurring together until her skin shimmers with it.

She kisses back now. Really kisses. Lips moving with mine, tongues brushing, moaning low into my mouth like she forgot we’re outside. Like the pool, the sun, the risk—it’s all gone, and it’s just us.

Every time she shifts her hips, I grip her harder, not to stop her but to claim it. Every twitch. Every grind. Every needy little drag of her body against mine becomes part of this long, slow imprint I’m leaving behind.

She breaks the kiss once. Just once.

“Drew,” she whispers, voice wrecked and low and so fucking unsure.

I kiss her again before she can follow it with doubt.

“Don’t think,” I breathe against her mouth. “Just let it happen.”

She groans softly, lips parting again, surrendering.

We kiss harder now.

She starts to tremble—not from cold, but from holding back the sound that keeps trying to break out of her. Every time she rolls her hips, her slick heat spreads through my shorts. Every time I bite gently at her lower lip, she shivers.

But I never move my hands.

They stay exactly where I want them.

Her ass, cupped tight in my palms, held like it’s precious and mine and fragile and obscene all at once.

Minutes pass.

Then more.

It’s not rushed. It’s not frantic. It’s deep. Slow, simmering, maddening. The kind of makeout that feels like foreplay and therapy and worship all folded into one long breathless fall.

When she finally pulls back, lips swollen, cheeks flushed, a string of saliva still connecting us, she buries her face in my neck again, panting.

“I forgot what that felt like,” she whispers.

I nuzzle her temple. Kiss her ear. “You remembered just fine.”

She laughs softly. Then goes quiet.

I lift one hand from her ass—just briefly—and grin as I look at it.

Red. Distinct. Every finger. Palm-shaped sun-kissed skin where my grip has burned into her.

I set it back exactly where it was.

Now both sides match.

One set on her tits.

Another on her ass.

Claire Dalton: marked front and back.

And she let me do it all while kissing her like it mattered.


Chapter 4

The sun’s lower now. Not quite golden hour, not quite gone. The kind of light that softens everything, makes water shimmer like glass, makes skin glow, makes women like Claire look like sins you beg to repeat.

She’s just stepped out of the pool—dripping, flushed, her towel half-assed around her like she forgot how to tie it. Hair soaked, tendrils sticking to her collarbone. Her cheeks are still warm, not just from the sun but from the hour she spent tangled around me, making out like a teenager on my lap, forgetting the world could still find us.

And now she’s walking barefoot across the concrete, clutching the towel tighter as she spots me watching from the patio steps. I’ve dried off already, loose T-shirt over my still-wet swim trunks, sunglasses shoved up on my head. And I’m grinning. The kind of grin that makes her lips twitch in protest.

“Put something on,” she says, eyeing me.

I stand. Stretch. Let her see the outline of what she’s been grinding on all day. “We’re going out.”

Her brow lifts. “Out?”

I step toward her. “Yep.”

She hugs the towel closer. “Where?”

“Ice cream.”

She blinks. “Ice cream?”

“Ice cream.”

She squints at me. “You’re kidding.”

I shake my head. “Nope. You’ve earned it.”

“I’ve earned it,” she repeats, deadpan.

“Absolutely. For being such a good girl all day.”

“Drew…”

I lean in. Fast. My mouth grazes her cheek. Then lower. Kiss the line of her jaw. Her hand comes up—meant to stop me, maybe—but she doesn’t push.

“And,” I murmur, “because I want to watch you lick something cold while you’re still flushed from coming apart on my lap.”

She shoves at my chest, half-laughing, half-mortified. “It wasn’t—Jesus, it wasn’t like that.”

“Wasn’t it?” I say, voice low, slipping around behind her now. My hands slide to her hips, pull her towel tighter from the back. Then I cup her ass again, familiar, claiming. I squeeze. She shivers.

“It’s not a date,” she says sharply.

I kiss her neck. “Then why are you blushing?”

“I’m not.”

“You are.”

“Shut up.”

“Not a date, huh?” I say, pulling the towel from her hands just enough to slide my palm over her stomach, up to cup her breast. “Should I take you somewhere fancier?”

She grabs my wrist. Not to stop. Just to hold.

“I’m not going anywhere with you like this.”

“Like what?”

“Like this,” she hisses, glancing around as if the fence might develop eyes. “Towel. Wet. Half-naked.”

I pull back an inch, eyes scanning her. “Then go get dressed.”

She opens her mouth. Closes it.

“I’ll be in the car,” I say, already moving. “Three minutes. If you’re not out there, I’m coming back in and putting you over my lap right here on the tile.”

Her mouth falls open.

I wink.

Then I walk off.

Behind me, I hear her whisper “fuck” under her breath and sprint toward the house.

Her sundress is yellow again. The same one. Thin. Soft. Braless. Wrinkled from being pulled on too fast over still-damp skin, and I know she didn’t even dry off fully because her hair’s dripping onto her shoulders and her thighs stick together when she sits down.

She slid into the passenger seat ten seconds before my three-minute deadline, lips tight, face flushed, arms crossed over her chest like that’d stop me from looking. It didn’t. I watched her jog down the driveway barefoot, sandals clutched in one hand, dress bouncing with every step. I watched her climb into the car, slam the door, and glare at me like this whole thing wasn’t her idea the second she walked outside half-naked in a towel.

We haven’t made it out of the neighborhood yet.

But I’ve got one hand on the wheel, the other already drifting across the center console, resting on the hem of that dress, just where her thigh curves into softness. She hasn’t stopped me.

Not even when my fingers slide higher.

“Drew,” she says. That warning tone she hasn’t figured out how to back up yet.

I smile, eyes on the road. “Hmm?”

Her voice catches. “You promised me ice cream.”

“Ice cream is coming.”

My hand inches farther up her thigh.

“You said this wasn’t—”

“I said you said it wasn’t a date,” I correct, voice low. “I never agreed.”

She huffs. Tries to pull her leg away, but my fingers clamp gently around her inner thigh, and she stops moving.

I rub slow circles with my thumb. “Why’d you wear this one again?”

She stares out the window. “It was on the floor.”

“Convenient.”

“It’s not for you.”

“No?”

My hand shifts.

I slide under the hem. Find the edge of her panties. Tug once.

Her breath hitches.

“Take them off,” I say softly.

She doesn’t move.

“Claire.”

Still nothing.

Then—silent—she lifts her hips, reaches under her dress, and pulls them down. Smooth. Slow. I don’t look, but I hear the soft sound of fabric sliding over skin, then the tension of her body settling once they’re gone. She drops them into the space between us like a dare.

I pick them up without a word.

Stuff them in my pocket.

Her head jerks toward me. “Drew—”

“You’re gonna sit next to me with nothing under that little dress,” I say, turning another corner. “You’re gonna get your damn ice cream like a good girl. And if you drop it, I’m going to think about how messy you probably are between your thighs, and I’m going to have to clean that up too.”

She stares at me.

Blushing.

Shaking.

But she doesn’t ask for her panties back.

My hand moves again, settling higher on her bare thigh now, skin hot, slick with nerves. I stop just short of her center. Just close enough to feel the heat radiating off her.

She spreads her knees half an inch without realizing.

I squeeze.

“Keep your legs closed at the counter,” I say. “If some college kid sees what’s mine, I’ll have to fuck you in the car on the way home.”

Her nails dig into the armrest.

I steal a glance—her lips are parted, throat moving fast, her chest rising in shallow gasps.

She’s soaked. I can feel the pulse of it in the heat under my palm.

But I don’t slide my fingers inside her.

Not yet.

I keep my hand there the whole way.

By the time we pull into the lot, she’s practically trembling.

And I haven’t even ordered yet.

The parlor’s half full. A couple of families, two teenage girls in matching visors laughing at something on a phone, an old man eating alone with a spoon too small for his hands. It smells like sugar and waffle cones and something nostalgic enough to make Claire slow down halfway through the door.

I catch it—her hesitating just behind me, her eyes flicking over the tables like she’s remembering something. Probably didn’t expect to be standing here braless, flushed, no panties, still damp in a sundress that does absolutely nothing to hide how hot she is.

But I push the door the rest of the way open and let it swing behind us.

“C’mon,” I murmur over my shoulder. “You wanted ice cream.”

“I didn’t say that,” she says, stepping in reluctantly.

“You showed up in the car,” I reply. “That counts.”

The girl behind the counter looks about seventeen and ready to go feral from boredom. She perks up the second we approach.

“Hi! What can I get you?”

I don’t look at Claire.

I look the girl straight in the eye and say, “Two scoops of chocolate peanut butter in a waffle cone.”

Claire’s head whips toward me.

Her lips part like she’s about to correct me—but she doesn’t.

The girl nods. “And for you?”

“Mint chip. In a cup.”

She starts scooping. I can feel Claire staring.

When we step aside to wait at the pickup end of the counter, she turns toward me, squinting.

“That’s my order.”

I play innocent. “Is it?”

“Drew—”

I glance at her. “I remember.”

She stares at me a second longer.

I reach out and tuck a strand of wet hair behind her ear. “Used to bring it to school on Fridays, didn’t you? One of those pint-sized cups from the gas station across the street.”

She blinks. Her mouth is doing this thing where it tries to flatten but can’t hide the curve.

“I didn’t think you noticed that.”

“I noticed everything.”

She goes quiet. Her eyes drop to the counter, then flick toward the window. Her cheeks are burning again, and this time I don’t have to touch her to make it happen.

The girl hands over the ice cream. I take them both, hand hers over without a word.

She accepts it slowly. Eyes narrowed. “This doesn’t mean you win.”

I lick my mint chip. “I already won.”

She glares, but she licks her cone once, slow, eyes still on mine like she’s testing me.

I grin.

We walk toward the corner booth. She moves slower now—not to delay, but because she knows I’m watching the way that dress sways over her hips with every step.

The booth is tucked in the far corner, away from the front windows, hidden just enough that we could probably get away with more than we should—but I don’t need to touch her right now. She’s doing plenty of damage all on her own.

The table’s sticky with sugar. The AC’s too cold, humming through vents above our heads. Claire slides into the booth like someone trying not to draw attention—smoothing the back of her dress as she sits, adjusting how the hem falls across her thighs.

But she forgets—I know she’s not wearing anything under it.

So when she crosses her legs, I watch the muscles shift, the skin catch in just the right way, and my mouth waters more than the mint chip ever could.

I sit across from her. Elbows on the table. Spoon in hand.

She takes a slow lick of her cone, her tongue curling deliberately around the side, eyes trained dead ahead.

Not at me.

Not yet.

“Don’t be shy now,” I say, voice low, letting it reach across the table like a hand. “You’ve been climbing me like a tree all day.”

She shoots me a look. “You said this wasn’t a date.”

I lean in slightly, smirking. “And yet here we are.”

Her cheeks flush.

She takes another slow, slow lick. The ice cream’s started to melt, trailing down the edge of the waffle cone in little white rivulets. She catches one with her tongue, sucks it off. Not fast. Not clumsy. Deliberate.

My jaw tightens.

She raises an eyebrow. “Something wrong?”

I rest my chin in my palm. “If you do that again, I’m gonna drag you back to the car before you finish it.”

She shrugs, coy. Then slides her tongue over the tip of the cone in one slow flick, maintaining perfect eye contact.

I exhale hard through my nose.

“You’re playing a dangerous game.”

She smirks. “You started it.”

“Baby,” I say, letting that word land like a slap, “I invented it.”

Her face twitches. That faint flicker of a smile she’s trying to kill.

She shifts in her seat—maybe to cross her legs again, maybe because she’s feeling the same heat that’s crawling up the insides of my thighs—and I watch the way her hips roll just slightly against the vinyl. She gasps, subtle. But it’s there.

“You’re soaked, aren’t you?” I murmur.

She licks the cone again.

Doesn’t answer.

“Every time you move, I can tell.”

She shifts again. Bites her lip.

I lean forward. “Want to know how many nights I spent thinking about what that dress would look like bunched up around your waist?”

Her mouth opens. Just a little.

Then she snaps it shut.

“You’re not allowed to talk like that here,” she whispers.

“You came here like that,” I whisper back. “With no panties. With your skin still warm from my hands.”

She sucks in a breath.

Her eyes flick to the family sitting three booths down. Then back to me.

Her voice drops. “You said this wasn’t a date.”

I smile. “You’re licking ice cream across from me in a sundress with no underwear, your thighs shiny from sunscreen, your tits bouncing every time you breathe—”

Her gasp is real this time. Sharp. She reaches across the table, smacks my hand.

“You cannot say that here.”

I grin wider. “And yet you’re still sitting here.”

She opens her mouth. Closes it again. Licks her cone. Again.

This time a little slower.

I drag my spoon through the cup of mint chip, watching her like I’m studying a creature that hasn’t realized it’s in the trap yet.

She leans forward suddenly, elbows on the table, chin in her hand, mirroring me. “You remember my favorite ice cream,” she says softly. “That doesn’t mean this is anything.”

“No,” I say. “But it means you’re mine.”

“Drew—”

“It means I know you. It means I didn’t forget the way you tilt your head when you read. Or the way you used to tap your pen against your lip when you were trying not to smile.”

She’s staring now.

Like she wants to run.

Like she wants to kiss me.

Like she doesn’t know what happens if she does either one.

“I’m not a thing you can keep,” she says quietly.

“No,” I reply. “You’re a thing I already have.”

Her hands go still. Her cone’s dripping onto the napkin now.

She doesn’t even notice.

And I can already tell—when we walk out of here, her legs are gonna shake.

Not from fear.

From wanting to come home with me.

She’s starting to forget people can see her. The dress is riding higher on her thighs than it was ten minutes ago. Her cone’s melting faster than she’s eating it. And her lips? Glossed now, sticky with chocolate peanut butter like she’s been kissed with sugar.

We’re deep in the booth, shoulders leaned in across the table, tension hanging like humidity between us. She’s flushed again—not just from what I’ve said, but from the fact that her tongue keeps chasing drips and missing.

And I watch every one.

“You’re getting sloppy,” I murmur.

She glares over the cone. “You won’t stop talking.”

“That’s not why you’re distracted.”

She opens her mouth to argue.

And a thick, slow line of chocolate peanut butter rolls right off the corner of her lip.

Just—drip—down her chin.

Her hand flies up, fumbling with a napkin, but I’m already reaching across the table.

“Nope,” I say. “Mine.”

She freezes.

And I lean in.

Over the table, one hand braced beside her cone, the other brushing her wrist out of the way. I tilt her chin up with two fingers, angle her face toward mine, and drag my tongue—slow and smooth—up the side of her mouth. Catching the drip. Tasting the chocolate and the peanut, the skin and the heat.

She gasps.

But she doesn’t stop me.

“Messy girl,” I say, lips still grazing her skin.

Her eyes dart around the parlor. “Drew, people—”

“Let them look.”

She goes still again.

And just as I pull back, still grinning, still licking my own bottom lip like she left flavor on me, a shadow passes the edge of the table.

“Aw, you two are adorable,” a voice coos.

We both snap our heads.

It’s a woman. Forty, maybe. Glasses. Blue blouse. Holding two sundaes, one in each hand, clearly waiting on someone. She smiles at us like she’s just stumbled on a Hallmark ad.

“I was watching you—sorry, not in a creepy way,” she laughs. “You’re just so cute together. How long have you been married?”

Claire chokes on her ice cream.

I, on the other hand, don’t miss a beat.

“Four years,” I say smoothly.

Claire’s eyes go wide.

“Really?” the woman says, beaming. “You look like newlyweds!”

