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  Chapter one








Sparks on the Porch & Fire by the Lake


Five years had weaponized Bella Ross's beauty. 
My throat tightened as she emerged from her car, each step across the gravel drive a deliberate percussion beneath designer sandals.
She mounted the porch with a smirk, the July evening air suddenly electric around the four of us.
Riley perched uneasily on the railing, wine sloshing in her glass as she shifted. Her eyes darted between Bella and me, anticipating which version of her sister we'd face tonight—the hurricane or merely the thunderstorm.
Beside me on the porch swing, Fiona's fingers remained casually intertwined with mine, her posture suggesting Bella was nothing more than a passing inconvenience.
June watched from her folding chair with undisguised fascination, one leg crossed regally over the other, her copper hair catching the porch light like a crown.
The last pink rays of sunset gilded Bella's skin as she stepped fully into view. Dark hair cascaded over tanned shoulders, her body radiating a scent I could recall without trying. The black tank top and indecently short cutoffs showcased every curve I'd once memorized with my hands.
Her green eyes sliced across me—acknowledging without lingering—before locking onto Riley with laser focus.
Arms crossed beneath her chest, she flashed teeth too white to be natural. "Well done. I never thought you'd outmaneuver Margot with all her connections."
"The cameras helped," Riley said with a shrug. "And we make a good team."
I leaned back, refusing to take Bella’s bait. To anyone else, her tone might have sounded congratulatory—but I knew better. She was primed to drop the hammer, and I’d be the target.
“Don’t pretend you’ve won,” Bella hissed, venom dripping from every word. “You made a deal with the devil.” Her eyes flicked to me like thrown knives before returning to Riley.
Fiona squeezed my hand, protective. “That’s not fair. Matthew worked harder than anyone to get us here.”
June leaned in so close her shoulder pressed against mine, as if shielding me. “He isn’t the devil—he’s the reason this house isn’t sunk at the bottom of the lake.”
At last, Bella turned her full fury on me—jaw locked, fists clenched at her hips. “You’ve got some nerve showing your face after all this time.”
I tipped my head and gave her a cocky, lopsided grin. “Hey, Bells. Good to see you too. And you’re welcome, by the way.”
Her green eyes flared so hot I swore steam curled from her nostrils. Arms crossed, she looked like she might explode. “Still pulling the wool over your girlfriend’s eyes,” she spat, glancing between Fiona and June. “Or should I say girlfriends? You’ve always had that harem-builder vibe.”
“Are you always this rude?” Fiona shot back, her accent sharpening every syllable. “Or are we just lucky tonight?”
June giggled softly, unbothered—and that only stoked Bella’s ire.
“Bella, enough,” Riley cut in, stepping between us. “We need every friend we can get. Matt and Fiona have poured their heart and soul into this place. Fiona’s right—show some gratitude.”
Bella appraised Fiona from head to toe. “You’re his type: long legs, blonde hair, and enough cleavage to distract a priest. You must be Fiona.”
Fiona slipped back into her cool elegance, sliding her hand along my inner thigh. “Oui,” she said smoothly. “And this is my sister, June Monet—not one of Matthew’s girlfriends.”
“We were just celebrating,” June added, her tone as smooth as silk. “Maybe a glass of chilled chardonnay would cool that fire in your eyes?”
She lifted a bottle from the nearby crate and offered it to Bella like a truce.
Bella’s jaw tightened. For once, she looked thrown by someone she couldn’t rattle. Her eyes darted to the wine, calculating, then she shook her head. “No time for drinking. If Lily’s wedding stands a chance, the interior must be done by August first. That leaves exactly one month for landscaping, outbuildings, and the gazebo.”
“So you’re staying to help?” I tossed her the softball I couldn’t resist.
She spun on me, green eyes flashing. “Yes—I own this place, so I’m not going anywhere. And I refuse to let you corrupt my baby sister any further than you already have.”
If Bella only knew what I’d already shown her sister, she’d be blushing.
“Corrupt me?” Riley challenged, chin high. “I’m a big girl, Bella.”
Bella’s scorn shifted to Riley. “Don’t kid yourself. This place reeks of a fuckfest.”
“You haven’t got a clue,” Riley snapped.
True enough. Between Fiona, Riley, and me, we’d generated enough heat to start a wildfire—and the amount of sex we’d already had made it a literal fuckfest.
Bella must’ve caught my shit-eating grin, because she whirled back to me. “What’s so funny?”
“Just remembering how easy it is to push your buttons,” I said. Even Riley snorted.
Bella closed the distance between us in two furious strides. I half-expected her to strike, but she never needed violence—her insults cut deep.
She stopped so close our knees touched. First came her scent—pink pepper and blood orange over warm vanilla musk—curling through me, igniting every nerve.
“You are infuriating!” she growled.
My grin widened despite myself. “Hey, Bells, want to have some fun?” My voice had gone rougher than intended.
“Like smashing your face in?” she shot back.
Fiona’s eyes danced at our tension. She dragged her nails along my inner thigh, slow and deliberate—almost daring me to react. My leg twitched, but Bella’s heat set me on fire.
“We can save the face-smashing for later,” I said, shifting to stay composed. “How about a lakeside bonfire instead? We still have marshmallows, right, ladies?”
Fiona giggled, and Riley smirked knowingly.
“We’ve got a whole bag,” Riley said.
The suggestion seemed to disarm Bella. Her eyes softened for the first time all night, like I’d touched a nerve she didn’t want exposed. “Isn’t it a little warm for a bonfire?”
“Nope,” Riley said. “Cold front’s moving through. Sounds perfect to me.”
“Me too,” Fiona added. “It’s time for s’mores!”
“I’ll break out the red wine,” June said.
The girls rose in a flurry, heading inside, and suddenly it was just me and Bella.
She folded her arms across her chest, pushing her cleavage higher, and fixed me with a glare. “Why did you really come back, Matt?”
I stood to face her, closing the gap until I could feel the heat radiating off her. Up close, her scent wrapped around me, thick and intoxicating, like stepping back into a dream I’d sworn off. My stomach swooned; my body screamed to reach for her, to pull her in and press her against me the way I used to. My fingers twitched at my sides from the effort of holding back. “I’m sorry, Bells. Leaving was never about hurting you.”
She stiffened but didn’t retreat. The air between us pulsed. “Don’t expect things to go back to the way they were.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it,” I said. “But for now, can we call a truce? I want to do this for you, for Riley, for Lily, for your folks.”
Her eyes shimmered, tears she didn’t want me to see. She turned her head quickly, breaking the spell. “Don’t you have a fire to make or something?”
The bite was gone. In that flicker, the girl I had loved stood unguarded before me, real and raw. My chest ached with the hope that she wouldn’t vanish again.
As I gathered firewood, the girls assembled marshmallows, graham crackers, and wine. They spilled down to the lakeshore in sweatshirts and shorts, bumping shoulders and laughing, looking as carefree as I’d ever seen them. At least three of them did — June, Fiona, and Riley glowed with happiness. Bella had skipped the bonfire entirely, hauling her bags upstairs to reclaim her old room, stripped down to the studs or not.
The truth was, we were all camping inside a half-gutted mansion. Fiona, Riley, and I crammed onto a single inflatable mattress. June claimed the backup airbed. As for Bella, I had no idea what kind of nest she’d make for herself.
I stacked wood and coaxed the fire to life while the girls queued up music — something light and sugary from the pop charts. Soon they were circling the flames with skewers in hand, laughter carrying over the crackle of firewood. I cracked open a beer and settled onto the fallen log we used as a bench.
Above us, the sky was perfectly clear, stars sharp and twinkling. The sticky summer heat had broken, replaced by air so crisp it felt like early fall. Crickets chirped in the woods, and the branches overhead whispered under a cool breeze.
June swayed to the beat of a Taylor Swift song, her blue eyes glittering in the firelight. Her laugh rang out — rich, unguarded, the same laugh that had once undone me as a fresh-faced seventeen-year-old kid. The firelight caught in her long, glossy auburn locks, turning them into molten copper, each strand gleaming as if the fire had reached up to crown her.
Her marshmallow slipped from the skewer and plopped into the coals with a hiss. “Merde alors!” she cried, laughing harder as she gazed down at the fire, her eyes sparkling.
That’s when the ruby ring flashed — the one I had bought her in another life, now sitting on her left ring finger where a wedding band should have been. The sight clawed at me, tugging memories I tried to bury. My chest tightened, my beer suddenly bitter on my tongue.
I forced a chuckle. “Now I know who not to trust with roasting my marshmallow.”
“I’ve got yours, baby,” Riley said, proudly holding up her skewer stacked with two marshmallows.
“You can have mine, Sunny,” Fiona added — just as her own marshmallow burst into flames, torching itself in a sudden blaze of orange.
Fiona’s laughter rang out, her accent coloring the curse as she echoed, “Merde alors!”
“Please do not smear that marshmallow on my—”
Fiona spun toward me, giggling, cheeks flushed pink in the firelight. “Matthew Ford, do not finish that sentence!”
My grin widened as I lifted my beer. “I’m just saying, charred marshmallow flesh would really sting.”
June cocked her head, frowning with amused curiosity. “What’s this about marshmallows?”
“Nothing,” Fiona cut in quickly, spearing a fresh one onto her skewer. “Matthew is just being crude.”