“She still can’t keep her hands off me,” I say, nudging Claire’s foot under the table. “And I’m trying to finish my ice cream without getting molested.”

Claire nearly drops hers.

I keep going.

“She still makes the best coffee. Hogs the covers. Leaves hair in the drain.”

“Oh stop,” the woman laughs. “Do you have kids yet?”

“Not yet,” I say, resting my chin on my hand and looking at Claire with mock reverence. “We’re practicing a lot.”

Claire’s whole face goes scarlet.

I bite my lip to keep from laughing.

The woman blushes too. “Well—I should let you two get back to your date. Sorry for interrupting.”

“No interruption,” I say. “You just made my wife’s day.”

Claire’s jaw drops.

The woman walks off.

The second she’s out of earshot, Claire turns to me, hissing, “Wife?!”

I grin. “Did you want to tell her we were just fooling around behind your real husband’s back? Or would you rather keep being adorable?”

“You are impossible.”

I lean forward again, slow, my voice dropping to a private rumble.

“You’re the one dripping chocolate down your face and letting me lick it off in public,” I say. “You’re lucky I didn’t tell her you were pregnant.”

Claire drops her head into her hands.

I reach across the table.

Slide two fingers under her chin.

Tilt her face back up.

“I like playing house with you,” I say, soft now. “Even if it’s just pretend.”

Her breath catches.

But she doesn’t correct me.

She just licks her cone again.

Slower this time.

Still letting me watch.

The cones are gone. Hers finished in small, guilty licks while I grinned like a man who’d already made dessert out of her twice. We toss the napkins. She brushes a chocolate smear off her lip with the back of her hand. But it’s too late—everything about her looks tasted.

We step outside into late-day heat. The sky’s gone soft and gold, streaks of pink dragging behind the trees. I grab her hand without asking.

She jerks a little.

“Drew—”

“C’mon, wife,” I say. “Let’s take a stroll.”

“Don’t call me that,” she hisses, glancing around the sidewalk.

I just tug her closer. “You heard her. We’re adorable. Might as well lean in.”

“We’re not—”

I cut her off with a kiss to the top of her head. Quick. But deliberate. “Married. I know. Still feels good to say it, though.”

She groans, tugging at her hand in mine. “We should go.”

“And deprive this picturesque little suburb of seeing the hottest newlyweds in the tri-county area? Shame.”

I lead her toward the nearby row of little shops and benches. Families pass. A kid with a balloon screams joyfully. A woman in scrubs waves to someone across the street. And Claire?

Claire walks half a step behind me, trying to act like we’re just friends. Just walking.

But she doesn’t let go of my hand.

“So,” I say, loud enough to carry. “How many kids are we having again?”

Her head snaps toward me. “Excuse me?”

“I’m thinking three. No—four. You’d look so good all knocked up. Waddling around barefoot in my shirt.”

“Drew,” she hisses, glaring.

“I mean, you’re already glowing. Might as well commit.”

“You are insane.”

I nod, solemn. “Insane about my beautiful wife.”

A man walking a golden retriever gives us a polite smile. I grin back, then look down at Claire with adoration.

“Sweetheart,” I say in my best fake-husband voice, “you forgot to tell that nice woman your due date.”

Her jaw drops. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

I stop walking.

Turn to face her.

Slide both hands around her waist, right there on the sidewalk, pulling her in close until our hips align and her breath skips in her throat.

“You, baby,” I murmur. “You’re what’s wrong with me.”

Her lips twitch.

She doesn’t push me away.

She doesn’t run.

She stares up at me like she’s deciding whether to slap me or kiss me.

I brush a strand of hair from her cheek. “We can name the first one after you. Little Claire. Or Little Drew. Or—hell—both. I think you’ll like being a stay-at-home mom. You’ll be so good at it.”

“Shut up,” she says, flushed.

“You’ll bake cookies and yell at me for putting my feet on the coffee table and I’ll fuck you on the couch during nap time.”

“Drew.”

“Then you’ll get pregnant again. And again. I’ll keep stuffing you full until you’re waddling with my name in your mouth and nothing else.”

She slaps my chest.

I catch her hand. Hold it. Raise it to my lips.

Kiss the back of it.

She doesn’t pull away.

“Claire,” I say softly, serious now, “this isn’t pretend to me.”

She freezes.

The joke dies in her eyes.

Her mouth opens. Closes.

I brush my knuckles down her side, just grazing the curve of her waist under the sundress.

“I want people to think you’re mine,” I say. “Because one day they’re going to be right.”

Her breath shakes.

Then she leans in.

Not a kiss. Just a press of her forehead to my chest. Brief. Barely there.

But she gives it.

And that’s everything.

Claire’s holding the list, standing beside the cart like she’s forgotten the world can still see her. Hair air-dried into loose waves, sundress fluttering around her calves, and she’s not even trying to hide the way she leans into me when I reach around her for the box of pasta she forgot we needed.

We’re at the local grocery store, of all places. Somewhere between frozen waffles and organic produce, she started letting herself smile without looking over her shoulder.

She fought me at first—“we don’t need to go”—but she was halfway into the passenger seat before I even closed the front door behind us. She had opinions about brands. She tried to hide her laugh when I knocked a pyramid of apples slightly sideways. And now?

Now we’re three aisles in, and she hasn’t tried to slip away once.

I bump her shoulder. “You missed peanut butter.”

She checks the list. “That’s not on here.”

“It is now.”

“I’m not adding things that aren’t—”

“You think I’m letting you go home without peanut butter after watching you lick it off your fingers earlier?”

Her head snaps around, eyes wide. “Drew.”

I take the pen from her hand. Scribble it in. “Crunchy,” I say, tapping the paper. “Don’t mess this up, wife.”

She grabs the pen back. “Still not your wife.”

“You keep letting me grope you in public. You’re halfway there.”

She glares—but doesn’t protest when I slide my arm around her waist, pulling her close as we start walking again, cart rattling in front of us like we’ve done this every Sunday of our lives.

And somewhere between cereal and coffee filters, I feel her ease.

The kind of ease that comes from not pretending.

“I always thought you’d leave town and never come back,” she says suddenly.

I glance at her. “You say that like it would’ve been the smart move.”

“You were always chasing something bigger.”

I shrug. “Wasn’t chasing. Just waiting.”

“For what?”

“You.”

She snorts. “You didn’t even know me.”

I stop pushing the cart. Let it roll an inch before I catch it.

“I knew enough,” I say.

She pauses beside me.

“I knew you hated the fluorescent lights in your classroom. I knew you always walked to your car with your keys wrapped in your fingers like you were ready to fight someone. I knew you brought the same thermos every morning—blue, dented, probably older than me. I knew when you were stressed, your handwriting slanted right like it was trying to escape off the page.”

She swallows.

Quiet now.

“You think I didn’t notice,” I murmur, brushing her arm. “But I read every email you sent me twice.”

She turns.

Her voice is soft. “You kept them?”

I nod once. “You signed them with just your first name. Every time. Even when you didn’t have to. Like it was a secret.”

Her smile cracks open then, slow and full and real. “It wasn’t a secret. I just… didn’t like how formal it sounded.”

“You didn’t want to be ‘Ms. Dalton.’”

“I didn’t want you to feel like a kid.”

We’re standing still in the middle of the baking aisle now. No one around. No pressure. Just that quiet, domestic hum of someone stacking cake mix nearby.

I step in closer.

“Your first message,” I say. “The one right after I graduated. You said you missed seeing my name on your roll sheet.”

She closes her eyes.

“I reread that one the most.”

She nods, just barely. “I almost deleted it the second I hit send.”

“I’m glad you didn’t.”

She looks up at me.

Something open and raw sits in her gaze now. Not lust. Not shame. Not tension.

Just the truth.

“I liked hearing from you,” she says. “Even when I shouldn’t have.”

I lean in.

Kiss her temple.

“I kept waiting for you to say more,” I murmur. “I almost came home just to find out if you ever would.”

And right there—just for a second—she leans all the way into my chest, resting her forehead against me like she needs to.

“You found out,” she whispers.

And I hold her.

Right there between bags of sugar and cake flour, I hold her like I’ve been doing it forever.

We keep moving through the aisles like it’s normal. Like the cart was made for her hands. Like I’m supposed to be stealing kisses from her while she pretends to compare pasta sauces. She’s looser now—laughing at my dumb jokes, tossing things into the cart without triple-checking the list, and smiling without catching herself halfway through.

She nudges me in the ribs with a box of granola bars.

“Do we need this much cereal?”

I lean in behind her, reach around to set another box in the cart. “Do you want to have strong, healthy children or not?”

“Stop,” she mutters under her breath, but she’s smiling as she says it.

“Seriously. You’ve got the hips for it. Might as well stock the pantry.”

She turns to say something snappy but stumbles slightly when I take her hand in mine and lift it to my mouth, kiss her knuckles.

Her eyes flick up to mine, and for one second—just one—it feels less like a joke and more like some future we’re already halfway living.

I push the cart toward checkout.

She walks beside me, holding a bundle of herbs she insists she’ll use this time.

We reach the line and she leans into the cart while I unload.

“Put the eggs on top,” she says absently.

“Wouldn’t dream of crushing your eggs, baby.”

She gives me a look.

I grin.

She’s leaning into me again by the time I scan the peanut butter.

That’s when I hear the voice behind us.

“Oh my god—Ms. Dalton?”

Claire freezes.

I turn casually.

There’s a girl, probably sixteen. Summer tank top, tight curls pulled back, holding a basket with frozen pizza, mascara, and some kind of neon-pink energy drink. She looks from me to Claire, then back again.

“I almost didn’t recognize you outside of school,” the girl says. “Sorry! You just look—uh—different?”

Claire laughs awkwardly. “Well, it’s summer.”

The girl’s eyes slide to me again. She grins. “Is this your husband?”

Claire blinks.

Hesitates.

Too long.

And then—

“Yes,” she says. Soft. But definite.

My heart punches slow and deep.

“Wow,” the girl sighs. “Okay, good. I always thought you were married to that old guy who picked you up that one time, but you clearly could do better.”

Claire’s face goes blank.

I tilt my head.

Then smile.

“Easy mistake,” I say smoothly. “That was her father.”

Claire chokes.

I don’t blink.

The girl nods, totally unfazed. “Yeah, that makes way more sense. You two are, like, cute-couple goals.”

Claire smiles. Too wide.

“Thanks,” she says, eyes barely containing panic.

I swipe my card.

Bag the groceries.

Still holding her hand.

The girl waves goodbye with her soda and pizza. “Bye, Ms. Dalton! Have a good summer!”

We walk out without a word for three whole seconds.

Then Claire mutters, “Her father?”

I grin. “She seemed convinced.”

“Drew…”

“She called us ‘couple goals.’ I wasn’t about to disappoint her.”

Claire groans, slapping my arm as we reach the car. “You are awful.”

“I’m adorable. And you said ‘yes.’”

“I was cornered.”

“You still said ‘yes.’”

She climbs into the passenger seat and slams the door.

I open mine slower. Set the bags in the back. Slide behind the wheel.

She’s buckled in, arms crossed.

Still red.

Still grinning behind the protest.

“You liked it,” I say.

“I did not.”

“You did. You like being my wife.”

She snorts. “You’re ridiculous.”

“I’m your ridiculous husband,” I reply. “Now let’s go make those babies you signed up for in the baking aisle.”

She smacks my arm again.

And doesn’t stop smiling the whole drive home.


Chapter 5

We never see the car. Not through the trees. Not behind the neighbor’s SUV. Not even when I toss the first grocery bag into one arm and swat Claire’s ass with the other while she fumbles with the keys. She’s laughing, warm, light in a way I haven’t seen since the pool. The bags are swinging from her wrist, and her mouth is still flushed from where I kissed her in the checkout line like we weren’t ten feet from her student.

The screen door creaks open. She pushes inside backward, holding it for me, whispering, “You’re the worst fake husband.”

I grin. “We’ve had two public sightings and no one’s called the cops yet. I think I’m doing great.”

Her dress swishes as she turns, heading toward the kitchen. Bare feet, tan legs, humming something under her breath. I follow her inside, another bag in each hand, still high from the whole afternoon. It’s too easy now. Too damn natural.

The second I step over the threshold I say it:

“I’m gonna put you on the counter as soon as these eggs are safe.”

Claire freezes.

Just one step into the kitchen.

I stop behind her. Set the bags on the table. Wrap both arms around her waist and drag her back into me. My mouth presses against the side of her neck. I feel her go tense—but not for the usual reason.

I lift my head.

Stillness.

Then she whispers—barely audible—“Drew.”

And that’s when I hear the sound.

The low scrape of a chair against hardwood.

The shift of weight.

The voice that doesn’t belong in the fantasy:

“Hey.”

Nathan.

Standing at the island. Keys in one hand. Mail in the other. Wearing that damn button-down shirt she ironed last week.

He’s right there.

And I’ve got my arms around his wife.

My mouth inches from her neck.

My breath still warm on her skin.

Claire jerks away. Instantly. Like I burned her. She twists out of my arms, spins, fumbles for a grocery bag like she’s just been caught shoplifting.

“Oh—hey! You’re home!” she says, way too bright.

Nathan’s brow furrows. “Yeah. I left a little early.”

I recover fast. Not as fast as her, but fast enough. I grab a carton of orange juice and nod casually. “We stopped for groceries. Someone was on a mission for peanut butter.”

Nathan sets the mail down. Glances at the bags. “Looks like more than peanut butter.”

Claire laughs. “Well, you know me.”

He gives a tired smile. “Yeah. Stockpile queen.”

Claire steps past me quickly, starts unloading with more energy than necessary. A bag of apples hits the counter too hard. She mutters an apology. Her hands shake once as she grabs a container of yogurt.

I grab another bag. Play it cool. Walk over to the pantry, hide the clench in my jaw as I reach for a shelf.

Nathan leans against the counter. Watching.

He doesn’t say anything for a long second.

Then:

“You guys were gone a while.”

Claire laughs again. “We got caught in traffic.”

I add, without turning, “Also had to circle the lot for, like, ten minutes.”

Nathan chuckles. “Summer crowds, huh?”

“Brutal.”

He nods. Folds his arms. “Thanks for grabbing everything.”

Claire turns to smile at him. “Of course.”

I glance up just in time to see her smile actually reach her eyes—barely, faintly, but it’s there. The perfect echo of the lie we just told.

Nathan stretches. “I’m gonna shower before dinner.”

Claire nods. “Sounds good.”

He leaves.

Footsteps. The bedroom door clicks shut.

The water doesn’t start yet, but we both hear the drawer open. The usual rhythm. He’s changing. He doesn’t suspect a thing.

Claire exhales like she’s been holding her breath for three full minutes.

I step back to her side. Real slow.

Slide a hand behind her. Not a full grab. Just there. The ghost of a claim.

“Peanut butter,” I whisper.

She doesn’t look at me.

But she whispers back, “You almost got us killed over peanut butter.”

And I grin, teeth against the edge of her shoulder, as we both keep unpacking.

She doesn’t speak for the first full minute after Nathan disappears down the hall. Just moves with too much focus—hands twitching, mouth tight, unpacking like the bags offended her. Canned beans. Pasta. A tub of ricotta she probably doesn’t even remember picking up. Each item lands on the counter too hard, like every lid and label is a distraction from the red spreading back into her chest.

I stay quiet.

For now.

She pulls a carton of eggs from the bag, moves slower with that one, like guilt’s suddenly fragile.

Her back is to me, spine straight, every inch of her body locked in the posture of a woman trying not to feel. Her hair falls down her back in the same tangled wave it’s been all afternoon. Damp ends curling against the fabric of that thin sundress. The one I threatened to rip off her in the cereal aisle. The one she let me tug halfway up her thighs in the parking lot.

But now?

Now she’s clinging to domesticity like it’s armor.

I step in behind her. Quiet.

Not touching.

Not yet.

Her shoulders tense. She knows I’m there.

“I can finish this,” she says, voice thin. “You can go.”

I don’t move.

“You’re breathing too hard,” I murmur.

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not.”

She whirls on me suddenly. “I have to be fine.”

The words hang there, sharp and louder than she meant.

I nod, slow. “Okay.”

She turns back. Grabs the zucchini. Starts rinsing it like it personally betrayed her.

And still—still—I don’t reach for her.

But I move in. Closer.

Until my mouth is at her ear and my voice is velvet and smoke and memory.

“I’m not mad,” I say.

She doesn’t speak.

I lean closer.

“Just don’t forget what’s already yours.”

Her hands shake slightly over the sink.

I let my hand trail up the curve of her side. Not a grope. Not possession. Just touch. Real. Measured.

“I’m gonna give you space,” I murmur. “You wanna pull back? Take a breath? Pretend the last five hours didn’t happen?”

Her throat moves.

“Fine.”

My palm finds her hip.

“But just know—those handprints on your tits and your ass? They’re still mine.”

She chokes out something like a laugh. Or a breath. Or a sob.

And then I kiss her.

Not rough. Not teasing.

Just one kiss.

Below her ear. Right where her pulse’s kicking.

Soft. Steady. Like a promise I know she’ll try to ignore—and fail.

I let it linger.

Then step away. No theatrics.

I leave her standing there with suds on her fingers and heat crawling up her skin.

The sound of water running.

The echo of my mouth on her neck.

And the unshakable weight of knowing her whole body still wears me.

Table’s set like we’re in some quiet, suburban sitcom—Claire lighting a cheap vanilla candle, Nathan uncorking a bottle of grocery store wine, me slipping into the third chair like I belong there. The plates are mismatched. Forks too. One’s bent at the tines. It all feels too normal for how much heat’s hanging between us.

Claire hasn’t looked at me since we sat down.

Not once.

Not when I said “smells amazing” as she set the pasta down, not when I brushed her hand handing me a napkin, not even when I caught her staring at the still-faint sunprint on her chest when she walked past the hallway mirror.

She’s trying.

Trying to be good.

Trying to forget I kissed her neck with her husband two rooms away.

But I’ve never been one to leave a wound untouched.

So I smile.

Rest my elbow on the table. Swirl the stem of my wine glass.

And ask, with perfect polite curiosity, “So. How long have you two been together?”

Claire stiffens just slightly.

Nathan, already mid-chew, looks up.

He swallows, clears his throat. “Uh—let’s see. Married for… four years now?”

Claire lifts her head slowly.

Her voice is level. “Five.”

He frowns. “Is it?”

“Next month.”

“Right.”

She spears a piece of roasted squash without looking at him.

I sip my wine. “You guys meet in college or after?”

“After,” Nathan says. “She was working at the school. I was doing a project there for the city.”

Claire doesn’t speak.

Nathan chuckles. “Took me a month to convince her to go out with me. She wouldn’t even give me her number at first.”

“She was probably being responsible,” I say, smiling over the rim of my glass.

He grins. “She was shy.”

“No, I remember her being very focused,” I say. “Back then.”

Claire cuts into her pasta with too much pressure.

Nathan forks a bite into his mouth, nods toward me. “And you’re just… visiting family?”

“No,” I say. “Actually, my parents moved. Sold the house. I’ve been traveling a lot—finally decided to stop by home, see what’s left of it.”

“Freelancing?”

“Something like that.”

“Must be nice. No schedule.”

“It is. Gives me time to catch up with old friends.” I glance at Claire. “And their husbands.”

She finally looks at me.

Just once.

Eyes like a warning bell she’s trying not to ring.

I change gears. Light smile. Sincere voice.

“You two thinking about kids?”

Nathan doesn’t flinch. “No.”

I lift a brow. “No?”

He shrugs. “Not really our thing.”

“She loves kids,” I say. “She used to talk about having, like, a whole soccer team.”

Nathan laughs. “That must’ve been before she saw what they’re really like in the classroom.”

Claire doesn’t laugh.

She sets her fork down.

Stares at her plate.

Nathan doesn’t notice.

I lean back, stretch my arm across the chair beside me. “Well, she’s got the patience for it. And the hips.”

Nathan laughs again.

Claire shoots me a look.

I grin. Innocent. Like we’re just having dinner.

“You two’ve got the house for it,” I say, gesturing vaguely toward the hallway. “Spare bedrooms, backyard, neighborhood school down the street.”

“We like the space,” Nathan says. “We have friends with kids. That’s enough.”

Claire picks up her glass. Sips.

Nathan turns to her. “Right, babe?”

She swallows hard.

Then nods.

“Sure.”

I watch her fingers grip the stem of the glass. Tighter than necessary.

Then I look back at Nathan.

“Man, you’re lucky,” I say. “She’s a catch.”

Nathan smiles. Reaches to rest his hand on hers.

She lets it sit.

Doesn’t squeeze back.

“Yeah,” he says. “I know.”

I eat a bite of pasta. Chew slow.

Then glance at Claire one more time.

She’s not looking at either of us.

Just the flickering candle.

Like she can’t remember who lit it.

It’s sometime past midnight. The whole house is quiet in that deep, settled way—AC humming in the vents, a distant tick of pipes shifting behind drywall. I’m lying on the basement bed in nothing but shorts, half-draped under the sheet, phone face-down on the floor, eyes wide open.

I’ve been waiting.

Not holding my breath—but waiting. The way a man waits for a knock, a footstep, a crack in the dam.

It comes soft. Cautious. Almost not there at all.

The door at the top of the stairs creaks open. Then the gentle tread of bare feet on the wooden steps, like she’s hoping I’m asleep so she can change her mind before I see her.

But I don’t move.

I hear the pause at the bottom. That small shuffle. The sound of her breathing. Her fingers brushing the edge of the doorframe.

She’s done this before—standing there, watching. Almost saying something.

This time, I speak first.

“Come here.”

Silence.

Then the faintest breath.

I sit up slowly, plant both feet on the floor.

She’s still just a silhouette in the low hallway light, standing a few steps into the room. Wearing something loose, long. Her hair’s down, unbrushed. No makeup. Face soft in the dark like all the armor’s gone.

I rise.

Take three steps.

And when I reach her, I don’t ask.

I take her wrist gently, step backward, and draw her with me.

She lets me.

No resistance. Just quiet heat.

I pull her in until we’re at the bed again, and then I’m guiding her down with me, careful, slow. Her back settles into my chest. Her breath catches once, then steadies.

My arm drapes over her waist. My hand curves gently, instinctively, into the shape it’s memorized—her breast warm beneath my palm, soft and alive and real.

She doesn’t speak.

Neither do I.

The silence is heavy but not sharp. More like gravity.

She shifts just a little, adjusting until her body molds against mine, the small of her back nestled into the curve of my stomach, her legs tucking under mine, like this isn’t new.

Like we’ve done this a hundred times.

I don’t grope.

I just hold.

The pads of my fingers resting in the shape of her.

Her breathing slows.

Eventually, she whispers: “Why does this feel like peace?”

I press my lips against the crown of her head.

“Because it is.”

She goes quiet again.

And I just keep holding her there—not to possess, not to tease, not to win. Just to anchor her. To remind her.

Of what she is when she’s not performing.

Of where she keeps finding her way back to.

My hand still, my chest to her back, the dark pressing in around us like a second blanket.

And in the quiet, I can feel it—her heartbeat slowing under my hand.

I don’t know how long we lie there before she speaks. Maybe ten minutes. Maybe thirty. Her breathing’s settled into mine, her legs tangled with mine, like we’ve synced to the same quiet rhythm. The basement’s dark, save for the faint blue wash of a digital clock across the room. Her skin’s warm beneath my hand, my palm still resting over her breast—barely any pressure, just enough to remind her she’s held.

Her voice comes soft. Tired, but not distant.

“Do you remember your senior paper?”

I smile against her hair. “The Frankenstein one?”

She hums. “It was so dramatic.”

“It was dramatic,” I murmur. “It was also genius.”

“You titled it ‘The Monster We Make.’”

“Yeah. I had a thing for ominous subtitles.”

“You ended it with a quote from yourself.”

I chuckle. “No regrets.”

She shifts a little. My hand adjusts with her, cradling, not groping. Just keeping contact. It’s steady. It’s safe.

“I reread it,” she says. “Twice. After you graduated.”

That quiet lands between us. Not awkward. Just weighty.

“You never told me that,” I say.

“Didn’t feel like I should.”

I run my thumb in a slow arc over her sternum, feeling the rise of her breathing under my hand.

“I used to wonder if you ever read mine,” she says.

“Your papers?”

“Some of the ones I published. The teacher blogs. My essays. That one about burnout.”

“I read the burnout one,” I say. “Three times.”

She doesn’t respond at first.

Then:

“I wrote that the week after you left.”

I tighten my arm around her waist, just slightly. “Yeah. I figured.”

She’s quiet again, but her fingers find my forearm now, resting over the same spot where I’m pressed against her.

“Can I ask you something?” she says, barely above a whisper.

“Anything.”

“Did you… come back for me?”

My breath catches.

Then I nod. My mouth to her neck. “Yeah. I did.”

She exhales—shaky, not surprised.

“You used to email me like you were just checking in,” I murmur. “But it always felt like you were waiting to say something else.”

“I was,” she whispers.

“What stopped you?”

“I thought I’d ruin you.”

I lean in, press a slow kiss behind her ear. Not heat. Not pressure. Just the smallest contact.

“You couldn’t.”

She shivers.

Then says, “I thought it would go away. This… feeling. But I used to check your name on every alumni newsletter. Every time the school got mail, I hoped something would come for you.”

“Anything ever show up?”

She nods. “A holiday card. From your mom.”

“That was supposed to be me.”

She turns her head a little, glancing back at me over her shoulder. Eyes shining, no tears, just open.

“You’re not what I thought you’d be,” she says.

I smile. “Disappointed?”

“No,” she whispers. “Worse. You’re everything I wished you’d be.”

My fingers flex gently over her breast.

Slow, careful squeezes, just enough for her body to remember the shape of my hand.

Then my other arm slides tighter around her middle, pulling her hips into mine.

She exhales, softer this time, like she’s melting.

I kiss her temple.

“Your turn,” she says, voice low.

“For what?”

“Tell me something you never told me.”

I think.

Then whisper, “I came to your classroom after graduation.”

She stills.

“I walked the hall. I wasn’t supposed to be there. It was July. The lights were off. But your door was open. I stood in it. Looked at your desk.”

She swallows.

“I didn’t go in,” I say. “I wanted to. But I didn’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because I thought I’d never leave if I did.”

Her breath is ragged now.

She rolls toward me, still in my arms, our faces close, barely separated by shadow.

“I wish you had,” she whispers.

I kiss her.

Slow. Quiet. Her mouth opens beneath mine like a secret, and we stay like that for a long moment—just lips, breathing, hearts moving in sync.

No need.

No rush.

Just knowing.

We’re still lying together, not speaking. The dark feels closer now. Warmer. Her breath has evened out, but I know she’s not asleep. Her hand’s still tracing the shape of my wrist where it rests across her ribs, slow, thoughtful, like she’s memorizing it in Braille.

Then I feel it.

Not the press of her skin, but the thin cotton of the fabric between us. Not hers.

The shirt’s old. Washed soft. Baggy where it slips down her shoulder. I hadn’t paid it any mind when she slid in beside me, too focused on her bare thighs, her hair trailing over my chest, the press of her hips back into me like she didn’t want to leave space for breath.

But now?

Now my hand brushes along the hem at her waist, fingers finding the edge of the logo, that faded city emblem printed crooked near the hip.

I recognize it.

Old city contractor shirt.

I’ve seen Nathan wear it doing yardwork. Painting the hallway. Mowing the lawn last summer.

And now it’s wrapped around her in my bed.

My breath changes.

She feels it. I know she does.

She doesn’t move.

But I do.

Not rough. Not fast. Just deliberate.

My hand slides over her stomach, slowly up her side, until it catches the hem of the shirt, bunching it, lifting.

She tenses.

Still no words.

I shift behind her, leaning in to her ear. My voice is low, smooth, final.

“This isn’t his bed.”

She doesn’t speak.

“This isn’t his night.”

I pull the shirt a little higher.

“And if you’re sleeping in my bed…”

My mouth brushes her neck.

“…you don’t wear his shirt.”

She shivers.

Still frozen.

Not resisting. Not retreating.

Just caught.

I tighten my grip gently at her waist, fingers slipping beneath the fabric now, palm pressed to her bare skin again.

“You sleep naked,” I whisper. “Or in mine.”

A breath leaves her throat.

Then another.

And then, soft, quiet, guilty as a confession:

“…I didn’t think about it.”

I kiss her shoulder.

“You don’t have to think,” I murmur. “I’ll think for both of us.”

My hand moves up. Not groping.

Just lifting.

Removing.

And she lets me.

Lets me peel the shirt up, over her shoulder, her ribs, her breasts, the air kissing every inch as it’s revealed.

She pulls one arm through. Then the other.

And then she’s bare.

Pressed against me.

No more borrowed cotton. No more third person in this bed.

Just her skin.

Just my heat.

Just us.

I toss the shirt onto the floor.

Wrap both arms around her again.

And pull her even closer.

My voice is in her hair now, quiet but thick with want:

“Next time, you ask before wearing another man’s name in my bed.”

She breathes something like a moan.

Not from arousal.

From ownership.

And from then on, the only thing touching her is me.


Chapter 6

She’s warm when I wake. Not just body heat, but the kind that seeps into the pillow, into the sheets, into the air between us. Like her presence settled overnight and decided to stay.

The light’s different now. That thin gray-blue streak that means early, too early for chores or alarms or coffee, the kind of quiet hour when houses hold their breath. And we’re in it—buried deep under the blankets in the basement bedroom, wrapped so tight around each other it’s hard to tell where her body ends and mine begins.

I don’t move at first.

My arm’s still around her waist, hand resting just below her navel, skin to skin. Her ass fits against me like she was poured for it. Her leg’s hooked over mine, loose, like she fell asleep clutching me and forgot she doesn’t have permission to hold this tight.

I shift slightly, lean down, press a kiss into her shoulder.

She breathes.

That slow, waking sound that isn’t quite a word. Not yet. But her body arches just faintly back into mine, a small, unconscious motion that says she knows where she is. That she knows it’s me.

I tighten my arm.

Pull her closer.

She hums. Barely audible. A vibration against my chest.

And then her voice. Morning-rough, soft as linen. “Is it still night?”

I check the clock across the room. Red numbers bleeding into darkness.

“Five-twenty,” I whisper. “Still dark. Still safe.”

Her fingers find mine. No searching. No hesitation. Just finding.

I slide our hands up her belly slowly. She doesn’t stop me. Doesn’t flinch. My fingers pass the line of her ribs, trace the curve of her breast, settle there with a lazy possessiveness. Not urgent. Not demanding.

Just mine.

She turns her head, cheek brushing the pillow. Her mouth’s only inches from mine now. “Did I fall asleep on you?”

“Hard.”

“Did I snore?”

“Like a kitten.”

She grins. Eyes still shut. “Liar.”

“I’d record it if I wasn’t busy holding you.”