I smirked into my bottle, enjoying the way Fiona’s fluster made her even cuter, the way her French lilt sharpened on the word crude as though it tasted bitter on her tongue.
Fiona turned back to the fire, floating her marshmallow above a flickering flame, while June crossed to the tray of goodies beside me. She perched herself on my leg like it was the most natural seat in the world and dug through the bag for a fresh marshmallow.
June using me as furniture had been as common as breathing back home, and I didn’t give it a second thought — but Riley noticed. She swiveled toward me, her frown aimed squarely at where Sunny’s flawless ass rested on my denim-clad thigh.
Her blue eyes sharpened, shading green. She pressed her lips together and held her skewered marshmallows up as though inspecting them, though it was obvious her focus was elsewhere.
After rummaging a moment, June pulled out a marshmallow that looked identical to the rest. With a playful little wiggle, she shifted higher onto my lap, her back settling against my chest, and slid it onto her skewer.
“This one is much better,” June said. “I think my last marshmallow was too small.”
Her glossy red hair spilled over my shoulder, catching the firelight in streaks of copper and gold. Without meaning to, I dipped my nose closer, drawing in the familiar warmth of cardamom and cinnamon. The scent clawed at my memory, dragged me under. Heat surged in my jeans, my cock thickening as my hand found her thigh and rested against her bare, warm skin.
As if sensing the bulge rising in my jeans, June shifted her hips, grinding just enough to make me swallow hard. Then she took my hand and slid it around her waist, her movements practiced, almost casual.
Fiona had witnessed us play these games a thousand times before, and it never rattled her. She’d even encouraged us to stop teasing and cross the line. But for Riley, this was uncharted territory, and I nearly forgot that fact as I considered pulling June in tighter.
“I didn’t realize you two were so close,” Riley said, her voice low, edged with jealousy.
She rose from the fire and came to the tray, her golden-brown marshmallows trailing steam.
“Yes,” June said easily. “We are very close.” She glanced at Riley, then added more softly, “But I just realized how this must look. I’m sorry. I’ll get up.”
“No, no,” Riley said quickly, shaking her head. “I’m the newbie in this group. If it doesn’t bother Fi, it doesn’t bother me either.”
Fiona grinned from the fire. “Unfortunately, they’re all bark and no bite.”
Riley frowned at her, sliding a marshmallow between chocolate and graham cracker. “Unfortunately? You want them to be together?”
Fiona sighed. “It would stop me from having to dye my hair red.”
June giggled, then rocked her hips in a way that made me grit my teeth, my cock slipping between her thighs until the swollen shaft pressed snug against her slit through the thin barrier of fabric. “You’re exaggerating, little sister.”
She wasn’t, and we both knew it. But calling attention to it was nearly as embarrassing as my cock throbbing hard enough to ache in my jeans.
Riley’s gaze flicked from June, to Fiona, then down to my open leg — the space usually reserved for Fiona, but now occupied by her sister.
“I suppose it’s hypocritical to feel jealous, given… everything,” she said finally. “But it’s hard to turn that off.”
“And I’m not helping,” June said, springing off my lap. The sudden loss of her weight left my bulge straining in my jeans for everyone to see.
It wasn’t the first time Sunny had left me hard, and it wouldn’t be the last. My eyes betrayed me, sliding down the curve of her round, tight ass, the spandex of her yoga shorts riding high between her cheeks. My mouth watered, my body screaming with the urge to tear them off and bury myself in her.
“You didn’t have to do that,” Riley said, her tone soft but edged. “I know what it feels like to get cockblocked. Believe me, I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t have an open mind.”
Fiona giggled without looking up, her gaze fixed on her marshmallow as though she didn’t trust herself not to scorch it again. “You aren’t cockblocking her. She’s a big girl. Besides, Matthew will have one or both of us before the night is through.” She finally looked at me, eyes glinting. “Isn’t that right, baby?”
“Hopefully,” I said, half-grinning. “As long as I don’t piss either of you off.”
Riley moved before anyone else could answer, slipping onto my lap in June’s place. She straddled sideways, her legs draped across mine, a paper plate balanced in her lap with two steaming s’mores.
She leaned up to brush her lips against mine in a playful kiss, then settled in with a smile that told me exactly what she was doing. “Do you plan on pissing us off?”
I chuckled, my hand instinctively finding her hip. “That’s not something you plan for.”
Riley giggled, her body squirming deliciously against my cock. She scooped a bit of gooey marshmallow from her plate with her finger and brought it to my lips, trailing it across them before sliding it inside. Her blue eyes burned as she watched me taste it, her nostrils flaring with lust.
“Then you should play along and do what we say,” she murmured. “I’m sure we’ll have plenty of fun later.”
A figure stepped into the edge of the firelight — Bella. She wore her dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, cutoff denim shorts showing miles of leg, and an oversized blue sweatshirt swallowing her frame. She buried her hands in the pockets; the fabric hanging loose around her shoulders.
It was too big, far too familiar. My pulse stumbled as recognition tugged at me.
No. It couldn’t be.
But when my eyes dropped to the right sleeve, just above the wrist, the truth hit like a punch. A bleach stain, white and uneven, about the size of a quarter — a scar I knew by heart.
My chest tightened. That stain had been born nearly six years ago, on a night not so different from this one. I’d been seventeen, crouched over a pile of kindling, when my best friend at the time, Nate, got careless with the lighter fluid. Flames roared up faster than either of us expected, licking at the sleeve of my favorite sweatshirt. I yanked my arm back, the sharp chemical sting of bleach mixing with smoke, while Nate doubled over laughing, swearing I’d nearly gone up with the fire. The mark never washed out. I wore it anyway.
And now Bella was wearing it.
She shifted in the firelight, the sweatshirt brushing her thighs like a quiet dare, and I wondered if she’d chosen it deliberately — as a shield, or as a knife.
Riley stiffened in my lap, her eyes flicking to the sweatshirt. But instead of pulling away, she slid higher against me, curling one hand around the back of my neck. Her lips brushed my chin in a lingering kiss while her other hand spread across my chest, fingers splayed in open claim.
When she looked at Bella, her gaze was razor sharp: He’s mine now, bitch. Keep your hands off.
It wasn’t a sentiment I was used to. Fiona had never once shown jealousy — not in a bar, not in a club, not even when women had all but thrown themselves at me. She never needed to. Fiona radiated a confidence so unshakable it made rivals irrelevant.
Riley had confidence too, but hers came with fire — with claws. And with Bella’s history of backstabbing, I couldn’t blame Riley for preening a little, for taking her victory lap right there in my lap.
Bella stepped forward and held her hands out to the fire. She stood beside June, who leaned over and murmured something I couldn’t catch. To my surprise, Bella actually smiled at whatever June said, then nodded as June passed her skewer, letting Bella take over roasting duties.
She still hadn’t looked our way. If she had, she would’ve seen Riley draped over my lap like she owned the deed.
Fiona pulled her marshmallow from the fire, perfectly golden this time. She set it carefully onto a graham cracker and chocolate square, then turned with a proud grin, holding it up like a prize.
“It came out perfectly this time,” she said, her blue eyes sparkling.
“And this time I don’t have marshmallow smeared over every inch of my—”
“Matthew,” Fiona cut me off, her tone mock-scolding, which only made Riley giggle.
I grinned. “I’m just saying… I was sticky for two days afterward.”
Fiona perched delicately on the one free spot Riley hadn’t claimed on my lap and lifted the s’more to my lips. “Taste test.”
I bit in, the crunch giving way to gooey sweetness. “Not bad,” I admitted. “You’ve been blessed by the bonfire gods.”
“Let me taste,” Riley chimed in.
Fiona angled the treat toward her, but Riley shook her head, her eyes glittering. “I’ll try Mattie’s bite.”
She leaned in close, pressing her lips to mine, prying them open with her tongue. The taste of marshmallow melted into the taste of her, sweet and hot, as she deepened the kiss until she was practically inhaling me.
Fiona leaned back against my chest, content to eat the s’more herself, though her fingers trailed up my inner thigh, stoking the fire Riley had already lit.
And then —
“I fucking knew it,” Bella snapped, her voice slicing through the night like a whip.
Riley jerked back, startled by the venom in Bella’s voice. She wiped her lips and glared at her sister, irritation flashing hot. “You knew what exactly?”
“Goddamn it, Riley. I warned you, but you fell for him anyway. You let him pull you in.”
Riley’s smile turned sharp as a blade. “At least I’m not hiding it. I’m not sneaking around behind your back, making out with your boyfriend.”
The fire popped, loud in the sudden silence. The upbeat pop song drifting from the speaker felt absurd, tinny against the tension hanging over us.
Bella’s arms crossed, her chin high. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Don’t play dumb,” Riley shot back. “I saw you back then — you and Matt. At least he admitted it to me. You didn’t.”
For a moment, Bella’s mask cracked. Anger faltered, tears welled, and then she swung her fury to me. “You just had to tell her.”
“She deserved to know,” I said evenly. “You should’ve told her a long time ago.”
Bella’s jaw clenched. Without another word, she spun on her heel and stormed into the darkness, swallowed by night and the sound of her footsteps crunching across the dried leaves until even that was gone.