Now she opens her eyes. And the look there?

It’s not lust. Not guilt. Not panic.

It’s acceptance.

Quiet. Fragile. Like if she breathes too hard, it’ll crack.

I kiss her. Gentle. Not asking for more. Just sealing the morning in place.

She exhales, settles again.

And then I feel her tense.

Barely.

But I feel it.

Because the silence upstairs just shifted.

The faint creak of floorboards. A hallway vent clicking. The start of motion.

Nathan.

Claire’s body goes still.

Not like she’s afraid.

More like she forgot he existed until now.

Like she just remembered that the fantasy has walls.

And a ceiling.

And a husband walking across it.

She doesn’t pull away.

She doesn’t rush for her clothes.

She just breathes.

And I keep holding her like nothing’s changed.

Because between these walls? Nothing has.

She doesn’t move.

Not when the floor creaks above us. Not when the faint sound of a door shutting makes the ceiling rattle. Not even when I shift, my thigh pressing tighter behind hers, my hand still cradling the weight of her breast like I’m holding some sacred thing I forgot to let go of in the night.

She stays.

Breathing shallow. Skin hot. Heart thudding where her back meets my chest.

It’s not fear.

It’s something filthier.

She knows exactly where she is. Exactly who she’s touching. Exactly what her husband would see if he came down the stairs and opened the door.

And she stays.

I let my fingers drag slow over her ribs.

My palm cups her again—just firmer now, like I’m weighing her need against mine.

“You’re still here,” I murmur.

She nods. Small. Wordless.

“I thought you’d run.”

Her breath skips.

I lean down, mouth brushing the edge of her ear. “You’re a braver girl than I thought.”

She shudders.

My voice is velvet now. Weaponized. “Or maybe just a dirtier one.”

She breathes through her nose. Silent. Still not pulling away.

My thumb finds her nipple.

She jerks. Not violently. But sudden. Like the smallest thread inside her just frayed.

I roll it gently. Back and forth. Slow. Teasing. Let her feel me remember what I held all night.

“Tell me you wore that shirt to make me jealous,” I whisper, dragging my teeth along her earlobe.

She shivers. “I didn’t think—”

“You did.”

She swallows. Doesn’t argue.

I slide my leg deeper between hers.

“You wore his shirt. You crawled into my bed. And you let me take it off you without a word.”

She’s breathing harder now. Still turned away from me, body arched, like if she moved an inch forward she’d break whatever spell’s keeping her sane.

I kiss her neck. Lower this time. “You want to be clean, Claire?”

Her answer’s in her silence.

I press a kiss to the base of her throat.

“Or do you want to be mine?”

She trembles.

Doesn’t speak.

But her hips rock.

Bare. Slow. Into my thigh.

My hand slides down.

From breast to ribs to stomach.

Lower.

She gasps before I even touch her.

But I don’t go straight for the heat. I’m not that generous. Not yet. I ghost my fingertips down the inside of her thigh, brushing just enough for her nerves to spark but not enough for friction.

She tries to move. Hips shifting back toward me.

I clamp my hand flat on her belly.

Hold her still.

She whimpers.

I press my mouth to her ear. “You don’t move unless I say so.”

She nods. Small. Shaking.

“Say it.”

Her voice cracks. “Yes.”

“Yes, what?”

“Yes, Drew.”

I slide one finger.

Just one.

Between her thighs.

She gasps so sharp it sounds like a sob.

And she’s soaked.

Ruined.

Dripping like she’s been laying here for hours imagining this moment. Like every breath she’s taken since she heard her husband walking around upstairs has been pushing her closer to the edge.

My finger slides through her slit without resistance.

I groan into her skin.

“You’re filthy,” I whisper. “Absolutely soaked and still lying in my bed like you’re innocent.”

She exhales hard. Her hand claws backward, fingers digging into my thigh like she needs something to ground her.

I slide the finger in.

Just the tip.

Her whole body jerks.

But she doesn’t run.

She spreads her legs wider.

Barely. Just enough.

“Good girl,” I growl, and that sends her keening forward, one hand grabbing the sheet, the other white-knuckled against my hip.

I push deeper.

One long, slow slide of my middle finger, knuckle by knuckle until I’m buried to the base. She chokes on her own breath.

Still I don’t move it.

I just stay there, curled inside her, her cunt pulsing around me like it’s trying to remember this shape forever.

Then I drag it out.

Slick and slow.

Back in.

Out.

In again.

Measured.

Ruthless in how gentle I am.

She’s panting now. One hand over her mouth. Like if she moans, she’ll wake the house.

I slide my free hand up again. Find her nipple. Roll it.

Then thrust my finger deeper. Hook it. Press just right.

She shatters.

Not all the way. Not yet.

But I feel it—the way her walls clench, the way her leg kicks just slightly, the way she bites down on her own knuckle to keep from screaming.

Her body is already betraying her.

And I’m not close to done.

Her cunt tightens around my finger like she’s begging to be emptied.

Like if I stop now she’ll burst from the inside.

But I don’t stop.

Not yet.

My body’s wrapped around hers like the sheets. My mouth pressed to her hairline. Her skin’s slick, trembling. And her hips are starting to stutter—this helpless, breathless little rock against my hand like her body’s trying to apologize for what her mind still can’t admit.

She’s going to come.

But she’s not going to scream.

I drag my finger out one last time—slow, slick, intentional—and then slide it back in. Curl it just right.

Her back arches.

Her breath catches in her throat.

Her thighs clamp tight around my wrist.

I cover her mouth with my other hand just as the first wave hits her.

She moans against my palm, sharp and guttural, and her body snaps forward, shaking, rocking into my hand like she’s never needed anything more in her life. The kind of orgasm that doesn’t announce itself in a scream but in the silence that follows. Every muscle drawn tight. Every breath stolen. Every thought obliterated.

I hold her through it.

Let her ride it out.

She jerks against me once, twice, a third time—then collapses, boneless and dazed, into the curve of my arm like a fever broken.

My finger slips from her soaked cunt with a sound so obscene it should be banned in daylight.

I hold it up.

Wet. Shining. Still twitching from her heat.

Then I drag it slow across her lips.

She flinches.

Eyes still closed. Skin flushed to her chest.

But she opens her mouth.

Just enough.

Just like I taught her.

My finger slides in. Presses down on her tongue.

And she sucks.

Her mouth closes around it like she’s starving. Her lips part, cheeks hollow, tongue swirling like she’s tasting penance.

I groan.

Because nothing—not the sound, not the feel, not even the sight of her coming around my hand—compares to the image of Claire Dalton, in my bed, licking her own orgasm off my finger like it’s communion.

I pull it free with a slow pop.

Kiss the back of her head.

Whisper: “Good girl.”

She exhales. Wrecked. Boneless.

But not afraid.

And not ashamed.

She turns slightly in my arms. Eyes half-lidded. Hair tangled. Her thighs still glistening.

And she looks at me like she’s already forgotten she was ever someone else’s.

Not a word leaves her mouth.

But her hand finds mine again.

And she laces our fingers tight.

Like she’s ready for the next sin.

She doesn’t even get to catch her breath.

I’ve got her on her back, legs draped over my shoulders, hips shoved to the edge of the bed before she can say a word. No warning. No asking. No pretense.

Because I gave her the soft. The slow. The kind of come you feel in your lungs.

Now I want the kind that wrecks.

Her thighs are still damp. Still trembling. My tongue hasn’t even touched her yet and she’s already squirming, knees pressing in like maybe she’s going to deny me now, like maybe she forgot whose bed this is.

I grip them both—hard—palms wrapped around the backs of her legs, fingers flexing against the softness just beneath her ass. I look up her body. Her eyes are wide. Chest rising. The sheet bunched across her stomach like she thought it could shield her from what’s coming next.

I lower my mouth.

And lick her like it’s the first meal I’ve had in weeks.

Long. Slow. Base of my tongue flat and firm as it drags up the length of her slit, catching every twitch, every spark, every drop.

She gasps.

Grabs the sheets with both hands, fisting them tight like she can anchor herself there.

But I don’t let up.

I start devouring.

My hands hook under her thighs, pin her open. My shoulders wedge her legs wide. I dip lower, lick her hole, tongue fucking into her while her body arches off the mattress like she’s being shocked. I pull back just enough to suck her clit between my lips, gentle at first, then not. Suck, swirl, flick. The kind of rhythm that leaves your spine burning and your toes curling.

She makes this sound—half sob, half curse—and her hips jerk, trying to escape the pressure.

But I growl into her.

Deep. Hungry.

Mine.

She cries out. “Drew—fuck—please—”

I don’t stop. I don’t answer.

I double down.

Tongue fucking her while one hand slides up, palm flat on her belly, pushing down just enough that she feels how deep I am. She writhes, tries to twist, but my grip clamps around her thigh like a vice.

She’s gasping now. Moaning without control. High and breathless.

I flatten my tongue again, drag it in slow circles around her clit, then suck hard.

Her body snaps.

She arches—legs kicking, fists slamming down on the mattress—then curls forward, spine caving like I just sucked her soul out through her cunt.

She screams.

Not a word. Not a name. Just this raw, cracked, ripped-from-the-throat sound.

But I don’t let her breathe.

I keep going.

Lick her through it. Into it. Under it.

She’s sobbing now. Chest heaving. Legs shaking violently. She claws at my hair, tries to push me away—too much, too much—but I snarl against her clit, drag my tongue across it again, and she shatters.

A second orgasm punches out of her like her body couldn’t handle storing the first.

It hits harder. Deeper. She chokes on it. Fights it.

Fails.

Her voice breaks into sobs. Wet, wrecked, helpless sounds. Her thighs clamp around my head but I pry them back open, hold them, force them. I own this. I own her.

She comes again. A third time. This one silent. A full-body quake. No noise left. Just broken breath and twitching limbs and tears streaking the sides of her face.

Only then do I ease off.

Pull my mouth back slowly. Let her feel the absence.

My face is soaked. Chin glistening. Tongue dragging across my lips like I just finished something holy.

She’s still gasping. Still writhing. Still wide-eyed and wet-cheeked.

I rise up the bed on my knees. Crawl over her. Her body flinches like she doesn’t know if she can survive more.

But I’m not asking.

I kiss her.

Mouth to mouth. Let her taste the mess I made of her.

She moans. Soft. Weary.

And her arms—trembling—wrap around my back like surrender.

Like she’s not going anywhere.

She’s still breathless, dazed, her chest rising like the air is too thick to pull in, her face flushed in streaks down her neck, and I can’t stop looking at her.

Not after that. Not after watching her come undone three times in my mouth, sobbing into the mattress, eyes wild and full of surrender.

Her thighs are trembling. Her hair’s plastered to her cheeks, damp and curling. Her hand is still caught in the sheet like she needed something to hold onto to keep from falling through the goddamn earth.

And still, she looks at me like she wants more.

Not rough. Not fast.

But real.

She’s too quiet.

And I know her now—I know what that quiet means.

It’s not fear.

It’s need.

It’s the kind of silence that begs without speaking. That lifts its chin and says, if you take me, take all of me.

So I do.

I crawl over her—slow, deliberate. Watch her face the entire time. Let her see every inch of what’s coming. My mouth brushes hers first, soft. A press. Then a second one, slower, deeper, less of a kiss and more of a promise.

My weight settles between her legs. She parts them like she doesn’t even notice.

Like her body already knows how to welcome me in.

Our foreheads touch. Her lashes flutter. I feel her fingers trail up my ribs, over my shoulder blades, curling behind my neck like an anchor.

I reach down between us.

Grip myself.

And guide the tip of my cock against her—slick, hot, already trembling from how much I’ve wanted this.

I don’t push yet.

I watch her.

Her eyes meet mine. Shining. Open.

I hold there.

Let her feel the weight of it. The anticipation. The fullness of the moment pressing in around us.

Then I murmur—quiet, reverent—

“Look at me.”

Her breath catches.

“Don’t look away.”

She nods.

And I press inside.

Slow. Steady. An inch at a time.

She gasps. Her fingers tighten. Her mouth falls open.

I groan—a deep, raw, helpless sound as the heat of her wraps around me, pulls me in, welcomes me home.

Every inch is velvet. Every breath she takes is sacred.

And her eyes—still locked on mine—are devastating.

I sink deeper. She arches, legs lifting to wrap around my waist, pulling me in without thinking, until I bottom out inside her.

She moans—soft, shaking, full of disbelief.

“Drew…”

I still.

Hold there. Let her feel all of me.

My forehead touches hers again. My nose brushes the edge of her cheek. I’m buried to the hilt, and I’ve never felt more present.

Not once.

Not with anyone.

Her nails dig into my back.

And when I start to move—slow, rocking, deep enough to make her gasp again—her legs tighten, her breath stutters, and her gaze never leaves mine.

It’s not just sex.

It’s homecoming.

It’s worship.

Every time I thrust, her hips rise to meet me. Not frantic. Not needy. Just giving. Letting me take. Letting me have.

Her mouth falls open. I kiss her. I groan into it.

We don’t break apart.

Her moans start to change—longer now, breathier, higher in pitch. Her arms wrap tighter around my shoulders, one leg hooked higher around my hip. She’s clinging to me like if I stop, she won’t remember how to breathe.

“Fuck,” I whisper, forehead pressed to hers. “You feel like sin.”

She shakes. “I’m not—”

“Don’t say it.”

“I’m not—”

“I said don’t.”

I thrust deeper. She gasps.

“Not right,” she breathes.

I kiss her hard.

“You’re mine.”

Her walls clench around me.

“I shouldn’t be—”

I kiss her again, cutting off the guilt.

“You are.”

She’s shaking now. Her thighs. Her hands. Her mouth.

I slide one arm under her back, lift her, press her closer until there’s no space left. My other hand grips her ass, tilts her just right. I thrust again.

And she breaks.

A sob.

Tears sliding out the corners of her eyes.

But she doesn’t stop.

She kisses me through it.

Whispers my name.

Begging.

And I give her everything.

Slow, deep thrusts. No tricks. No pace but the one she can’t resist.

Her orgasm builds like a slow boil.

Starts in her breath.

Then her thighs.

Then the way she grips me—so tight it hurts.

I keep my eyes on her.

Even as mine start to blur.

Even as my control slips, and I start to move harder, deeper, not chasing release but chasing truth.

She comes like a prayer.

Arching, crying, clinging.

And this time it’s my name she says.

Not sorry.

Not scared.

Just mine.

And I follow.

Hard.

Buried deep.

One last thrust.

One last kiss.

And I come like my heart’s breaking.

Because I know what this means now.

We’re past the line.

We’re not just lovers.

We’re everything.

And we can’t go back.

She’s still beneath me, legs loose around my waist, arms soft around my shoulders, and the only sound in the room is her breathing—shallow, unsteady, threaded with something not quite relief and not quite regret.

I don’t move.

Not yet.

I’m still buried in her, still pulsing faintly inside the deepest part of her, our skin damp, our mouths bruised from all the ways we kissed instead of speaking. Her hair’s spread across the pillow in tangled waves, sticking to her cheek, her throat. Her eyes are closed, but she’s not asleep.

And I’m not ready to let go.

So I stay right there—chest to chest, heartbeat to heartbeat—one hand curled behind her neck, thumb sweeping slow circles at the base of her hairline, the other gliding down her waist, over her hip, smoothing across her thigh where I can still feel the tremble in her muscles.

I kiss her.

Not her mouth this time.

Her jaw.

Then lower. The slope of her neck. Her collarbone.

Soft. Slow. Like punctuation.

I let my lips rest there a moment, pressed into the soft spot just above her chest.

And I whisper, “You’re so fucking beautiful.”

She shifts under me. Not shy. Just raw. Her hands tighten against my back.

I nuzzle lower. “I don’t think you understand what you just did to me.”

Her voice is small, almost invisible. “Drew…”

I lift my head. Look at her.

She blinks up at me—eyes glassy, lips parted, her body still warm and open and mine.

“I mean it,” I say, brushing a strand of hair off her forehead. “You wrecked me.”

A shaky breath. “You were the one who—”

I hush her with a kiss to her cheek.

“No,” I murmur. “You have no idea. You’ve been living in my head for years, Claire. But I never let myself believe it’d feel like this.”

She bites her lip. Looks away.

My hand cups her jaw, gentle, guiding her eyes back to mine.

“You remember that email you sent me right after I got into state?” I ask, voice low.

She frowns faintly. “…The one about the scholarship?”

I nod. “You said congratulations. And then you said—‘Don’t let the hard parts make you hard.’”

Her eyes widen just slightly.

I smile, thumb brushing her lower lip.

“I printed that. Taped it to my mirror. It was on every dorm wall I lived in.”

“You didn’t…”

“I did. You wrote me like you saw me. Not just the student. Me. No one else ever had.”

Her breath hitches.

“You don’t know what that meant to me, back then,” I say. “To feel like someone actually gave a shit about what happened to me after the grades were in.”

She swallows. Her hand finds my jaw now, fingers curling into the stubble there like she needs something to hold.

“You always mattered,” she whispers.

I lean in. Kiss her again. Soft. Too soft for what we just did.

And I don’t pull out.

Not yet.

I just rock my hips once. Gentle. Just enough to feel her clench around me, instinctive, helpless.

Her mouth falls open.

“You’re everything I imagined,” I say against her throat. “And more.”

She moans, faint. Her legs tighten again.

“I’ll never forget what this felt like,” I murmur. “Your body under mine. The way you looked at me when I slid inside you.”

She shivers.

And I kiss her again.

Over and over.

Her cheek. Her chin. Her collarbone.

Then lower—soft kisses over both breasts, lingering, worshipful. I hold her there, cradled in my hands, and mouth at her skin like I’m trying to memorize the taste.

“You’re so good, Claire.”

She breathes out, high and thin.

“You let me take you slow. You wanted me slow.”

“I did,” she whispers.

My mouth trails across her chest. “You’re everything.”

She gasps when I shift again—still inside her, just moving enough to make her tremble.

And I keep whispering:

“So fucking soft.”

“So tight around me.”

“So beautiful when you come.”

Her hands curl behind my neck again, her body arching even though I’m barely moving.

“You make me lose my mind,” I say.

She opens her mouth—maybe to argue, maybe to cry again—but I kiss her first.

Hard. Deep.

This time when I pull back, I press my forehead to hers.

And I just breathe.

She exhales into my mouth.

Then: “You’re gonna ruin me.”

“No,” I murmur. “I’m gonna make you.”

She closes her eyes.

I don’t move.

Not from inside her. Not from her arms.

We stay tangled like that—slow, warm, wrecked and wrapped around each other like nothing else exists.

And when her breath finally starts to slow again, her fingers trace my spine, lazy, like she never wants to stop touching.

I whisper, “You okay?”

She nods.

Eyes still closed.

And in the quiet that follows, I realize:

She doesn’t need the candlelight.

Or the wine.

Or the cover of guilt to call this anything but what it is.

She’s mine.

And she’s not pretending anymore.


Chapter 7

Late morning, heat already curling in from every corner of the yard, the kind of oppressive, sticky warmth that glues itself to skin and slows everything to half-speed. Cicadas screech from the trees like some background chorus on loop. The sky’s a bare-knuckled blue, no clouds, no mercy. The pool’s throwing sharp reflections against the patio wall—light bending and bouncing across brick like it’s trying to hypnotize.

And I’m stretched out in the lounger like a fucking king.

Nude.

No towel. No shame. Just bare skin under sun, cock resting lazy against my thigh, one arm behind my head and the other holding the cold glass of whatever I poured after breakfast—maybe orange juice, maybe just water, I don’t care.

The sliding glass door hisses open behind me.

I don’t lift my head. Don’t even blink. I just say:

“Took you long enough.”

Bare feet pad against the stone. Quiet. Confident. She doesn’t reply. Doesn’t giggle. Doesn’t hesitate.

Then she’s there.

Claire.

Completely naked.

No towel. No robe. Not even sunglasses.

Hair pulled up in a half-messy twist, face flushed from heat and maybe sleep, and her body—Jesus—her body is the kind of thing that makes worship feel like a reflex. Skin kissed already by the sun, breasts high and soft, nipples peaked not from cold but from knowing, hips shifting easy as she moves.

She walks right up to the end of my lounger.

And hands me the sunscreen.

No words. No glance away. No blush.

Just the bottle. And the kind of stare that says she knows what I’m about to do to her.

I take it slowly. Let the moment stretch. My fingers graze hers. She doesn’t flinch.

I sit up. Legs still stretched, cock semi-hard just from the sight of her. I raise a brow.

“Want me to start from the top, or should I work my way up?”

She gives the smallest smile. Crooked. Lazy. Dangerous.

“Dealer’s choice.”

I chuckle, twist the cap. The bottle snaps open with a sound that’s already filthy.

“Turn around.”

She does.

Hair shifting, shoulder blades flexing, and she plants herself right in front of me, standing tall, arms relaxed at her sides. She doesn’t try to cover anything. Doesn’t look back to check if I’m watching.

She knows I’m watching.

Knows I haven’t taken my eyes off her since she stepped outside.

I squeeze lotion into my palm. Cold. Thick.

Then rub.

Hands sliding together, warming it up.

And then I touch her.

Shoulders first. Broad, smooth strokes across the blades, fingers spreading the slickness in slow, purposeful circles. She sighs, almost a purr.

Then down—across her spine, over her ribs.

She leans slightly into it, head tipping forward, and I take my time.

I trail my hands down to the small of her back. Trace the dimples there. Then lower.

My palms settle on the curve of her ass.

God.

I spread lotion with reverence. Fingers digging in slow, thumbs dragging across where my prints still ghost against her skin from before. She shifts, but it’s not shyness—it’s heat. Her thighs press together briefly. Her breath goes uneven.

“You’re not shy anymore,” I murmur, voice low, rich.

“No reason to be,” she says, barely above a whisper.

I smile. Press a kiss between her shoulder blades. “You’re learning.”

“I’m remembering.”

That answer goes straight to my dick.

I move lower, hands sliding down her thighs, calves, then back up. Every inch I touch she gives to me without hesitation, without protest. She’s warm everywhere. Soft everywhere.

When I stand, the lounger creaks behind me. She doesn’t turn. Doesn’t need to.

I press myself against her back—hard cock against her ass, chest to spine. One arm curls around her waist. My hand finds her breast.

She leans her head back onto my shoulder, eyes still closed.

“You smell like sun and skin,” I whisper against her neck. “And you walk like you don’t belong to anyone.”

She hums. “I don’t.”

I squeeze her breast slowly, thumb brushing her nipple until she gasps.

“But right now?” I murmur.

“I belong to you.”

“Say it.”

Her breath stutters. “I belong to you.”

I suck lightly at her pulse.

“You gonna let me prove it?”

She turns in my arms then—face to face now, eyes full of heat. And she doesn’t answer. Just pushes me backward toward the lounger, one palm flat against my chest, guiding me down.

I go.

Lie back.

She climbs onto me.

Straddles my hips.

And leans down to kiss me like the sky isn’t watching, like the sun won’t burn us to the bones, like we’re the only two people left in the world with bodies to spend.

She’s straddling me, and it’s not shy or hesitant—it’s not even a performance anymore. Her thighs are parted wide across mine, knees bracketing my hips, weight settled low like she knows exactly what she’s doing, like she’s here to take.

She’s still slick from the lotion, still flushed from the heat, and when she leans forward, it’s not to kiss me.

It’s to look.

Down.

At me.

Her hair’s falling in a lazy mess down one shoulder, strands catching the light, and her eyes flick between mine and my cock—hard now, throbbing between us, rising up against the flat of her belly as she shifts.

I don’t move.

Don’t touch her.

Just watch.

Let her run this.

For a second.

Her hands trail over my chest, slow, then down—fingertips skimming my stomach, over the ridges there, until one palm wraps around me.

She doesn’t stroke.

Not yet.

Just holds me.

Like she’s claiming it.

Then she shifts again.

One slow grind. Hips rolling, her heat dragging wet along the underside of my cock.

I hiss.

“Claire.”

“Mm?” she murmurs, still moving, slick lips parting just slightly around the base as she rocks forward again.

“Don’t tease.”

She smirks, biting her lower lip. “But you love it.”

“I love you,” I growl. “But you start something like that, you better finish it.”

Her smile flickers. Wavers.

Love.

The word sits in the heat between us. Doesn’t burn. Doesn’t fade.

Just exists.

Then her smile sharpens.

And she shifts again.

This time slower.

This time on purpose.

Her slickness coats me—each roll leaving a line of heat like she’s painting me with herself.

I can’t take it.

My hands shoot up. Grip her waist.

And flip her.

One movement. One breath.

Now I’m on top.

Knees planted on either side of her, her arms pinned above her head, her wrists held together in one of my hands, the other dragging down the length of her torso.

She gasps—half shock, half thrill.

“Drew—”

“You don’t get to ride me like that,” I growl, voice tight. “Not unless you’re ready to get fucked where everyone can see.”

She’s panting now. Body straining under mine. Breasts rising with each sharp inhale.

“You think the fence stops anyone from seeing you out here?” I murmur. “You think the neighbors wouldn’t lose their minds if they looked over and saw you pinned like this?”

Her thighs shift. Wrapping tighter around my hips.

My hand slides lower. Finds her again.

Hot. Wet. Open.

I drag two fingers through her.

She whines—high, breathless.

“Beg.”

She bites her lip.

Doesn’t speak.

So I do it again.

Fingers slow, teasing, brushing up over her clit then down again.

“Beg, Claire.”

“Please,” she whispers.

“Louder.”

She writhes.

“Please, Drew—”

I drop down. Kiss her mouth, hard. Swallow the sound.

Then I shift.

Lower.

Kneel between her legs.

Grip her thighs and spread her.

Wider.

Until she’s bared to the sun, knees bent, feet braced on the hot concrete on either side of me.

I lean in.

Blow warm air over her.

She shudders.

I kiss the inside of her knee.

Then lower.

And lower.

Until I’m licking her open—long, slow drags of my tongue through her slick folds, teasing her clit with just the tip before backing off.

She moans—head thrashing, hips twitching.

But I hold her down.

“You wanna tease?” I murmur into her. “This is teasing.”

Another lick.

Another pause.

Another slow, open-mouthed kiss to her cunt like I’m worshiping it.

She arches.

“Drew—please—”

I keep her pinned.

Keep her panting.

Keep her right there.

She’s soaked. Slippery. Begging.

But I’m not done dragging this out.

I shift again.

Back on top.

Line myself up.

And don’t push in.

Just rest there.

Heavy. Ready.

She claws at my back.

“Don’t—” she gasps. “Don’t stop.”

“I’m not stopping.” I lean down. Nose to nose. “I’m starting.”

Then I push.

Slow.

Inch by inch.

She gasps—loud, open, shattered.

Back arches.

Legs lock around me.

And I keep going.

Deeper.

Until I’m in.

All of me.

And she’s full.

Eyes wide, mouth open, hands gripping my shoulders like I’m the only thing keeping her anchored to this earth.

“Look at me,” I whisper.

She does.

And I start to move.

She moans into my mouth, her legs trembling around my hips, and I know I should keep it slow—planned to keep it slow—but there’s nothing slow about what’s building in me now.

I was going to worship her. Prove I could do soft. Careful. Sweet.

But then she arched.

Then she whimpered—my name in that breaking, need-soaked voice, like it came from somewhere below her stomach, from a place she didn’t know how to name until I filled it.

And then she clenched.

Hard.

Around me.

And something inside me snapped.

My mouth breaks from hers. I growl low in my throat, grab her wrists, pin them to the lounger above her head. Her eyes flare wide, startled—but not afraid.

I slam into her.

Hard.

And she cries out.

Not from pain.

From relief.

Her back arches, her fingers twist in mine, and her legs fly open again like they forgot how to close.

“Drew—”

“I told you,” I grit, teeth bared against her throat, “don’t tease me if you’re not ready to be wrecked.”

She gasps—her breath skipping, hips meeting mine now in jerky, frantic rhythm.

The lounger rocks.

The slick sounds between us are obscene.

And it’s still not enough.

I release her wrists. Sit back. Grab her thighs and yank them up around my waist, lifting her hips off the cushion so I can drive in deeper, harder, punishing thrusts that make her scream and claw for something to hold.

She reaches for the edges of the lounger. Fails.

So she grabs me.

Shoulders, arms, nails sinking.

And still I slam into her.

My cock dragging against that spot inside her that makes her twitch every time, her whole body jerking in time with me.

But it’s not enough.

Not until I see it.

I pull out.

Sudden. Fast.

She gasps, dazed, chasing me with her hips.

“No—what—”

I flip her.

Flat on her stomach.

Yank her hips up under me.

She scrambles to hands and knees, eyes wild, flushed, dripping down her thighs.

I shove her knees apart.

Grip her ass.

Line up again.

And shove back in.

She screams.

Head drops.

Back arches.

Her cunt clamps around me like it’s trying to keep me in.

“Drew—”

“That’s right,” I grunt. “Say it.”

She moans it again.

Louder.

Her voice splintering.

I slam into her over and over, watching the red marks on her ass bloom under my palms. Her tits swing forward with every thrust, her breath ragged, catching on sobs of pleasure.

“Harder,” she gasps.

So I do.

Her body jerks, and she fucking howls.

Out loud.

Not muffled.

Not soft.

Not shy.

Like she wants the neighborhood to know exactly whose cock is inside her.

I reach forward. Fist a hand in her hair. Yank her back against me.

“Whose pussy is this?” I snarl into her ear.

“Hnh—yours—Drew, it’s yours, it’s—”

“Say it louder.”

She wails.

“It’s yours! Yours!”

I release her hair just long enough to grab both her hips and slam forward, burying myself to the base, cock grinding deep while she shakes around me.

She’s coming.

Hard.

Around me.

Tight, rippling, soaked.

I don’t stop.

Don’t slow.

I fuck her through it, through the moaning, the shaking, the desperate cries.

Until she’s collapsing.

Falling forward.

Fucked limp.

Only then do I lean over her, mouth to her ear again.

“You think you can come out here and own me?”

She whimpers.

“You think I’d let you ride me like that and walk away?”

Another moan.

I pull out.

Slap her ass.

Hard.

She gasps.

I flip her again—onto her back.

One smooth motion.

And I slide back in.

Missionary now.

Face to face.

Legs wide.

Her chest heaving.

Eyes wet.

And I look at her.

While I thrust.

Slower now—but deeper.

She’s still gasping.

Her voice is broken when she says, “Why?”

“Because I wanted you to see me,” I whisper, brushing her hair off her face. “To know it was me inside you. No games. No hiding.”

She blinks up at me.

Eyes full.

But not of fear.

Of something like faith.

And I fuck her like that.

Slow.

Deep.

With every stroke, she falls further under.

With every gasp, every quiet moan of yes and don’t stop and Drew, please, I anchor her harder to this bed, this moment, this us.

Until she starts to come again.

Softer this time.