  
  Chapter two








Naked Under the Stars


The bonfire snapped and crackled, Riley’s portable speaker hummed with some soft pop tune, and the crickets filled the silence Bella had left behind. 
June pulled her marshmallow from the fire, perfectly roasted this time, and drifted over to the fixings tray.
Fiona finished the last bite of her s’more, reclined against me as if she’d just watched sisters nuke each other from orbit and found it mildly amusing.
Riley sat forward, setting aside her plate of s’mores. Then she leaned back against me with a sigh. “That might’ve been a little harsh, but I’m tired of tiptoeing around Bella’s moods.”
“She seems extra cranky,” I said. “Or is this the new normal?”
Riley picked up my hand and laced her fingers through mine. “She was fine until she found out you were taking the renovation job. After that, irritated. Once you showed up… hostile.”
June returned with her assembled s’more and sat gracefully in the chair beside me, back straight and knees tucked together. She looked like royalty preparing to devour a messy treat.
But before she bit in, she smiled at me, her warm blue eyes nearly melting me where I sat. “He’s not used to sisters fighting over him. If Fi had her way, I’d already be pregnant with Matt’s child.”
Fiona giggled, setting her plate aside. “So true.”
Heat flooded my face, my jaw slackening. “I… uh…”
Riley smirked and gave my hand a squeeze. “I’m sure he wouldn’t mind volunteering for that job.”
As June lifted her s’more, the ruby ring on her left finger caught the firelight. A reminder. A debt between us. She took a bite, lips closing around chocolate and marshmallow, while I sat frozen — unable to decide if she was joking or slipping me a hint.
Images flashed unbidden: June riding me, pale skin gleaming in the firelight, her breasts bouncing as she ground down on my cock, purring with ecstasy. My body responded instantly, twitching beneath Riley’s perfect ass pressed snug in my lap. Conveniently, I could blame the arousal on her.
June chewed thoughtfully, then glanced at Riley. “It’s good you told her. Sisters shouldn’t keep secrets from each other.”
Riley winced. “I’ve held onto that one for a long time.”
“Bella should’ve told you, chérie,” Fiona said gently. “If she wanted to share Matthew, she could’ve come to you and asked. What would you have said?”
Riley frowned, considering. “Honestly? I would’ve told her to fuck off.”
June smiled. Fiona giggled and traded Riley a high five.
“We can’t finish the house on time with Bella arguing with everyone,” I said, dragging us back to reality.
“It’s not everyone she’s mad at,” Riley said. “Mostly, it’s just you.”
Fiona's laughter bubbled against my skin as she shifted toward me, her lips brushing a path from my collarbone to my ear. When she finally captured my mouth, her kiss was deep and possessive. "Don't worry about Bella," she whispered, her French accent thickening. "I'll protect you, mon cœur."
I slid my hand down her back and gave her ass a playful swat. “At least I’ve got you in my corner.”
“And me,” Riley said, leaning in to claim her own kiss against Fiona’s lips before brushing one against mine.
June tilted her head, mischief in her eyes. “What kind of sister-in-law would I be if I let Bella touch a hair on your very handsome head?”
“Fi and I aren’t married yet,” I said. “You’re not officially my sister-in-law.”
June’s gaze lingered on mine as she pressed a hand to her chest. “You’ve already married her here.”
"That's true," I admitted, my fingers tightening around Fiona's. "The paperwork's just a formality at this point. We exchanged the parts that matter years ago."
Fiona’s blue eyes twinkled as she leaned in again, this time prying my lips apart with her tongue. When she pulled back, her eyes brimmed with happiness. “Mon cœur est à toi, pour toujours. Je t’aime, mon cœur.”
Riley’s brow furrowed. “Aww… what does that mean, Fi? I really need to learn French.”
June smiled softly at her sister. “She told him her heart is his now and forever, and that she loves him.”
Riley sighed and sank deeper into me. “She’s a tough act to follow.”
June turned her smile on Riley, her voice warm. “Matthew and Fiona share a very special bond, but that doesn’t diminish his love for you. Love doesn’t need losers to have winners.”
Fiona crawled across my chest to Riley, their lips meeting in a slow, searching kiss that deepened until tongues tangled. I kept one hand cupped on each of their round, perfect asses, the firelight painting them in gold.
Fiona finally broke away, her lips glistening. “I love you too, ma chérie.”
Riley’s cheeks flushed crimson, but she held Fiona’s gaze steady. “I love you too.”
June’s lilting laugh broke the spell. “Love has chased away the anger. Perhaps now we can discuss our plans for tomorrow?”
Fiona leaned back against me, guiding my arm around her waist until my hand settled over the soft curve of her breast. “We need to finish restoring the wood pieces we salvaged from the entryway. And I’d like drywall done by the end of the week.”
“Which means we’ve got to nail down electrical and plumbing first,” I added.
Riley wrinkled her nose. “I hate to admit it, but Bella’s actually really good with electrical. She even took some courses at the community college back when we thought we’d restore this place ourselves.”
“Then Bella can help Matthew,” June said smoothly. “And I’ll help Fiona with restoration.”
Riley frowned. “And what about me?”
Fiona giggled. “Stay as far away from your sister as possible.”
June’s soft laugh followed. “I’ve already made a list on my phone. You can drive into town and place the order for everything we need.”
Riley sighed dramatically. “That’s like feeding Mattie to the wolves.”
“They need time together,” Fiona said gently. “To heal. Just like you and Matthew did.”
Riley tightened her arms around me, pressing closer, her voice low and fierce. “But I want him.”
“And you have him,” June said. “Would it be so terrible to let your sister find her own happiness?”
Riley hesitated, then smirked. “If it makes her less of a bitch, then fine. Maybe you can fuck the happiness back into her.”
Fiona burst out laughing, and even June’s melodic giggle joined in.
“Your sister would sooner castrate me,” I said. “How about I promise to play nice and let the cards fall where they may?”
Riley sighed, resting her head against my chest, wrapping herself around me like a claim. “I knew this was too good to last.”
June and Fiona shared a look that said everything — tonight belonged to Riley.
Fiona pressed a tender kiss to my lips, then pulled away with a smile. “I’ll help Sunny set up the spare air mattress. She and I will sleep together tonight.”
“Oui,” June agreed. “We have a lot of catching up to do.”
Riley lifted her head just enough to meet Fiona’s gaze, smiling knowingly. “Thank you, Fi. We might sleep under the stars tonight, if you don’t mind.”
“Of course not, chérie,” Fiona said, leaning over to kiss her best friend softly. “You two should make love under the moonlight.”
Riley’s hand slid down my chest, settling over the bulge straining in my jeans. Her smile turned wicked. “Our boy needs a little relief. I’m not about to leave him with blue balls.”
Fiona and June packed up the leftover desserts while Riley shook out a blanket, spreading it close enough to the fire for warmth but not so close we’d go up in flames.
I helped the sisters gather the rest, kissed Fiona goodnight, and promised to find her in the morning for our usual wake-up ritual.
When I returned, the flames had sunk low. I tossed on another log, coaxing sparks into the night sky, while Riley bent over the Bluetooth speaker, her ass high in the air as she fiddled with the controls. A slow, romantic track replaced the pop.
Her yoga shorts rode high as she shifted, fabric clinging to her and dipping between her cheeks. My cock stirred hard at the sight, my gaze traveling up her strong runner’s legs to that perfect, springy ass — tight enough to bounce a coin off.
Then she peeled her sweatshirt over her head, leaving only a near-transparent undershirt. Her nipples strained through the thin fabric, the faint blush of her areolas visible beneath. She tugged free her ponytail, letting her golden hair spill in a shining wave down her back.
The firelight caught it, licking through each strand until she looked touched by flame. She glanced over her shoulder, catching me staring.
A playful smile curved her lips. She wiggled her ass, teasing. “Like what you see?”
“You know I do,” I said, voice rougher than I intended. “God, you’re insanely beautiful. I love everything about you.”
The tease slipped from her face. She turned, settling onto the blanket, eyes searching mine. “You really mean that, don’t you?”
“You’re an easy woman to fall in love with, Riley Ross.”
Her eyes glistened in the firelight. She bit her lip, fighting back tears. “Promise you’ll never leave me again.”
I kicked off my shoes, sank onto the blanket beside her, and took her hand. “If I ever leave, it’ll be with you at my side. Your heart is safe with me.”
Her smile trembled but held. Satisfied, she climbed into my lap, straddling me, her legs wrapping snugly around my waist. Her weight pressed her ass down against my cock, and I nearly groaned. Fingers threaded through my hair as she studied me with those piercing blue eyes. “What about Bella? She wants you too.”
“Bella hates me,” I said automatically.
Riley shook her head. “No. She loves you. She’s just angry you broke her heart.”
The words stung, because they were true. I’d walked away, too young to know how to handle wanting both her and Riley. I hadn’t stopped wanting Bella—just buried it so deep it ached.
As if sensing the storm in me, Riley pressed her forehead to mine, her hands in my hair. “You still love her.”
Not a question. No secrets, Matt. “I never stopped. Does that bother you?”
She kissed me softly, tender enough to split me wide open. “A little. I’m selfish when it comes to you.” Another kiss, deeper now. “But Fi’s taught me a lot about love. If she can share you with me, then I can share you with Bella.”
I cradled her ass, pressing her closer, my cock throbbing hard beneath her. “What about Bella? Will she share?”
Riley giggled, shaking her head. “Bella doesn’t share.”
That might be a problem. Maybe the deal breaker. Because I’d never give up Riley or Fiona—not in a million years.
I kissed her hard, prying her lips open with my tongue until hers met mine, warm and hungry. She rolled her hips, grinding against me, moaning into my mouth.
When we broke apart, her eyes burned with lust. I tugged her shirt upward, and she lifted her arms without hesitation. Firelight bathed her bare breasts, and I caught one in my hand, teasing the nipple until it stiffened between my fingers.
“What are the odds Bella cockblocks you again tonight?” I murmured.
Riley laughed breathlessly. “She can watch if she wants. I’m not stopping for anyone.”
I slid my hands down the smooth curve of her back, dipping inside her shorts to palm her bare ass, squeezing both cheeks tight. “Maybe she’s a voyeur too?”
Her giggles turned into a gasp as she yanked my shirt over my head and trailed her fingers across my chest, circling my nipple with a playful flick. “I’d rather feel you than watch you. But I can’t speak for Bella.”
I hooked my thumbs into her shorts and tugged them down over her hips. “Tonight, you’re the only woman I want. And God, Riley, I want you bad.”
She crushed her mouth to mine, our tongues colliding, hot and hungry. Lifting her hips, she let me peel her shorts down her thighs. With a breathy moan she broke the kiss, lips wet and glistening in the firelight. “I want to taste you, Mattie.”
A surge of desire shot through me. My cock pulsed, leaking pre-cum into my briefs. Riley had teased me before, but she hadn’t owned me this way. The thought that this would be her first time sent a sweet, dizzy rush racing down my spine.
She slid off my lap, stripping her shorts the rest of the way down to reveal her slit, glistening with need. Tossing them aside, she prowled back on all fours, kissing me again, lips molten as her fingers made quick work of the button on my jeans.
Riley’s hair spilled over my abs, silky strands sending a thrill racing up my spine. She worked the zipper of my jeans with deliberate slowness, eyeing my cock like she’d just hit the winning Powerball.
I drank her in — every inch of her perfect, naked form — as she leaned down to press a kiss just above my navel, then another along the edge of my briefs exposed by the open zipper.
Her lips were warm, electric, unleashing goosebumps that rippled across my chest and stomach. My abs clenched tight. “God, baby… you’re such a tease.”
Riley giggled, a wicked little sound, and kissed higher — over my chest, circling my nipple with her tongue before climbing my neck. Her body stretched over mine, her soft curves pressing hot to my chest as her mouth found mine.
I cupped her ass, squeezing her springy flesh, groaning into her kiss as our tongues tangled. Her scent overwhelmed me — sparkling citrus brightened with wild florals, all wrapped in warm skin. My head spun with it, my cock throbbing harder as if her perfume alone was stroking me.
She broke the kiss, eyes glittering like blue fire. “Sorry. I got a little carried away.”
“The only thing I’m sorry about is that I’m still wearing pants,” I growled, drawing a giggle from her.
“Let’s fix that.” Her voice was playful, hungry. She trailed kisses down my chest, over my stomach, pausing just above my waistband before pushing back onto her knees between my legs.
With a wicked grin, she tugged my jeans down, briefs and all. My cock sprang free into the firelight, thick and hard, the tip glistening with pre-cum.
“Oh my… is that all for me?” Riley gasped, covering her mouth in mock shock.
I chuckled, kicking my pants aside and reclining against a pillow. “Think you can handle it?”
She squinted at my cock as though she were making calculations. Wrapping her fingers around my shaft, she gave it a squeeze, pulling a bead of pre-cum onto the tip. “I don’t know. I’m pretty tight. Maybe we should reconsider.”
I laughed harder, but Riley’s eyes sparkled with mischief.
“There’s only one way this monster fits inside you,” I teased. “You need to get him good and lubricated.”
Riley tapped her chin, feigning deep thought. “Me? How will I ever manage such a feat? Unless… there’s an old gallon tub of lard in the kitchen. If we spread it thin—”
“You are such a damn goofball.”
Her giggle melted into action. She leaned forward, kissed the tip, then sealed her lips around the crown, lifting her eyes to meet mine.
The sight stole my breath. My body jerked, cock throbbing against her grip, as adrenaline shot fire through my veins.
She swirled her tongue around the head, sucking lightly, coaxing another groan from me. Sliding me deeper, she stroked with her hand, her tongue working the underside as she built suction. My toes curled, my thighs tightening as white-hot pleasure raced up my shaft.
“Fuck, Roo,” I groaned. “Go slow.”
She pulled off with a wet pop, stroking me, admiring her handiwork. In the firelight, my cock gleamed, thick and angry, pulsing like it might explode.
“You taste amazing,” she said with a wicked smile. “Like cherries.”
I laughed through a ragged breath. “About that… Fi may or may not have ordered some very specific lotion and applied it before we came down here.”
Riley’s eyes widened, then sparkled. “She actually did it? I added it to her virtual shopping cart, but I didn’t think she pulled the trigger.”
A wave of pleasure stole my breath again. “You’ll trigger me if you keep that up too long.”
“Stop being such a baby,” Riley teased. “If you need to come, then come. That way you’ll last longer when we fuck.”
Her words hit me like a spark to tinder. My cock twitched in her hand, and she giggled. “Does that excite you?”
“I won’t lie. It does. The thought of you swallowing—Jesus.”
“It’s not like you haven’t gone back-to-back a dozen times since the three of us started. Tonight, I get a load in my mouth and another in my pussy.”
“God, Roo… you’ll end me with that talk.”
She grinned, kissed the tip, and whispered, “Then I better put my mouth on this firehose before it gushes everywhere.”
Her bubblegum-pink lips parted, and with a playful wink she slid me between them. The first sweep of her tongue sent my whole body quaking. Then she sank deeper, sealing her lips tight as she bobbed down my shaft.
A guttural moan ripped from me. I pushed her golden hair back to watch, because I had to see this — Riley, the girl I’d once kissed on a boat at seventeen, now taking me into her mouth like she was born to do it.
Her hand gripped the base, stroking in rhythm as her mouth worked me halfway into her throat with each plunge. My balls tightened, adrenaline and endorphins racing through me until the sound of crickets and firewood blurred under the thunder of my pulse.
Riley’s lips glistened in the shifting light, her mouth anointed with my need, every pass of her tongue laying a fresh stroke of shine along the crown and shaft. She paused there, watching me as she teased the tip with slow, savoring licks, letting the head smear wetness across her lips like gloss. Her cheeks hollowed when she sucked, delivering a perfect bolt of pleasure straight up my spine. I caught her eyes as she did it—a challenge and invitation wrapped into one—and I couldn’t look away even if I wanted to.