Like it breaks her open instead of burning her down.

She locks her legs around me.

Buries her face in my neck.

And I feel her shake all over.

I hold her through it.

Whisper her name.

Whisper mine.

And when I finally follow her—when I come deep inside her, hips jerking, teeth gritted—I do it still looking into her face.

So she knows.

So there’s no doubt.

She’s still wrapped around me, her arms draped over my shoulders, her cheek resting damp and flushed against mine, and I can feel her heart in every inch of skin pressed against me—fast, fluttering, slowing only now as her legs slacken and her breath starts to even.

My cock’s still inside her.

Still hard.

Still thick.

Still twitching with every aftershock she rides down in soft, shaky waves.

She shifts slightly, lets out a slow breath like she’s melting, and I press a kiss to the side of her head, lips dragging along her hairline.

Her thighs ease their grip around my waist, her calves drop over the arms of the lounger, and for one full, perfect minute, neither of us moves.

Not to escape.

Not to clean up.

Not to flee the aftermath.

Because there is no aftermath.

Not right now.

Just her body still pulsing around mine.

My breath against her throat.

The sun on our skin.

Peace.

I slide my hands down her back. Over her hips. Slow. Steady. She twitches when I trace the spots where I left her red, where my palm burned bright into the curve of her ass. I feel her smile.

But I don’t let her get too comfortable.

Not yet.

“Still mine,” I murmur.

She lets out a shaky sound that might be a laugh—or a sob in disguise.

I lean back just enough to look at her face. Her eyes are heavy-lidded. Her mouth parted. Her skin kissed pink by heat and sun and me.

Then I look lower.

Her tits are flushed, still warm where I had them in my hands before I flipped her.

But the color’s fading.

I run my thumbs across her ribs, then up. Cup both again. Full. Firm. She gasps softly but doesn’t pull back.

Her body gives.

I squeeze. Not rough, not groping. Just claiming.

And grin into her shoulder.

“They’re fading,” I murmur. “My prints.”

She turns her head slightly. “What?”

I lift one brow. “Don’t you remember what I told you out here the first time?”

Her breath catches.

I roll my thumbs gently over her nipples.

“I said I wanted you to tan around my hands.”

A tiny gasp escapes her throat.

“Looks like I’ll need to reapply.”

And before she can tease me back, I move—fast, but careful, still buried inside her as I adjust.

I sit back on the lounger. Grip her hips. Guide her up, lift her, turn her.

Her back hits my chest.

Her thighs straddle mine.

And her cunt slides down onto me again with a thick, obscene wet sound that makes her cry out, even as her head falls back against my shoulder.

“Drew—”

“You’re not done yet,” I whisper into her ear.

My hands come up. Cup her tits again from behind.

And I hold.

Firm.

Steady.

Like I’m sculpting her. Like I’m leaving fingerprints on her skin, one careful press at a time.

She writhes once, soft.

The motion pushes her tits tighter into my hands.

Pushes her pussy tighter around me.

She lets out a long, shaky breath.

“This is greedy,” she whispers.

I hum. “You showed up nude with sunscreen and no apologies. I think you wanted greedy.”

She half-laughs, and it breaks into a moan when I flex my fingers again, tugging gently at her nipples between thumb and forefinger.

“But this…” I murmur, dragging my mouth along the line of her throat. “This isn’t greedy.”

I thrust once. Shallow.

She jolts.

“This is mine.”

She leans into me. Chest to chest. Pulse to pulse.

And I don’t fuck her fast.

Not now.

Not when I’ve got her like this—completely open, completely mine, draped over me like a second skin.

I stay deep. Slow. Let every movement of her body mold against me. Let every little sound she makes spill straight into my mouth.

Her hands come up, fingers linking with mine, guiding my grip back to her tits. Holding me there like she doesn’t ever want me to let go.

And I don’t.

I can’t.

We stay like that. Minutes stretching into something unreal. My cock pulsing inside her. Her breath tangled with mine. Our hands locked across the most sacred, fucked-up altar we’ve made of each other.

Then she speaks.

Soft.

Broken.

“Do you remember the email I sent you… that winter after you left?”

I don’t hesitate.

“You said you missed the essays.”

She nods. Just barely.

“I said the new students didn’t think the way you did. That they were lazy. Passive.”

I flex my fingers. Gently.

“You said I spoiled you,” I murmur.

She breathes out, trembling. “I reread that message a hundred times before I hit send.”

“I know,” I whisper.

“I was shaking.”

“I was hard.”

She turns her face into my neck. Groans.

“You told me about that book you were reading,” I go on, letting my hands drag along her ribs now, gentle as tidewater. “The one about longing and boundaries and how people trick themselves into being satisfied.”

She breathes like I cracked her open.

“I thought you sent it by accident,” I say. “I thought it was too honest to be real.”

Her voice is almost gone when she says, “It was the closest I ever came to asking you to come back.”

I pull her tighter against me.

Thrust again.

Deeper.

Her moan breaks.

“Say it again,” I murmur.

She shakes. “I wanted you to come back.”

I kiss her neck. Drag my teeth across her skin.

“You said you missed my essays.”

She nods.

“But you meant me.”

She nods harder now. Voice trembling. “I missed your mind. The way you looked at things. The way you… you made me feel seen.”

I grip her tits harder.

“You were seen,” I say. “I memorized every line of your body in those stupid office hours. Every shirt. Every pin you pulled out of your hair. Every time you looked out the window like you were somewhere else.”

She turns her face slightly. Just enough to whisper against my jaw: “That window was always a screen. I used it to see you without looking.”

I shudder.

Thrust again.

She moans.

“I would have quit,” I say suddenly.

She jerks in my lap. “What?”

“I would’ve walked away from school, from the degree, from everything if you’d asked me to stay. If you’d told me I mattered.”

Her eyes squeeze shut.

“You did,” she says.

I lean forward, just enough to wrap my arms around her completely now, crushing her tits to my chest, my cock buried deep.

“You still do.”

We hold there.

Rocking.

Breathing.

Fucking—but not just fucking.

Being.

Together.

Naked under the sun, no lies between us now.

No students.

No husband.

No guilt.

No time.

Just me.

Just her.

And the way I mold her into the shape I’ve needed since the first time she bent over my desk and made me a monster.

She’s still on my lap—naked, flushed, glowing—and every slow, tight grind of her hips makes the heat curl in my spine like smoke caught behind my ribs. Her body isn’t riding anymore; she’s melting, sliding up and down on my cock like it’s the only rhythm she knows. Her back arches every time I squeeze her tits, and the weight of them in my hands makes everything in me ache to mark her deeper, longer, forever.

My hands don’t stop.

Not once.

Fingers splayed, cupping her fully, pressing in with enough pressure to leave warmth and shape and memory behind.

Not groping—owning.

Loving.

I feel her gasps in the bones of my chest. Hear her moans echo off the fence and the water and the sky.

Every time I thumb her nipples, she trembles.

Not just from the pleasure—but from the sheer weight of how seen she is.

From how deliberately I’m holding her.

Like she’s precious.

Like she’s mine.

Like her breasts were made to mold under my hands, carry my fingerprints, heat, intent.

She grips my thighs like they’re the only solid thing left.

Her voice stutters out, cracked and soft and wrecked.

“Drew—I—I can’t—”

“You can,” I whisper, dragging my tongue across her shoulder. “You will.”

Another roll of her hips.

Another pull around the thick heat of my cock inside her.

She whimpers.

I keep one hand on her tit, the other sliding down to her stomach—then lower.

Her clit’s slick. Swollen.

Begging.

I press my fingers in tight circles, slow and focused.

She jerks like I lit her spine on fire.

Cries out—head thrown back, body arching, nipples stiffening so hard against my palm I swear they’ll bruise.

“I want you to come,” I growl into her ear. “While I’m inside you. While my hands are burning you in.”

She moans—so sharp it’s almost broken.

I thrust up. Slow. Deep.

Her breath shatters.

Again.

Again.

Again.

I squeeze her tits harder, roll her nipples between my fingers.

Press her clit with the perfect amount of pressure.

Hold her body like it belongs nowhere else.

And I feel it—

That tremble that starts in her thighs.

That twist in her core.

That tension like a wire pulled just to the edge.

“Look at me,” I whisper. “When you fall apart. You don’t come looking at the sky. You come looking at me.”

She twists. Turns her head. Finds my mouth.

Our eyes lock.

I press my forehead to hers.

And thrust once—deep.

Curl my fingers on her clit.

She explodes.

Her whole body shakes—

Spasms around me, clenching down so tight I can’t breathe, can’t move, can’t think.

She sobs into my mouth, gasps against my lips, moans like it’s the last sound she’ll ever make.

And I let go.

My cock jerks.

Pulses.

Buries as far as it’ll go.

And I come.

Hard.

Heat spilling into her, every rope of it drawn out by the squeeze of her pussy, the pulse of her orgasm, the raw, aching rightness of her body giving in to mine.

We don’t move.

Not for minutes.

My hands are still on her tits.

Still holding.

Still flexing every so often, thumbs brushing across her nipples like I’m trying to memorize them in braille.

She breathes against my throat, chest rising and falling against me, skin slick, muscles trembling with aftershocks.

And I kiss her again.

Not out of heat.

Out of reverence.

Then I shift.

Lie back slowly, keeping her with me, her body stretched long over mine, her thighs straddling, our sweat and come slick between us.

My hands don’t leave her chest.

Not even for a second.

They settle.

Palms over her tits.

Fingers curved gentle, holding the weight.

And I keep holding them.

Not possessive.

Not greedy.

Just real.

Because I want those marks to stay.

Because I want her to tan this way.

Because I want her to look in the mirror and feel me there—where she’s softest, where she’s warmest, where she folds into herself when no one’s watching.

She doesn’t speak.

She just lays there.

Head on my shoulder.

Breath slowing.

The sun shifts above us.

The world doesn’t interrupt.

And somewhere between one breath and the next—

She falls asleep.

Right on top of me.

My cock still buried soft inside her.

My arms wrapped around her middle.

My hands cupping her tits like they belong to no one else.

And I don’t move.

I just close my eyes.

Feel her heartbeat through my chest.

Brush her nipples once more with my thumbs.

And let the world fade out.

Because right now?

There’s nothing else.

No guilt.

No consequences.

No husband.

No time.

Just Claire.

Still coming down.

Still warm.

Still mine.


Chapter 8

Sunlight has shifted. It’s not morning anymore, not quite afternoon either—just that quiet slant of day where time forgets itself, stretching golden across the edge of the lounger and baking our skin in slow, steady pulses. My back’s stuck a little to the towel, and Claire’s full weight is stretched over me like a second layer of heat. One leg draped off the side, her foot dangling over the edge, her thigh snug between mine. My cock’s soft inside her now, relaxed in the way only real satisfaction allows. Her skin is tacky with sweat, the slick of us dried into the curve of her belly, her tits pressed to my chest like she never meant to let go.

And my hands?

Right where I left them.

Palms heavy, curved over the swell of her breasts, fingers splayed like I’m still memorizing her. My thumbs resting just under her nipples, the pads of them catching on the faintest texture of sun-rough skin.

We never moved.

And I don’t think I could’ve, even if I wanted to.

She stirs first. Barely. Just a soft little noise at the back of her throat. A kitten sound. Then a long stretch, spine arching against me, her arms folding tighter around my ribs. She inhales slow, deep, like the air tastes like sleep.

Then she exhales, nose brushing my collarbone.

“Mmm,” she hums, barely above a whisper. “Did you fall asleep with my boobs in your hands again?”

I grin without opening my eyes. “Didn’t fall asleep. I strategically remained conscious to preserve the quality of my craftsmanship.”

She snorts—nose scrunching, hair spilling down the side of my neck. “Craftsmanship?”

“Of course,” I murmur, dragging my thumb in a lazy arc across the side of her breast. “These are bespoke handprints. Custom-formed. Sculpted. A signature finish.”

She laughs. Full now. Warm and drowsy, body twitching against mine with the ripple of it. “You’re an idiot.”

“An artist,” I correct. “You’re my canvas. I have a responsibility.”

She peels her cheek off my chest just far enough to glance down. Her hair’s wild, matted against one temple, a little curl stuck to her lip. She blinks once, then again, focusing slowly like the sleep’s still clinging to her lashes.

She shifts her weight slightly, and I groan low in my throat as I slip out of her—soft, wet, a slow parting that makes her hiss and wiggle. My cock twitches at the movement, but I don’t let her go. My hands flex back into place, thumbs grazing upward, finding the peaks of her nipples with almost comical precision.

“Mm,” she breathes. “Seriously?”

“They’re mine,” I murmur. “Let me enjoy them.”

She snorts again. “You’ve enjoyed them enough to leave heat signatures. You know they’re still pink from this morning?”

I tilt my head. Don’t even pretend to feel guilty.

“Good.”

“Good?” she laughs. “What, you want them sunburned with your fingerprints?”

“Yes,” I say, deadpan. “Permanent. Ghostly handprints. Like you got fondled by a poltergeist who’s really possessive.”

She dissolves into giggles, collapsing on top of me fully now, head buried in my neck. “God. You’re awful.”

“You love it.”

She kisses my jaw. Once. Then again. Slow, light presses of her mouth along the stubble of my cheek.

“You really didn’t move once?”

“Not an inch.”

“Not even to shade your eyes?”

I raise a brow. “Claire. You think I was gonna risk waking you and not get the full benefit of your tits?”

She bites my shoulder.

I yelp. She laughs again.

And I catch her hands as she starts to push off, rolling her onto her back on the lounger beside me, her body stretching long and sun-gilded, skin glowing with the faintest flush from our last tangle. Her hair spills everywhere, and I follow it with one hand, brushing it off her collarbone, dragging fingers down until I reach the curve of her breast again.

“See?” I murmur, cupping it. “Still fits perfectly.”

She arches an eyebrow. “You really gonna grope me again already?”

“Not groping,” I say, kissing the top of her tit like it’s sacred. “Maintenance.”

She laughs again, but this time her smile softens. Her eyes linger on mine. Warm. Unapologetic.

“Pretty sure I’m not a rental, Drew,” she whispers.

I brush her nipple with my thumb, slow.

“No,” I murmur. “You’re the part I never gave back.”

She blinks. Her mouth twitches, like she doesn’t know whether to smile or cry or pull me in for something slower than breath.

I bend forward, drag my mouth across the top curve of one breast, then the other. Press kisses there like I’m trying to soothe the heat my palms left behind.

“You’re glowing,” I whisper.

“I’m sore,” she counters.

“I want you sore.”

“You’re gonna be impossible to live with now.”

“Already was.”

She grins. I do too. And we just… exist there. Naked. Tangled. Lazy with sun and come and love that hasn’t figured out how to say its name yet.

The moment stretches.

And I let it.

I lean over her, press both palms down again, warm and slow. Fit them where they’ve lived all day. I kiss her throat. Her collarbone. I nudge her with my nose like she’s made of sleep and perfume and safety.

“I’m gonna keep doing this,” I whisper against her skin.

She hums.

“Every day. Every chance I get.”

She opens her eyes again. “Even when they’re saggy and stretch-marked and—”

I kiss her mid-sentence.

Full mouth. Deep tongue. Long and slow.

When I pull back, I say, “Especially then.”

She goes quiet.

Then she wraps her arms around me again and drags me down on top of her.

And I cup her tits all over again—thumbs brushing her nipples just right—and she sighs like heaven might actually live here, beneath the sun.

The heat’s no longer charming. It’s an oven now. Thick and sticky and loud in the way it clings to every patch of skin, especially hers—Claire’s chest slick where I kissed it, her thighs sticking to the lounger in that goddamn perfect sprawl, her stomach catching the sun like she’s poured in gold. Sweat beads in the hollow of her throat. Her hair’s damp, clumped at the nape of her neck. She smells like lotion and sex and summer.

And me.

She stretches like a cat, groaning as her back arches off the lounger, arms above her head, bare as Eden and just as dangerous.

“Jesus,” she mutters, blinking at the sun. “I’m gonna melt into the chair.”

I reach over and slap the inside of her thigh.

She yelps. Laughs. Slaps my hand back, but not like she means it. “Asshole.”

“I warned you,” I say, sitting up. “This is what happens when you sunbathe with no supervision.”

“Oh, I’m the problem?” she smirks. “Says the man who hasn’t moved in an hour and is currently sweating onto my kneecap.”

I glance down. There’s a literal trail of sweat curving off my chest and dripping along her leg. Her skin glistens everywhere I’ve touched her, and I have touched her everywhere.

She fans her face with one hand. “God, I feel disgusting.”

I lean closer, brush my lips along her shoulder. “You look edible.”

“I feel like a rotisserie chicken.”

“You smell like a wet dream.”

She snorts. “You’re such a menace.”

“I’m serious. I’d lick every inch of you right now if I wasn’t worried my tongue would stick.”

She groans. “Okay, enough. I need a shower or a hose or a—”

I stand up fast.

She blinks.

Then yelps as I bend, scoop both arms under her knees and back, and haul her up against my chest.

“Drew! What the hell!”

She wriggles, slippery and laughing and half-heartedly pounding her fists against my shoulder. “Put me down!”

“Nope,” I say, already walking.

“Put me down! You’re getting sweat everywhere—”

“I’m solving your problem.”

“You are not throwing me into the pool—”

“I’m absolutely throwing you into the pool.”

She squeals, clings to my neck. “Drew—Drew, no—I will take you down with me—”

“That’s the point,” I grin. “We’re going in together.”

“You’re insane!”

“You’re melting!”

“You’re naked!”

“So are you!”

The edge of the pool gleams, water shimmering in that hypnotic dance of blue and white and light. My feet slap the concrete once—twice—then I leap.

And we go under.

Together.

The water swallows us.

A burst of silence, then bubbles, limbs tangled, her hair a dark blur floating around us like seaweed, her mouth open in shock, her legs kicking, our skin colliding in a chaotic whirl of slick heat turning instantly to cold. I feel her scream vibrate more than I hear it. Her hands claw at my chest, then my shoulders, then pull tight around my neck like she doesn’t actually want to escape.

We surface with a gasp and a splash, laughing.

I shake the water from my eyes.

She smacks my arm, sputtering. “You maniac! That was so rude! You didn’t even ask!”

“You didn’t say no.”

“I said Drew, no!”

“Which is, historically, not a real no.”

She grabs my face, still grinning, and pushes it under.

I yelp, swallow half a lungful of chlorinated revenge, come up coughing.

“Oh, it’s like that?” I splutter.

“You deserve it.”

“I saved your life.”

“You ruined my lounger tan.”

I lunge. She shrieks, tries to swim backward, but I’m already pulling her in again, locking my arms around her waist, floating us both backward until we bump into the tile at the pool’s edge. Her back hits the wall gently. I crowd close, legs bracketing hers, noses almost touching.

She’s panting. Eyes wide. Laughing too hard to pretend she wants distance.

“Now look at you,” I murmur, sweeping her soaked hair off her face. “You’re clean. Cool. Ravishing.”

“Drenched.”

“Glistening.”

“Half-drowned.”

“Fully irresistible.”

She smirks. “Your lines are awful.”

“They work.”

She grins, lip caught between her teeth. Her hands slide down to my chest, slick over muscle, fingers tracing lines she’s memorized by feel and not yet by sight.

“You’re a menace,” she repeats, breathless now.

“And you’re the one who walked out here buck naked and handed me sunscreen like you weren’t begging for trouble.”

“I wasn’t begging,” she lies.

I dip my head, let my mouth brush her throat, now cool but still beating hard.

“No?” I whisper. “Not even when you bent forward to adjust the umbrella and knew I was watching your ass the whole time?”

Her fingers tighten on my arms.

I smile.

Water laps around us. Her thighs float just enough for me to slide a hand between them again, lazy, teasing, not quite touching where she wants it. I rest my forehead against hers.

“You sure?” I ask.

She swallows. “Okay. Maybe begging a little.”

I kiss her. Soft. Wet. Salty from the pool and sweat and laughter.

“You ready to do this all over again?” I murmur, sliding my hand farther up her inner thigh, spreading warmth again even through the water.

She leans back just slightly, eyes bright and heavy all at once.

“Only if you let me ride you in the shallow end.”

I blink.

Then laugh. Deep and real.

“You filthy little lifeguard.”

“I taught lifeguard certification one summer,” she says primly, wrapping her legs around my waist. “I know how to keep people from drowning.”

“Oh, sweetheart,” I grin. “You’re the one who pulled me under.”

And then I push her against the wall again—gently, easily—and kiss her like we’ve got no neighbors, no husband, no limits.

Because for the next hour?

We don’t.

The shallows catch us like they’ve been waiting.

Claire lets me carry her—legs tight around my waist, arms draped lazy around my shoulders like she owns the air between us. The water sloshes lower with each step, sliding down her back, revealing skin in slow inches, the curve of her waist, the dip above her hipbones, the flush blooming again across her chest like she’s already thinking about how this ends.

I settle us near the edge, low shelf, just deep enough for buoyancy but not enough to hide what we’re about to do. Her knees bend tighter against my ribs. My hands find the slope of her ass and squeeze once—slow, deep—pulling her flush into me.

“You still want this?” I murmur, voice low, heat twisted around every syllable.

She grins.

Then reaches between us.

Grabs me.

No hesitation. No coyness. Just one hand wrapped around my cock, guiding it against the slick wet press of her body, her mouth parted, her breath catching like the sun just dipped and dragged the heat between her legs with it.

I groan—soft, stunned, fucked already just from the grip of her fingers.

“Is that a yes?” I ask, blinking through the haze.

She kisses me once.

And then—eyes on mine, mouth cocked in a half-smile she only ever wears when she knows she’s already undone me—

She sinks down.

Slow.

God. God.

Her moan breaks like a ripple across the pool, barely loud, but it sends a shock through both of us. Her body clamps tight as she settles fully, thighs trembling as her hips reach the base. Her nails dig into my shoulders, grounding. Claiming. Daring me not to lose it.

“Fuck,” I breathe, forehead against hers. “You feel—Jesus, Claire—”

“I know,” she whispers, rocking once, testing the angle. “I know.”

And then she moves.

Rises, slow.

Drops again, slower.

The water claps gently at her sides, sending rings out across the pool like soundwaves. Her tits bounce once, then again, glistening in the sun. Her nipples are flushed, peaked, and I drag one hand up to cup them both—thumbs rolling over those perfect peaks like I’ve got all day and no one watching.

She gasps. Bites her lip. Moves faster.

The water turns traitor—masking the sound, the rhythm, the obscene way her body devours mine—but I don’t need sound to feel it. Her cunt’s tight, velvet heat, sliding wet down my cock with every grind. Her thighs tremble where they frame my ribs. Her breath comes faster, ragged now.

“I’m gonna drown,” I murmur, kissing between her tits, my hands gripping the curve of her ass to drive her deeper on each drop.

“Shut up,” she breathes, nails in my hair now, tugging. “You’re not going anywhere.”

“You say that,” I grunt, hips bucking once, hard enough to make her cry out. “But you keep clenching like you want to milk me dry.”

Her eyes flash.

And then she does it on purpose.

Tightens.

Pulls.

Grinds.

And I swear to God, the sky could split open and I’d still be here, dragging her down again and again, fucking her through every tremor, every whimper, every desperate slap of her hips against mine.

The water’s getting louder.

We’re not being careful.

“Someone could hear,” she gasps suddenly, voice cracked open by pleasure and guilt and thrill.

“Good,” I say, grabbing both her tits now, squeezing hard enough to make her gasp. “Let ‘em. Let the whole block hear what you sound like when I’m buried inside you.”

Her moan’s sharper this time.

More desperate.

More real.

I drag my thumbs over her nipples again, flicking, rolling, just on the edge of pain. Her hips stutter. Her breath hitches.

“You remember what I said about keeping my handprints fresh?” I whisper, voice thick, wild.

She nods.

I grip her tits tighter, mark them with the heat of my palms. Hold her still.

And then I fuck up into her, hard and deep, driving so far she shudders like I’ve hit something sacred.

Her whole body shakes.

Her mouth drops open.

And she whimpers my name.

That’s it. That’s the moment. Her voice breaking. Her chest arched. Her thighs fluttering around my waist. Her cunt clenching like she’s trying to keep me locked inside her forever.

I drag her in for a kiss—wet, messy, open-mouthed, teeth scraping, tongue claiming.

“Come,” I murmur into her throat. “Do it. Fucking come on me.”

She moans—helpless, wrecked.

Then obeys.

Her body seizes, tightens, clenches so hard I almost follow her off the edge. She claws at my shoulders, legs trembling, mouth open in some silent scream that never quite makes it past her teeth. Her cunt grips me like a vice, pulsing, wringing every last ounce of control out of me.

I hold her.

Thrust once more.

Twice.

And then I lose it.

White heat explodes behind my eyes.

I come deep, hips locked, arms clamped tight around her body like if I let go she might vanish.

We stay there.

Just breathing.

Drifting.

Bodies still joined, water rocking us gently, her cheek pressed to mine, both of us shaking and soaked and too dazed to care.

After a long moment, she whispers:

“…we should do that more.”

I laugh into her neck.

“You gonna ride me every time we’re overheated?”

She hums. “Might be the only way to survive the summer.”

I cup her ass again, firm, greedy, slow. She whimpers softly. Doesn’t move.

And when I glance down?

The water might’ve washed most things away.

But her tits?

Still carry the shape of my hands.

She climbs out of the pool first, laughing as she grabs the rail and hauls herself up, hair dark and dripping, water carving trails down the lines of her back. Her thighs glisten. Her shoulders shine. She pauses at the edge like she forgot she’s naked again—but she hasn’t. Not anymore. Not with the way she stands there for a heartbeat, glancing back over her shoulder, one eyebrow arched.

I follow.

I don’t rush. I take my time pulling myself up beside her, water sluicing off me in a clean sheet, limbs slow and heavy with heat and use. She offers no towel. Just walks, barefoot and dripping, straight toward the house.

I catch up halfway to the sliding door. My hand finds the small of her back—low, warm, familiar. She doesn’t flinch. Just leans into it, shoulder brushing my arm, like she’s remembering I was pressed against every inch of her five minutes ago.

Inside, the air-conditioning hits us like a sigh. Cool on sunburned skin. She shivers and I smile.

“You look like a siren who forgot to drown me,” I murmur.

She smirks. “There’s still time.”

The hallway is quiet. Floor damp under our feet. We don’t speak again until we’re upstairs, the bathroom door swinging closed behind us. The light flickers on, fluorescent and sharp, but she doesn’t wince. Just grabs the knob on the shower, cranks it to hot, and turns.

“Get in.”

I raise a brow. “Just like that?”

She steps into the spray.

Turns.

Water hits her full-on, catching the soft underside of her breasts, her belly, the crease between her thighs. Steam blooms around her.

She lifts her chin. “You think I brought you in here to talk about your feelings?”

I grin.

Step in behind her.

The door clicks shut. The heat wraps us like a second skin. I grab her wrist, spin her slow, let the spray wash over her back now, her hair flattening against her shoulders in a dark cascade.

“You’re in rare form,” I murmur, pressing in.

“Blame the sun,” she says, breath hitching as my hands find her hips.

“Blame the way your ass looks when you climb out of a pool.”

I press her gently into the tile. Her hands brace against the wall. My chest slides against her back, slick and heavy, water trailing between us, my mouth at her neck again, that perfect groove just below her ear.

“You know this is how I imagined it,” I whisper.

She tilts her head, breath catching.

“The shower?”

“No,” I murmur. “You. Me. Somewhere real. Skin to skin. No one else home. You wet. Me close. Nothing between us but breath.”

She moans—quiet, shaky.

“I used to picture this every time I got your emails,” I say, letting my hands drift forward now, cupping her tits, water-slick and firm, thumbs grazing her nipples until they pebble under the heat. “Especially that one. The long one. The one you sent at midnight with all the typos and that line about how teaching feels like bleeding onto paper and hoping someone calls it art.”

She exhales like I pulled that breath out of her lungs.

“You said you didn’t know who you were when the classroom was dark,” I whisper. “And I knew then I wanted to be the one who turned the lights back on.”

Her head drops forward. Her hands tremble on the tile.

I kiss her shoulder. Then the back of her neck. Then lower.

“You remember that?” she whispers, voice waterlogged.

“Every word.”

My fingers drift lower, between her legs now, the water steaming around my knuckles.

“And I remember how you signed it,” I say. “Not your usual name. Just C.”

Her thighs shift. She’s already melting again, the shower doing nothing to wash me off her, just letting me write my name in different places.

“I thought that meant it was personal,” I murmur.

“It was,” she breathes.

“I read it in bed,” I say. “Alone. Hard. Angry. So fucking hungry for you I couldn’t think straight.”

She gasps as my hand moves deeper, fingers sliding inside, slow and full, the water making everything tighter, hotter, her body sucking me in like it never wants to let go.

She braces against the tile. Her knees twitch.

“And you think a shower’s gonna stop me from marking you?” I whisper. “You think a little steam’s gonna rinse off what I put in you?”

“Drew—”

“No. You’re not getting clean. Not in this house.”

I thrust slow. Deep. Curling my fingers inside her until her thighs go weak.

“You’re staying dirty. With me.”

She lets out a sound that isn’t a word.

My other hand cups her tits again. Palms full. Thumb dragging slow over a nipple while my fingers pump steady and sure inside her, pressing, curling, stretching her out until she’s whimpering.

“You feel that?” I whisper against her ear. “That ache building up again? That’s mine.”

“Fuck,” she chokes out.

“You gonna come for me, sweetheart?”

She nods, fast.

“I didn’t hear you.”

“Yes—yes—please—”

I thrust deeper.

Harder.

And her body clamps down, thighs shivering, voice catching in her throat as she tips over with a moan that’s swallowed by the roar of the shower.

I hold her there.

Pressed into the wall.

My mouth at her neck. My fingers deep. Her body shaking around me.

And I don’t stop until she’s gone soft again, dripping and boneless in my arms.

I pull out slowly. Drag my hand back to her hip. Then around to her stomach. Just holding.

Letting her feel it.

Me.

Still there.

Still in her.

Even after the water tries to take me away.

The spray cools slightly as the water heater begins to protest, but she hasn’t moved. Still braced against the wall, spine curved like a bow, her breath shivering in broken exhales while my hands map her—slow strokes from ribs to hips, one palm sliding down the soft slope of her belly as I press a kiss between her shoulder blades. Her hair sticks to her skin in long wet ropes, neck flushed, back arched into my touch like the tremors haven’t fully faded.

She shifts, barely. Turns her face toward me, eyes glazed but locked on mine.

And then she sinks.

Not defeated. Not shy. Just a slow, deliberate descent to her knees—her hands resting gently on my thighs, mouth parted. The tile is slick, the water still falling in hot waves behind her, and she doesn’t ask permission, doesn’t look up for it. She just leans in, wraps her lips around the head of my cock like it’s instinct.