She drove down, taking me deeper than before, my cock pushing past the resistance of her soft palate into the constricting heat of her throat. Riley growled low in her chest, vibrating all the way up my body, and slammed a hand down on my hip to pin me to the blanket. My vision went electric at the edges. The head of my cock throbbed against the tight muscle there, and her throat flexed hard, milking me, making me see white.

I locked my hands in her hair, not to guide but just to anchor myself against the sudden need to lose complete control. My legs trembled, knees jerking, as Riley set a rhythm—down, swallow, up, twist, and then a pop at the tip with tongue and lips. The fire crackled, its sparks barely audible over the thunder pulse in my ears. Riley worked me like she was born for it, greedy and careful, obsessed with every reaction she wrung from me. She switched hands mid-motion, stroking the base, squeezing balls, cupping me with a tenderness that threatened to undo what little composure I had left.

Her nose pressed firmly to my body, and with every plunge she moaned around me, letting the vibrations carry through my entire core. I felt it in my teeth, in the roots of my hair, in the way my hips were now bucking up of their own volition. I looked down again. Riley’s lashes fluttered, her face soft with pleasure, lit up by the primal glow of fire and desire. She wanted this—wanted me—so much it made my head spin.

She pulled back and twisted her tongue in a spiral, painting my cock with spit and pre-cum, then dove down again, taking me even deeper, until the old blankets bunched and my hands dug uselessly into the flannel. She kept her eyes locked on mine through the haze, never breaking the connection. It felt like I was the only thing in her universe, the only thing that mattered. The sensation was so raw, so intoxicating, that I nearly blacked out.

“God, baby… I’m coming,” I gasped between ragged breaths.
She slipped back just far enough to hold my crown on her outstretched tongue, still stroking my shaft, eyes watering but locked on mine.
The orgasm detonated. With a grunt I erupted, thick ropes spilling onto her tongue, filling her mouth until her smile curved around the edges of it. She milked me with her hand, coaxing every drop as pleasure tore through me.
Riley didn’t swallow right away — just held it, showing me the pearly pool coating her tongue before tilting her head and gulping it all down in one greedy swallow.
She smacked her lips, licking the corner of her mouth, eyes bright with triumph. “You came hard.”
“And you swallowed every drop. Fuck, Riley… incredible.”
She dipped back down, lapping the aftershocks from my tip as my body sagged into the blanket, completely spent.
Once she’d licked me clean, Riley curled against my side, nursing my cock lazily in her hand while layering kisses across my chest, up my neck. Her breath tickled behind my ear—then her words landed, sugar and sin wrapped together.
“Take me from behind, baby. Feed me your cock until I scream.”
A groan tore out of me. My hand slid down her back and clamped over her perfect ass, pulling her tight until the slick heat between her thighs pressed against my hip. “You know I can’t resist this ass.”
She flicked her tongue inside my ear and back out again, giggling as my cock surged hard in her grip. “And you’re always so hard for me.”
“What if Bella hears you scream?” I asked.
Her grin widened, wicked. “God, I hope she hears. It’ll drive her crazy.”
“Come here and kiss me first.”
Riley mounted me like a throne, her knees bracketing my ribs, then eased down until my hardness nudged against her slick heat. When our lips met, her tongue swept into my mouth with unhurried possession—as if midnight and morning had fused together, leaving us suspended in an endless twilight.
Her moan vibrated against my lips as she rolled her hips, dragging her wet folds over my tip. Pleasure fizzed through my shaft like an electric current.
I grabbed her ass, spreading her cheeks wide, guiding her until my head slipped inside. Just the first inch, pulsing at her entrance.
Riley moaned louder, cooing into my mouth as her fingers buried in my hair, pulling me closer, devouring my tongue.
I pushed up, easing another inch into her heat, teasing her as she rocked against me, greedy but still holding back, her body sealed tight against mine.
She tore her mouth from mine, panting, eyes glazed with need. “Fuck me, baby. Please… put it inside me.”
Holding her gaze, I slid her lower, guiding her hips until my cock split her open with a groan.
Riley’s head tipped back, eyes rolling as a shudder wracked her whole body. Her knees clamped against my sides, her tight pussy stretching to take me in.
“Fuck. Oh God—” she gasped, each word snatched between sharp breaths as her walls clenched around me.
Pleasure hit me like a wave, my cock swelling inside her, stretching her tighter as I stared up at her face — flushed, wild, lost in lust.
Her legs trembled as she let go of my hair, bracing her hands on my shoulders. With a desperate cry, she pushed down, impaling herself fully on my shaft.
“Fuck, Mattie,” she moaned, her voice breaking. “You’re stretching me out so good. Never stop. Don’t you ever stop fucking me.”
And I couldn’t. Not with Riley clinging to me, not with her heat gripping me like a fist made of silk.
As her body finally adjusted to me, Riley straightened, straddling me in a perfect cowgirl stance. Her eyes shimmered with mischief. “Let me ride you for a minute. Then you can take me from behind.”
My hands slid up her golden thighs, my gaze locked on the spot where my cock disappeared inside her slick heat. “Your wish is my command, Princess Roo.”
She giggled, but the sound dissolved into a groan as she rocked her hips, pleasure twisting her features. Goosebumps rose across her chest, nipples tightening into hard little peaks in the firelight.
Deep inside her, my cock pulsed in rhythm with her squeezes, every flex a sweet torment. I gripped her ass, grateful she’d drained me once already — otherwise I’d never last through this.
Riley circled her hips, grinding me deep, her palms running over my chest as her eyes softened with love. “I love you so much.”
“I love you too, Roo.”
Her smile bloomed before fading into open-mouthed bliss as she picked up speed. She bounced on my cock, her hips slapping against mine, the faint jiggle of her ass vanishing into firm, springy flesh.
The sight was intoxicating. Addictive. The sounds of her cries tangled with my groans as the fire popped and hissed beside us. My cock sizzled with sensation, sliding in and out of her tightness, slick with her essence. Pressure built low in my belly, a slow tidal wave.
Riley leaned forward, bracing her hands on either side of my chest, her golden hair falling like silk to tickle my skin. She locked her eyes on mine and twerked her hips, using nothing but muscle control to milk me up and down her slit.
Shock and awe stole my breath. “Oh, fuck, baby.”
Her stomach quivered, her walls fluttered around me, and then her whole body arched. Riley cried out as her orgasm ripped through her, pussy clamping down hard around my cock while her mouth fell open, her eyes blazing with hunger for more.
She slowed to a stop, chest heaving, her pussy still fluttering around me in aftershocks. I stayed buried inside her, savoring every rhythmic squeeze as my own orgasm ebbed.
My hands slid up to her breasts, filling my palms with her perfect C-cups, thumbs teasing her stiff nipples.
Riley brushed a lock of hair behind her ear and smiled, breathless. “That was a monster of an orgasm.”
“Bigger than the monster inside you?”
Her laugh spilled out, warm and playful. “Nothing is bigger than that monster.”
“Ready to switch it up?” I asked.
She nodded eagerly. “I always come so fast when we do it from behind.”
"Me too," I said, my lips curving into a half-smile. "I'm just a humble explorer who's discovered paradise, and I intend to plant my flag there repeatedly."
Riley giggled, leaned down, and kissed me quick on the lips. “You’re so corny sometimes.”
“But you love me anyway,” I said.
Her lips curved into a wicked smile. “No.” Then she kissed me again, giggling against my mouth.
“For that,” I growled, giving her a playful swat on the ass, “I’ll tease the next orgasm out of you until you’re begging for it.”
She shot me a mock glare. “You wouldn’t dare.”
“Assume the position.”
Grinning, Riley lifted off me, and my cock slipped free, glistening in the firelight. The sudden loss made me groan, my shaft twitching in open air.
“That serves you right,” she teased as she crawled forward onto all fours, arching her back and presenting me the perfect view of her flawless ass. Firelight licked over every curve, her slick heat glistening between her thighs, begging for me.
At the sight of her, butterflies waged war in my gut. How could anyone be so perfect?
I crawled forward, cock swaying, and gripped Riley’s hips like I was kneeling before a goddess. A goddess who wanted me to sink myself into her temple.
“Damn, Roo,” I murmured. “We need to bronze your ass for posterity.”
She dropped to her elbows and glanced back, grinning, her ass high and glowing in the firelight. “Mmm… maybe we should—before you put a kid in me.”
My cock twitched hard. I dragged my hands over the curve of her ass, my tip sliding against her swollen folds, pink and glistening. My mouth watered.
“If we keep this up, that might happen before summer ends,” I said.
She pushed back, taking me an inch inside with a needy groan. “Wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world, would it?”
Pleasure gripped my cock like a velvet vice. I nearly lost control at the sight of Riley Ross split wide open on me.
With adrenaline burning through my veins, I clutched her hips and drove forward. The heat of her pussy clamped around me, stretching to fit, so tight I had to stop, fighting for breath.
“God, you’re huge,” Riley gasped, arching her back, trembling. “Fuck me, baby. Just like that.”
I rocked into her, inch by inch, her slick heat swallowing me whole. Her ass jiggled with every thrust, each clap fueling my hunger.
Her moans rose higher as I angled my cock upward, hammering her G-spot. Her pussy clenched and fluttered, milking me as another orgasm ripped through her. She cried out, body shaking, walls spasming around me.
But I wasn’t done. I pounded harder, faster, her breasts swaying, sweat beading on her skin. Her words broke into grunts and cries as she came again, and again, caught in an endless wave.
Sweat streamed down my chest, my muscles shaking with the effort. At last I eased her down flat, her chest pressed to the blanket, her ass still arched high for me. Without pulling out, I sank deeper and plowed her mercilessly, my groans mingling with the slap of skin on skin.
The pressure in my cock ratcheted tighter and tighter, sweat raining from my brow as Riley’s ass pressed, unyielding, against my hips. I gritted my teeth and swore, every muscle in my body locked as I slammed forward, burying myself to the hilt. My orgasm crashed through me like a live current. There was no buildup—just a blinding, white-hot detonation that wiped out everything except the desperate pleasure of release. My vision tunneled, fireworks behind my eyes, as I erupted deep inside Riley, thick pulses of cum rocketing from me in savage, unstoppable bursts.

She let out a guttural, animal moan, writhing beneath me as if she could feel each spasm, each roiling rope filling her up. My hands dug into her hips, bruising her, anchoring us together as my cock kept twitching, unloading again and again inside her greedy, clutching heat. The sound of our bodies—wet, obscene, skin slapping—rattled in my skull, but all I could do was ride the aftershocks, my balls emptying in a long, endless flood.

Time lost all meaning. Maybe seconds passed, or years. Riley reached back, grabbing my thigh and arching for more, taking everything I had. Her pussy clamped and milked, squeezing out the last shudder from deep inside me. I couldn’t even groan, breath knocked from my lungs, helpless against the convulsing pleasure that wracked my core.

When I finally came down, consciousness flickered back in scraps. Riley was still under me, her body limp, my cock gripped tight inside her, both of us still locked together and slick with sweat.

I held her hips and pumped, load after load spilling deep, until my arms trembled and my cock still pulsed, emptying every drop into her womb.
When I finally slipped free, a sticky string of seed stretched from my tip to her swollen slit. Riley turned her head, face glistening with sweat, eyes bright with bliss. “I don’t think I can get up.”
I laughed breathlessly, collapsing beside her on the blanket. “That was incredible.”
Riley curled into me, her skin still hot and slick, her golden hair plastered to her cheeks. I brushed a damp strand back, kissed her forehead, and wrapped the blanket over us.
“You broke me,” she whispered with a lazy grin, her voice husky from moaning. “Completely ruined me for anyone else.”
I chuckled, pulling her tighter against my chest. “Good. That was the plan.”
She laughed softly, her breath feathering across my skin. “God, I love you, Mattie. Even when you’re corny.”
“Even when?” I teased.
“Okay, fine. Especially when.” She kissed my chest, her lips warm and lingering, before sighing in contentment. “Promise me something?”
“Anything.”
“Don’t let go of me tonight. I want to wake up in your arms.”
“You don’t even have to ask.” I tucked the blanket snug around us, the fire still crackling low nearby.
Her breathing slowed, her body relaxing fully into mine. Overhead, the stars shimmered against the lake’s dark surface, and for a moment the whole world shrank to just Riley and me — her heartbeat against my ribs, her scent still clinging to my skin, the weight of her body curled in trust.
And as sleep finally pulled her under, I whispered into her hair, “I’m never letting you go.”