My hand finds the back of her head. Not pushing. Just there.

She hums once, low in her throat, and the vibration sends heat straight up my spine.

“Fuck, Claire…”

Her tongue swirls. Slow. Deliberate. She drags her mouth down the shaft with wet reverence, her lips sealing tight, one hand gripping the base while the other flattens against my hip. It’s not messy. It’s not frantic. It’s worship. Her mouth moving like she knows this body, knows this ache, knows exactly how to draw the pleasure out in long, echoing pulses.

I groan, head falling back against the wall. The steam rises. The water keeps pounding our shoulders. And she keeps working me with her mouth like this is the penance she wants to pay.

“Christ,” I mutter, one hand fisting in her hair, “you’re perfect like this.”

She moans again, just enough to make me shudder.

But I don’t let it go too far.

Not yet.

Not like this.

I pull her off with a soft pop, thumb stroking her cheek, my cock wet and glistening, twitching between us.

She blinks up at me, eyes wide, dazed.

And I murmur—quiet, firm, final:

“Not your mouth.”

She swallows hard.

I crouch in front of her, grip her chin, tilt her face up.

“You don’t get my come on your tongue,” I whisper. “You don’t get it on your tits. Or your back. Or your sheets.”

I lean in. Nose brushing hers. Voice low and steady:

“Until I’ve bred you, Claire, there’s only one place I finish.”

Her mouth parts.

Her pupils dilate.

And I know the words hit her somewhere deep—not just the threat, not just the image, but the ownership. The choice. That I’ve decided where I’ll pour myself. That her body knows it’s the destination. Not the accident.

She exhales like I stripped her bare with language alone.

Then she nods.

Tiny.

Like surrender.

Like agreement.

Like she already wants it.

I kiss her—slow and soaked and intense—and lift her off the tile, her body warm and loose in my arms, water dripping off both of us as I carry her back toward the towel rack, still hard, still aching, still holding every ounce of control behind my teeth.

But not for long.

Her skin’s slick in my arms, warm from the shower, hair dripping down the back of my forearm as I carry her down the hallway with slow, hungry steps. Every drop of water that rolls from her body hits my chest like a countdown. My cock is hard again, jutting up against her thigh as she shifts in my grip, but I don’t rush. I hold her like she’s precious. Breakable. Mine.

She doesn’t speak.

Doesn’t ask where we’re going.

Because she already knows.

My knee nudges the bedroom door open, and the scent of us hits instantly—salt, heat, skin, something animal. The bed’s still rumpled, the sheets kicked off. No light except the filtered gold bleeding through the blinds, striping the mattress in quiet slats.

I don’t set her down like she’s fragile.

I lay her back like she’s the altar.

One knee on the bed. Then both. Her legs part for me without instruction. She’s still wet, inside and out, thighs already trembling before I even settle between them. Her hands reach up—instinctive, wordless—palming my shoulders like they need to be touching something real.

And when I line myself up—cock thick and heavy, sliding against the swollen slick between her thighs—she gasps, head arching back against the pillow.

I don’t tease.

Not now.

I press in slow. Slow.

Inches stretching her. Filling her. Her walls pulse like they’re pulling me in. Her breath stutters. Her nails dig into my shoulders, not from pain—never pain—but from how deep it hits. How much she’s craving this.

“Drew—”

“I know,” I whisper. “I know.”

I bottom out.

And we both stop breathing.

She’s so fucking tight—hot and wet and clenched around me like her body’s been waiting for this moment since the second we met. Like every orgasm, every kiss, every dirty promise has just been leading here.

I bury my face in her neck. “You feel that?”

She nods.

Her voice is wrecked. “God, I feel all of you.”

I start to move.

Not hard. Not yet. Just slow, deep strokes. Each one dragging against her walls, her legs tightening around my hips like she can’t let me go.

And I say it again.

The thing I promised her.

“Not pulling out.”

Her whole body shudders.

I kiss her throat. “Not giving you a drop on the floor.”

She moans, soft and high, arching her chest into me.

“Gonna put it in you,” I whisper, hand sliding down her belly. “Gonna keep it in you.”

“Yes,” she breathes.

“You want that?”

“God, yes.”

I start to fuck her harder.

Her arms wrap tight around my neck, her breath ragged and stuttering under my mouth. I press kisses to her lips, her cheek, her collarbone, anywhere I can reach. Her tits bounce under me, soft and flushed, nipples tight, begging for my hands. I take one in my palm and squeeze, hard enough to make her cry out.

My thrusts go deeper.

Faster.

She locks her ankles behind my back and pulls me in.

“Claire,” I groan, burying myself to the hilt. “You’re gonna take every drop.”

“Yes—yes, please—don’t stop—”

“You feel that stretch?” I mutter, fucking her deeper. “That’s what it feels like to be bred, baby.”

Her walls clench hard, her body seizing beneath me as her orgasm crashes over her, long and broken and loud. She sobs my name, thighs shaking, tears springing to her eyes as I keep driving into her, pushing her higher, riding her through the quake.

I don’t stop.

Not until I feel it rising in me—hot and unstoppable, curling tight in my spine.

I press my mouth to her ear.

Whisper the words like a seal:

“This is where I come now. Inside you.”

And I do.

Hard.

Fast.

With a groan so low it rattles my chest, I slam in deep and spill—pulse after pulse, thick and hot, flooding her, claiming her, holding her hips so still there’s nowhere for it to go but into her.

She gasps at the heat. The fullness.

At the weight of what I’m giving her.

And I just hold there. Buried. Still. Locked inside.

Her arms never let go.

Not even when the tremors fade.

Not even when the breathing starts to calm.

We lie there.

Still connected.

My cock twitching in the aftershocks, still nestled deep in the home it’s chosen.

And her hands?

Her hands are stroking my back like this isn’t the end of a scene—it’s the beginning of a new one.

A new us.


Chapter 9

Nathan’s car pulls into the driveway before we even hit the kitchen. Shriek of tires on pavement—sharp. I don’t hear Claire’s gasp over my own heartbeat. We’re tangled, laughing in soft kisses, me nudging her hip, her hands running up the back of my neck, the hem of his shirt riding up under my fingers.

We don’t notice the front door swing open. I’m halfway through flipping us around when Nathan steps into the hallway, eyes blunt and still.

Claire’s hand is frozen on my chest. My breath catches. He’s there—ten feet away, framed in light, utterly visible.

For a second, everything halts: lips hovering, her head tipped elatedly forward, me twisted around her, alive in the sweetness of him.

Then reality cracks.

Nathan’s face—hurt, shock, quiet rage—warps everything.

We both hear him, before he even speaks. It’s our own guilty instinct.

“Claire.”

No easy laughter this time. Her name drops against the wood floor.

I’d unlatch Claire’s waist, try to step back, but she holds me—firm, torn. The shirt slips off one shoulder. I can feel his betrayal in the taut silence that closes around the room.

Claire’s eyes flash to mine. I see her trying to swallow back breath, apology, panic—maybe shame. I open my mouth.

But Nathan’s voice cuts in—sharp, low, thick with something I’ve never heard before: heartbreak.

“What?”

My heart pounds against my ribs. I feel her press into me, whisper against my chest: “Tell him.”

I swallow. My voice is ragged.

“Nathan…we…we didn’t know you were coming home.”

“I can see that,” he says.

Claire’s hand shakes against my back. The shirt falls, leaving her bare—exposed—not just to me but to him.

Silence fills the room, hotter than any sun, heavier than any sheet I’ve ever held her under.

Nathan doesn’t move. Doesn’t blink. He’s just standing there in the doorway, framed by morning light and too much silence, one hand still curled around his car keys, like he’s only half arrived. The other hand is empty. That says everything.

Claire’s half-dressed in his shirt. My shirt now. Her thighs are bare. She’s pressed to my front, but she’s no longer melting into me. She’s gone still—tense, breath held, eyes fixed on the man who hasn’t said her name again. Not yet.

He doesn’t need to.

It’s all here. The proof is all over us. In the flushed skin of her throat. The smeared edge of my smile. My hands still on her hips. The shape of her body, soft and loose from hours spent underneath me.

He looks at me first.

Not her.

He looks through me. Like he’s trying to find a version of this he can explain away. A shadow. A mistake. Something he can rationalize.

He doesn’t find it.

I lift my hands—slow. Let them fall away from Claire’s body, like I’m handling something fragile. My voice is even, but low.

“Nathan.”

He flinches. Just a little.

Claire shifts beside me. Not behind me. Not away.

“I didn’t know you were coming home,” I say, quiet.

“I can see that.”

His eyes move. Land on Claire.

That’s when she steps forward.

Only one pace. Enough to bring the fall of her hair into the light. Enough to show she’s not hiding.

She looks at him.

And her voice—shaky but clear—says, “Nathan… don’t pretend you didn’t know.”

He stiffens. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

“I mean,” she says, “we haven’t been okay in a long time. You stopped asking where I go. You stopped looking at me like you knew me. Like you even wanted to.”

His jaw clenches. “And that gives you permission to fuck him in my house?”

Claire doesn’t flinch. “No. It gives me permission to want something real again.”

The silence swells. I feel the weight of it between all three of us, thick as steam, sharp as wire.

Nathan laughs, but there’s no humor. “So that’s what this is?” His eyes cut to me. “You’re real? You’re some fucking fantasy she brought back to life?”

“I’m the one who sees her,” I say.

He looks at me. Eyes narrowed. “Yeah? You see her? And you thought it was okay to fuck your way through my marriage?”

“I didn’t take anything from you that wasn’t already gone.”

He starts forward—quick, sharp, like he’s about to hit something. Me. The counter. Anything.

Claire moves first. She steps between us. Small, bare, all skin and fire, and nothing about her posture says she’s afraid.

“This isn’t about Drew,” she says. “Not really. It’s about the fact that I haven’t felt anything in this house in years. Not until now.”

Nathan looks like she slapped him.

Her voice breaks. “I kept waiting for you to ask. To care. To notice. And when you didn’t, I thought it was my fault.”

He stares at her. Then at me. Then at the floor.

No one moves.

“I thought,” she says, softer now, “maybe I was just meant to fade out. Like women do in books. Like you wanted me to shrink.”

She turns to me.

And I don’t breathe.

She takes my hand. Just one.

“I don’t want to fade.”

I squeeze her fingers.

Nathan exhales, ragged, gutted.

And when he lifts his head, he looks smaller.

Like a man trying to figure out where he misplaced his life.

“This what you want?” he asks her.

She doesn’t look away. “It’s what I already chose.”

“You’re married to me.”

“I was,” she says. “But I think I stopped being your wife a long time ago.”

He swallows. His hands drop.

“I should’ve noticed,” he says quietly.

She nods once. Not cruel. Not cold. Just honest.

“So should I.”

And then, because there’s no thunderclap, no dramatic door slam, he turns and walks down the hall.

The door clicks behind him.

Not hard.

Just final.

The air leaves the house in a slow exhale.

Claire doesn’t let go of my hand.

I draw her in gently, wrap my arms around her, pull her bare chest to mine like I’ve been doing it forever. Like this wasn’t just a moment. Like it was a line in the sand we’d been walking toward all along.

She sinks into me.

And I hold her.

Not like a man who’s won.

Like a man who never let go.


Epilogue

5 years later

The house doesn’t feel like his anymore. Not Nathan’s. Not borrowed. Not haunted. It hasn’t for a long time.

It feels like ours.

The front steps are chipped now—two little indents where someone (probably Sam) slammed a scooter brake too hard, and the porch paint is peeling along the railing Claire still refuses to sand because “imperfection has charm.” The yard’s too big, the flowerbeds a mess, the basketball hoop crooked, but it doesn’t matter. It’s ours. Loud. Alive. Lived in. The opposite of quiet.

Inside, it smells like toast and crayons and the weird lavender cleaner Claire insists is “non-toxic and therefore morally superior.” The floors are scattered with Legos and tiny shoes and something that might be oatmeal but could also be Play-Doh. There’s a steady beat of noise—small feet upstairs, distant giggling, a squeal that means someone got tackled in the hallway again.

And over all of it, her voice.

“Babe, did you put the car seat in the trunk again?”

I close the dishwasher, lean back against the counter. “Define again.”

She appears in the doorway, baby on her hip, another tugging at her pant leg, one curl in her face, brow raised in the same mock-exasperation she’s been perfecting since year two of marriage. She’s barefoot. Wearing my college sweatshirt again. The hem barely brushes her thighs.

“I mean,” she says, stepping over a toy fire truck, “did you put it in the trunk again.”

“Technically, yes.”

“Why.”

“Because technically,” I say, crossing the room and kissing her forehead, “I thought we weren’t taking two cars to the park.”

The baby squawks in protest between us, chubby fist grabbing my shirt. Claire adjusts him expertly, hips shifting like she’s done this for a hundred lifetimes.

“That decision was made after you said you’d go gas up the minivan.”

“Which I did.”

She hands me the baby. I take him, one arm, smooth and practiced, while he gums my shoulder and laughs like I’m a jungle gym.

Claire sighs. “You’re impossible.”

I grin. “You married impossible.”

“Yeah,” she says, stepping closer, eyes soft. “I did.”

Five years ago, this kitchen smelled like tension. Like fear and restraint and the ghosts of a marriage ending.

Now?

Now it smells like waffles and baby shampoo and sun-warmed skin.

Now it’s home.

The twins come thundering down the stairs—Cora in her pink overalls, Sam trailing behind, shoeless and shirtless, yelling about dinosaurs.

Claire intercepts him mid-sprint. “Teeth brushed?”

“Yes!”

“Let me smell.”

He stops short. Groans. “Fine, no—but I licked the toothbrush.”

“Gross. Upstairs. Try again.”

He sighs like a man with a mortgage and stomps back up, muttering “oppression” under his breath. Cora laughs, grabs Claire’s hand, and starts twirling.

I shift the baby on my hip, wrap my arm around Claire’s waist, and lean in close.

“Remember when this house was quiet?” I murmur.

She smiles, all teeth. “Nope.”

We pile into the kitchen. Waffles on paper plates. Juice boxes in tiny fists. The dog—yes, we got a dog—sits under the table like a third parent, waiting for spills. Claire finally sits. Her sweatshirt’s slipping off one shoulder. She looks tired. Radiant. Real.

I slide a plate in front of her. She smiles like I gave her diamonds.

“I love you,” she says around a mouthful of syrup.

I kiss her temple. “I know.”

Later, after the park, after the car seat debacle gets resolved (it doesn’t), after the meltdown over the broken popsicle stick and the snack bag negotiations, after the bathwater war and the pajama debate and the part where Sam insists he is not tired, we collapse into bed.

She’s curled into me, soft and warm, her hand over my chest like she’s anchoring herself in the only place she trusts. There’s a faint line of stretch marks across her stomach, a faint scar on her thigh from the emergency C-section. Her hair’s a mess. She’s never been more beautiful.

I brush my thumb across her knuckles.

She murmurs, half-asleep: “They’re gonna be okay, right? Our kids?”

“They’ve got you,” I say. “They’ll be better than okay.”

A long breath. Her fingers curl.

“Sometimes I still don’t believe it,” she whispers.

“What?”

“That you came back.”

I kiss her hair. “I never really left.”

She falls asleep like that. Wrapped in my arms. Bare skin against bare skin, same as five years ago, but with nothing left to prove. Nothing left to fight for.

Just love.

And in the dark, I look at the ceiling and smile.

What we call the beginning is often the end.

But sometimes?

Sometimes it’s both.

And everything after is just the life you were meant to live.
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