  
  Chapter three








Tangles of Truth


On the third morning after my lakeside hookup with Riley, I woke early, ready to finish wiring upstairs. I left Riley and Fiona tangled naked beneath our blankets, their soft breaths rising and falling in sync, and went in search of coffee. 
In the kitchen, I found a sight that made my stomach swoop.
June stood by the counter with a bag of coffee grounds in hand, auburn hair falling loose around her shoulders, one thick lock tucked behind her ear. She wore a pink silk nightie — nothing else. My eyes betrayed me, sliding to her braless breasts swaying beneath the thin fabric, then lower over curves that had haunted me for years.
But what truly caught me wasn’t her body. It was the ruby ring on her left ring finger. No other jewelry. Just that silk nightie… and the ring I’d bought her. The only things covering her.
I fought to pull myself together, forcing a smile when what I really wanted was to pull her into my arms and take her against the counter. “Morning, Sunny.”
June leaned against the doorframe, her hair spilling like fire over one shoulder. “Good morning, mon beau,” she said, the French dripping from her lips like silk.
Fuck me. I was in trouble. I licked my dry lips, trying to play it cool, even though it wasn’t the first time I’d seen her in next to nothing. But somehow it felt different here, in the early morning quiet of the house I’d grown up in.
I nodded at the coffee in her hand. “You beat me to the punch.”
June’s gaze lingered on my bare chest a moment too long before flicking to the bag of coffee in her hand, as if she’d forgotten it was even there. “Oui. Now, if only I could figure out how to work the machine.”
I chuckled. “It’s Riley’s. I swear it can do everything short of launching into space.”
Sunny turned back to the sleek contraption, scratching her head like she was staring at the cockpit of a 747. “I filled it with water, but after that…?” She shrugged, helpless.
I stepped up behind her, heat radiating off her back, her scent nearly knocking me off balance.
“First you have to preheat it,” I said. “Yeah, I know—it’s a pain. But Riley swears it makes the coffee taste better.”
With June standing between me and the machine, I leaned in, curling my arms around her waist as I pressed the button marked Pre-Heat.
Cardamom and cinnamon laced with vanilla — her scent wrapped around me like a silk ribbon. Not perfume. Just her. All heat, spice, and sweetness. My knees went weak. Being near her was torture; the ache to hold her, to lose myself in her, nearly drove me mad.
June’s lilting laugh filled the quiet kitchen. “I never would have guessed that.”
Then she shifted, almost imperceptibly, pressing her ass back against me. Intentional. My cock stiffened instantly, straining against the silk nightie that barely covered her curves.
From this angle, I couldn’t help but glance down her top, the swell of her breasts spilling into view, soft flesh vanishing into the neckline. My hands twitched with the urge to take her hips, grind myself into her, bury my face against her neck.
I forced a breath, trying to sound steady. “Next you put the coffee in here.” I pulled open the dispenser tray. “Whole bean or ground. Riley swears by whole bean, but Fi accidentally grabbed the grounds. World War Three nearly broke out the next morning.”
June giggled then shook the bag lightly, pouring in the grounds. “Like this?”
“Oui,” I managed, my heart hammering.
She tucked a stray lock behind her ear and studied the glowing dials. “What comes next?”
I dipped my face into her auburn locks, breathing her in. My head swam with spice and sweetness, my restraint unraveling. For a moment, I forgot she’d asked me a question.
“Oh, right,” I said, forcing myself to focus.
The silk of her nightie brushed my bare chest, and my eyes betrayed me. Her nipples had stiffened, straining against the flimsy fabric, taunting me with every subtle shift of her body.
“Select your brew type,” I muttered, though I was watching June far more than the LED display blinking in front of us.
She squinted at the glowing panel. “What is a… ristretto? Or a lungo? And why are there three different buttons for cappuccino?” She jabbed one at random. The machine hissed, rattled, then roared like a jet engine. “Mon dieu. It really is a rocket.”
I laughed and leaned in close to press cancel. “Honestly, I don’t even know what they all do. I just hit this—” I tapped the strength selector, set it to medium, “—and then brew.”
The machine purred obediently, steam curling from the spout.
June smiled, then leaned all the way back into me, tugging my arms tight around her waist. “Maybe I’ll experiment later. Do you think Riley would mind?”
The simple act unraveled me. My palms pressed into the smooth silk at her stomach, and my cock surged hard against the curve of her ass.
I dared a glance down. Her breasts, pushed together by the angle of her arms, all but spilled from the top of her nightie, pale curves gleaming in the morning light. A faint crescent of pink areola peeked at me, daring me to look longer.
“Uh… no,” I managed, throat dry. “Roo’s got a PhD in coffee. She was a barista through college. She could tell you what every button does.”
June laughed softly, the sound vibrating through her back into my chest, while my face burned and my cock turned to steel. She knew exactly what she was doing.
And one day, her relentless teasing was going to kill me.
She caressed my forearm with her thumb while we watched the coffee brew, neither of us in a hurry to move. Holding June in my arms felt so natural, so dangerous, I wanted the moment to last forever.
My gaze drifted to the ruby ring glinting on her finger. I finally asked what had weighed on me since the day we picked her up at the airport.
“Sunny, can I ask you something?”
“Oui, mon beau,” she murmured, turning around to face me.
I gathered her tighter, feeling her breasts flatten against my chest. “What happened to your wedding ring? Why do you wear the ruby in its place?”
June sighed, lips brushing my jaw. “I was wondering when you’d ask.”
Her kiss sparked through me, and I pressed my mouth to the crown of her head, inhaling her intoxicating scent.
“I wanted to ask sooner,” I said, my throat thick, “but you seemed hesitant.”
“We weren’t alone then.” Her fingernails grazed my arm, sending shivers up my spine. “But now we are. And so I’ll tell you.”
She hesitated, eyes searching mine. “I’m still legally married to Andre. I took my vows seriously, even if he didn’t. He broke them… and wearing our wedding band makes me feel—vide.” She frowned, finding the word. “Hollow.”
“And the ruby ring?”
Her lips curved faintly. “Do you remember the day you bought it?”
“How could I forget? The simple design, the ruby—elegant but not flashy. It was you.”
June pressed closer, her voice trembling. “You were right. This ring speaks to me in a way the old one never did. And the man who gave it to me has been more of a husband than Andre ever was.”
“June Bug, I—”
She hushed me with a finger on my lips, her eyes wet but unflinching.
“Tu m’as manqué à chaque instant. Pas un seul jour ne s’est écoulé sans que tu sois dans mes pensées.”
I missed you every moment. Not a single day passed without you in my thoughts.
“We never should have left you behind,” I whispered, my voice breaking.
June’s tears welled, then she rose to her toes and kissed me. Soft. Tender. Our first kiss.
I crushed her closer, deepening it, tasting her tears, her breath, her need. It lasted only a moment—but it changed everything.
When she eased back down, her hands smoothed across my chest, her smile radiant and wrecking.
A door creaked open. Footsteps dragged across the hardwood. We pulled apart. June turned to the coffee pot; I dropped into a chair, hiding the ache straining my shorts.
Riley shuffled in, hair wild, one of my t-shirts hanging just low enough to tease her thighs. “I smell coffee,” she muttered like a zombie.
June giggled, pulling a mug from the cabinet. “I hope I made it right.”
Riley wrapped grateful hands around it, inhaling the steam. “Hot and full of caffeine? That’s all I need.”
As she reached for the creamer, June’s eyes found mine across the kitchen. A single smoldering look — quick, searing, undeniable.
We hadn’t said a word. We didn’t have to.
Later that morning, the five of us stood in the skeletal remains of the family room, surrounded by open studs and coils of Romex draped like spaghetti from the ceiling joists. Fiona held her phone in one hand, reading from her to-do list like a general issuing battle plans.
“Sunny and I will tackle stripping and refinishing the reclaimed beams from the entryway,” she said. “Riley, you’re on materials pickup — I sent the list to your phone. And Matt—” her eyes flicked up at me “—you and Bella will run the rest of the wire pulls upstairs.”
Bella’s head snapped up, green eyes blazing. “Absolutely not.”
Fiona blinked. “Excuse me?”
“I have calls to make,” Bella said, folding her arms. “Someone has to keep the wheels turning or this whole project grinds to a halt.”
My internal alarms started blaring. I’d done dozens of flips. I knew every bit of paperwork that kept one of these trains moving, and I’d checked and double-checked our status myself last night. We were as greenlit as it gets. She was stalling.
Riley folded her arms over her chest and frowned. “We need two people to run those pulls. They’re long runs. You’re the only one besides Matt who’s done electrical work.”
“I just—there are things only I can do,” Bella said, clearly flailing.
I crossed my arms. “Like what exactly, Bels? Let’s hear these crucial calls.”
Bella narrowed her eyes. “For starters, I have to call the city to get our rough-in electrical inspection scheduled before we close the walls.”
I bit back a smile. “We can’t schedule that yet. Not until every branch circuit is pulled and stapled, every box nailed off, and the panel’s landed. The inspector won’t even put us on the calendar without photos. If you call now, they’ll laugh and hang up.”
Her jaw tightened. “Fine. Then I’ll check on our permits. If they lapse mid-project, we’ll get red-tagged. That would set us back weeks.”
“Nice try,” I said. “Permits don’t expire unless there’s six months of inactivity, and we’ve had inspections logged almost weekly since demo. I checked the Dane County portal last night — they’re active, paid, and current.”
Bella’s cheeks flushed. “Then I’ll call the utility company to schedule the permanent service hookup. We can’t pass final without power.”
I arched a brow. “We can’t even apply for that until we pass final electrical. They won’t set a permanent meter until the inspector signs off, and we’re at least two weeks away from that. If you called now, they’d just tell you to call back when we’re done.”
Her lips parted, but no words came. Her shoulders stiffened, rage flickering in her eyes.
Fiona glanced between us, calm as ever. “It sounds like all your calls can wait, Bella. The wiring can’t.”
Riley planted her hands on her hips. “You’re the only one who knows how to do this besides Matt. He needs a second set of hands.”
Bella’s glare could have cut glass. “Fine,” she said, each letter dripping venom. “But I’m not happy about it.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said, giving her a lopsided grin.
Her nostrils flared. Without another word, she spun on her heel and stalked toward the staircase, her dark ponytail whipping behind her like a battle flag.
Riley shot me a smirk as if to say good luck, and I sighed, grabbing my tool belt. This was going to be a long day.
An hour later, Bella had barely said two words. She moved like a shadow, wordlessly following my instructions, offering only the occasional grunt of acknowledgment. The angrier she grew, the heavier my guilt sat in my chest. It hadn’t fully hit me how badly I’d hurt her — not until I felt the sting of her silence firsthand.
It was brutal work on the second floor, the summer heat trapped beneath the roof, our only relief a rattling industrial fan spinning lazily in the corner.
After we finished wiring the master bedroom, I called for a break and fished two cold bottles from the cooler. “Hydrate or die-drate,” I muttered, tossing her one.
For once, Bella didn’t argue. She cracked it open, tilting her head back and draining a quarter in one pull before dropping onto the plywood subfloor with a sigh.
I sat on the cooler and just… looked at her.
Her long dark ponytail stuck to her sweat-slick back, stray strands plastered to her flushed cheeks and forehead. At some point, she’d peeled off her sweatshirt, leaving her in a gray sports bra, faded jeans, and white tennis shoes. Her safety goggles lay abandoned at her side.
Sunlight streaming through the open window kissed the bronzed skin of her long legs. Tight cleavage strained against the damp sports bra, her chest rising and falling as she caught her breath. Even drenched in sweat, she was easily the sexiest brunette I’d ever laid eyes on.
Which only made me feel worse.
I had to find a way to make things right.
“Bels,” I said quietly, mustering what courage I had. “I’m sorry.”
Her water paused halfway to her lips. She drank, slow and measured, then set the bottle down with deliberate care.
“It’s not the first time you’ve made a fool out of me,” she said flatly. “Won’t be the last.”
I blinked. “I’m not following.”
She flicked her gaze at me, green eyes sharp and burning. “You’re sorry for showing me up in front of everyone downstairs? What are you, Mr. Permit? How the fuck do you even know all this stuff?”
I let out a slow breath, relaxing a little. “Oh. That. Didn’t Riley tell you? I’ve flipped dozens of houses. That’s… what I do.”
Bella plucked an invisible bit of lint from her thigh, not looking at me. “She might have mentioned it. But once I heard your name, I stopped listening.”
I winced, then pushed on. “Well… I am sorry. Not just for showing you up. For the way things ended between us. I never meant to hurt you.”
She finally met my eyes, disbelieving. “You’re not sorry about anything. You had five fucking years to say something. To set the record straight. But no. You left, found an upgrade, and never looked back.”
Her voice sharpened to a blade.
“Not that I blame you,” she added bitterly. “Fiona’s the real deal. Smart. Kind. Beautiful. You really pulled the wool over her eyes. And Riley’s.”
Her words hit like a hammer. I saw it then — how it must have looked to her. How it must have felt. I had shattered her.
“Isabella,” I said softly, “I was just a kid. I—”
“Don’t.” Her voice cracked like a whip. Tears welled in her eyes, catching in her lashes. “I loved you, and you left me.”
The sound of it gutted me.
She turned her face away, shoulders tight, tears slipping down her cheeks — but she didn’t run. Not this time.
“Isa,” I whispered, my chest aching, “that’s why I left. I loved you both… and it terrified me. I couldn’t choose one of you without destroying all three of us.”
She wiped away a tear with the back of her hand, blinking at me in disbelief. “You could have talked to me. You could have explained.”
I nodded. “You’re right. I could have. I should have.” My throat tightened. “There’s not a day I don’t regret it. But please understand… I was seventeen. I found out my dad had a whole other family my mom and I never knew about. My mom lost it, stormed out… and died in a car crash that night. Can you blame me for being off my A-game?”
My voice trembled with raw emotion. I took a breath, steadying myself.
Bella’s sharp features softened, her incredible green eyes watching me quietly. She didn’t speak. Didn’t argue. Just gave me the silence I needed.
I took a sip of water, then met her gaze. “I loved you, Isa. And Riley. I loved you both the same. And I couldn’t choose.” My voice cracked. “Not wouldn’t — couldn’t. Not after watching what choosing did to my parents. I still can’t. If you or Roo ever… if I lost one of you because of me…”
The world blurred. I sniffled, wiping my eyes. She sat frozen, tears sliding down her own flushed cheeks.
“I couldn’t let that happen,” I whispered. “Not to you. Not to Roo. So I left.”
Her voice came quiet, fragile. “Why didn’t you tell me, Mattie? You should have told me.”
“I didn’t know how.”
She nodded slightly, as if she’d known that answer all along. “But you came back when we needed you most.”
It wasn’t a question. It was her drawing her own conclusion.
I stared at the plywood between my boots. “I couldn’t stay away. Your dad would’ve never forgiven me.”
Bella let out a wet laugh, half-choked by tears. She pushed to her feet, crossed the room, and stood over me. Her fingers slid gently through my sweat-damp hair, and she guided my forehead to rest against her stomach.
“Don’t think I’ll be nice just because I forgive you,” she murmured, her voice a soft tease.
A smile tugged at my lips. I tilted my head back to look up at her, her face haloed above the swell of her breasts inside the gray sports bra.
“I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
Bella stepped back, actually smiling for once. Okay — smirking. But it still counted.
“One thing you said bothers me,” she said. “You claimed you couldn’t choose. But that’s not true. You picked Riley. Well… Riley and Fiona, but now we’re arguing semantics.”
I took a chance and caught her hands, threading her fingers through mine. “I picked Riley and Fiona. And if I have my way… you, too. It’s not a secret. They’ve come to terms with sharing.”
Bella scoffed, her lips twitching. “I’ve never been good at sharing.”
“Does that mean you wouldn’t even consider it?” I asked gently, hope creeping into my voice.
A slow, wicked grin curled her lips. “You’re a greedy little horn dog.”
“Can you blame me? Look at you,” I said, sweeping my gaze down her body. “You’ve come of age in the best way possible.”
Her hungry eyes roamed my chest in return. “And you look like a male model cosplaying a construction worker. No wonder the blondies can’t keep their hands off you.”
She hadn’t answered my question. I wasn’t about to push. Not when I’d only just clawed my way back into her good graces.
“Can I ask you something else?”
Bella slipped her hands free, picked up her water bottle, and perched on a nearby crate facing me. “Ask. I’ll decide if I want to answer.”
“What’s up with the sweatshirt you wore to the bonfire last night?”
Despite the heat, color rose in her cheeks. “What about it?”
“That’s the sweatshirt I gave you.”
Bella frowned. “Is it?” She shrugged casually, but too casually. “It’s big and comfy. Honestly, I forgot it was yours. Do you want it back?”
There it was — that tension in her voice. Bella was a terrible liar, though she thought she wasn’t.
“Nope,” I said, keeping my tone light. “It looks better on you. I guess I was just wondering if you kept it for… you know… sentimental reasons.”
Bella’s mouth tightened. “It’s just a stupid fucking sweatshirt, Matt. Don’t read too much into it.”
Her tone was clipped, and I knew I was wading into storm waters. Better to retreat. “Fair enough. I guess it was just me… hoping.”
“Hoping you could add another trophy to your collection?” she said, arching a brow. “Are you collecting Ross sisters and Monet sisters now?”
Heat crept up my neck. “It’s not like that, Isa.”
“It is like that,” she said, but a ghost of a smile tugged at her lips. She rose to her feet, snatching up her gloves. “Come on, Casanova. These wires won’t pull themselves.”
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The next ten days flew by in a blur of sweat and sawdust. We wrapped the last of the electrical and plumbing, and even made solid headway on the drywall. June and Fiona declared us slightly ahead of schedule for our August first interior deadline, so we allowed ourselves a rare day off. 
Bella and I had, at least on the surface, officially buried the hatchet—though she hadn’t yet surrendered to the desire I could feel simmering behind her green eyes. For now, she’d returned to Indianapolis to gather more clothes and personal things, a quiet but telling sign she intended to stay at the lake house for a while.
With Bella gone, Fiona, Riley, June, and I decided to spend our free day attempting something far more ambitious than drywall: teaching Riley French.
The back yard felt like another world compared to the chaos inside the house. Out here, the air smelled of wildflowers and fresh-cut grass, and the only sound was the gentle lapping of the lake against the rocks below. For the first time in weeks, I let myself simply breathe—content to lounge in the shade and watch the three most beautiful women I knew laughing together in the summer light.
Fiona sat cross-legged on a blanket in the shade, her blonde hair pulled into a loose braid, sipping rosé from the bottle like it was a lazy Parisian summer picnic. June knelt beside her with a small whiteboard across her lap, a black marker dangling between her fingers.
“Okay,” June said, eyes sparkling as she wrote. “Repeat after me: Je t’aime.”
“Je… tam,” Riley said, her tongue tripping over the words.
June winced theatrically. “Non, non. Je t’aime.” She slowed the words down like honey.
Riley tried again. “Juh… tem?”
“Better,” June said. “It means, ‘I love you.’”
“Of course it does,” Riley muttered, shooting me a look as I lounged back on my elbows in the grass. “Every single phrase you two teach me ends up being dirty or romantic.”
“Only because you keep asking how to say bedroom and naked,” I said.
“Nue,” June supplied helpfully, earning a laugh from Fiona.
Riley rolled her eyes, cheeks flushing pink. “Traitors. All of you.”
Fiona reached over and tucked a lock of Riley’s golden hair behind her ear. “Tu es magnifique,” she said softly. “It means ‘you are magnificent.’”
“Too kind,” Riley said, though her smile gave her away.
Then June leaned forward, her lips ghosting dangerously close to my ear. “Tu es à moi, mon amour,” she whispered, her voice a molten thread.
Heat surged through me like a live wire.
“Translation, please?” Riley asked.
Fiona smirked. “She said, ‘You are mine, my love.’”
Riley’s smile faltered.
It was quick — just a flicker in her eyes — but I saw it. Jealousy. Sharp and fleeting, but real.
I tried to diffuse it with humor. “Maybe start me with something simple next time, Sunny. Like ‘where is the bathroom?’”
June’s blue eyes glittered. “Où sont tes lèvres?”
Riley frowned. “What’s that one?”
June’s grin turned sly. “Where are your lips.”
“Jesus Christ,” Riley muttered.
Fiona laughed, leaning back on her hands. “Roo, you’re glowing redder than June’s hair.”
“I am not,” Riley said. She plucked the marker from June’s fingers, scrawling a crude stick figure on the whiteboard as if to prove she was unbothered.
But she was. I could feel it radiating off her — the tension in her shoulders, the way her gaze lingered on June’s long legs folded neatly beneath her, on the easy grace in her every movement.
“Okay,” Riley said finally, setting down the marker. “I’m going to go practice in private before I humiliate myself further.”
“Come on, Roo,” I said. “It’s not like that.”
“You’re not humiliating yourself,” Fiona said gently.
“Yes, she is,” June teased.
Riley shot her a withering look and rose to her feet. “Merci,” she said stiffly.
June clapped her hands like an excited teacher. “Perfect pronunciation!”
Riley stalked off toward the house, bare feet silent against the porch boards.
Fiona sighed and flopped against my side, the rosé bottle tilting in her hand. “That could have gone worse.”
June smirked at me over the top of the whiteboard. “Or better.”
And just like that, I was alone under the weight of June Monet’s blue-eyed stare, the scent of her perfume curling around me like smoke — and the memory of Riley’s jealous frown still burning in my chest.
I stayed behind with Fiona and June as the three of us discussed our afternoon plans. I already had a surprise lined up — something that promised long-overdue one-on-one time with one blonde French bombshell who had been far too patient with me.
“Don’t go making any plans,” I said, sliding my arms around Fi’s waist and pulling her close. “I’ve arranged something special for her. Somewhere I’ve wanted to take her since we got here.”
“Mon Dieu,” June said, eyes sparkling. “That sounds very romantic.”
Fi turned to face me, her blue eyes twinkling. She climbed into my lap, straddling me, curling her arms around my neck. “Where are you taking me?”
Her voice buzzed with excitement, and her smile lit up her face like Times Square.
“It wouldn’t be a surprise if I told you,” I said.
June giggled softly, and Fi pouted.
“She has no patience,” June teased. “You never should have said anything.”
I cradled Fi’s ass in both hands and drew her closer. “We’re leaving in an hour. And you’re already dressed for the occasion—don’t change.”
I glanced toward the house, wondering why Riley hadn’t come back. Was she actually upset? Something in my chest tugged, and I knew I had to check on her.
“There’s one last thing I need to take care of in the house,” I said, “and I want to peek in on our aspiring French student. Just to make sure she’s okay.”
Fiona leaned in for another kiss, letting this one linger. “You’re a wonderful man, mon amour.”
I rose and stretched. “I’ll go make sure she hasn’t thrown herself in the lake.”
June smirked. “Tell her her accent is charming. It might keep her from biting me next time.”
I crossed the lawn and stepped into the cool shade of the house. The hum of the box fan upstairs mingled with the creak of the old floorboards beneath my feet.
As I passed the downstairs bathroom, a voice caught my ear.
“Je… t’aime. Je… tem. Je t’aime.”
Riley.
Her tone was fierce, frustrated—then soft, hopeful.
“Tu es magnifique…” A pause. A growl. “No. Mag-nee-feek.”
I leaned lightly against the wall, unseen, a smile tugging at my lips.
She was practicing. Determined, stubborn Riley, trying to muscle her way into our language the same way she’d muscled her way into my heart.
When her voice wavered with a whispered, “Je t’aime,” something inside me went molten.
I pushed off the wall and kept walking, giving her privacy—and silently promising her that she already belonged.
Fifteen minutes later, I finished packing our picnic basket and tucked it away in the detached garage before heading back to the house.
I stepped through the back door and paused at the sound of voices drifting from the kitchen.
A quick peek revealed June leaning against the counter, sipping from a tall glass of lemonade, her blue eyes twinkling as Riley rooted through the fridge.
“By the way,” June said casually, “you have a very… passionate accent.”
Riley straightened, frowning. “What?”
“I heard you earlier,” June said, lips twitching into a grin. “Practicing your French. Je t’aime… tu es magnifique…” She imitated Riley’s throaty growl on the last word, and Fiona snorted into her drink.
Riley’s cheeks flushed pink. “You were eavesdropping?”
“Non,” June said, shaking her head. “Just walking by. But I think your ‘magnifique’ might set something on fire next time.”
Fiona giggled, looping her arm through Riley’s. “See? You sounded great.”
Riley tried to glare but the corner of her mouth betrayed her with the start of a smile. “I’m going to die of embarrassment.”
“Don’t,” June said gently, her grin softening. “It would be a tragedy to lose such a determined student.”
Riley ducked her head, smiling despite herself, and I watched some of the tension between them finally crack and fall away like old paint.
“Sorry for the way I reacted, Sunny,” Riley said. “It’s just… when I saw you and Matt together I got a little jealous. You’re so amazingly pretty, and you’re exactly Matt’s type.” She shrugged, looking a little smaller than usual. “I know I signed up for this, but sometimes it’s hard to turn off my emotions.”
“There is no need to apologize,” June said, her soft French accent making even her English words sound like poetry. “Matthew loves you, and nothing has happened between him and me.”
“Yet,” Fiona teased with a giggle as she stepped forward and wrapped Riley in a warm hug. “Love isn’t a competition, ma chère. There is enough love in Matthew’s heart to fit us all.”
“Thanks, Fi,” Riley murmured. “Intellectually, I know that… but sometimes my heart has other plans.” She smiled faintly, and her voice cracked just a little. “This is what I signed up for, and I love every bit of it. I love Matt, and I love you.”
She reached for June, pulling her gently into their embrace. “And I already know I’ll fall in love with you too, Sunny.”
I stepped back, giving them space, watching their arms knot together in a tangle of gold and red and sunlit laughter. My chest ached in the best way, knowing we’d just taken one step closer to peace.
But peace only lasted until the next storm, and somewhere out there, Bella Ross was still circling—waiting for her moment to strike.
Thirty minutes later, hand in hand, I led Fiona on a slow stroll along the property’s edge, following the curve of the shoreline with the woods to our right. Overhead, the sun dipped toward the horizon, streaking the calm lake with molten gold and orange. A soft breeze stirred the branches, chasing away the heat as evening slipped in like a dream. High above, white cottony clouds drifted lazily, dimming the sun now and then to tame the last bite of July warmth.
“Where are you taking me?” Fiona asked for the tenth time, her voice lilting with playful impatience.
“It’s just ahead,” I said, letting the picnic basket swing from one hand while I gave her fingers a gentle squeeze with the other. “It’s the perfect place for us to unwind.”
Fiona rose onto her toes and kissed me on the cheek. “Je t’aime.”
I grinned at her just as the sun caught her eyes, turning them into blazing sapphires, her golden hair haloed with fire. “Showoff. I love you too, baby.”
She giggled, and we rounded the bend—where the willow tree came into view.
“There it is,” I said.
The giant willow loomed over the water’s edge, its graceful tendrils drifting in the breeze, casting rippling shade across a broad swath of emerald grass overlooking the lake.
“It’s beautiful,” Fiona whispered.
“It’s grown a lot. When we planted it, it was barely taller than me.”
Her gaze darted to me, curious. “You planted the tree?”
A smile tugged at my mouth as the memory surfaced. “I did. With Mrs. Ross… and Bella, Lily, and Riley. We planted some of Mr. Ross’s ashes at the base.”
“That’s so beautiful,” she said softly. “Thank you for sharing this with me.”
We wandered under the trailing green wisps of the willow until they brushed over our heads like silk threads. Fiona helped me spread the blanket over the grass, and I opened the picnic basket, laying out wine, cheese, and fruit as the lake glimmered behind her in the fading sun.
Fiona curled her bare legs beneath her as she settled on the blanket, the willow’s trailing leaves swaying around us like a living curtain. She accepted a glass of wine from me, her fingers lingering against mine as our eyes met.
For a while we just sat there, listening to the soft hush of the lake against the shore. The sun hung low on the horizon, gilding her skin in molten light.
“This is perfect,” she said finally, swirling the wine in her glass. “It feels… far away from everything.”
“That’s the idea.” I leaned back on one arm, watching her bring the glass to her lips. “We’ve been working ourselves to the bone. You deserve this.”
Her mouth curved in a lazy smile. “We deserve this.”
I smiled back, but it faded quickly. The truth I’d been holding in itched to get out.
Fiona set down her glass and turned fully toward me, her braid slipping over her shoulder. “You’ve been quiet. Even for you.”
I exhaled slowly. “I’ve been thinking about June.”
Her lips twitched—not in surprise, but in knowing.
“She’s been different lately,” I said. “More… open. Softer. Like she’s already halfway part of us. And Riley—she’s trying, but I can see the way she watches June and me. Like she’s bracing for something.”
“She is,” Fiona said gently. “She knows it’s coming.”
My brows lifted. “It?”
Fiona’s gaze held mine steadily. “Sunny. You and her. She wants you, Matt. And if you don’t make a move soon, she’ll think you don’t want her.”
Heat crawled up my neck. “Fi…”
“You love her,” she said, not as an accusation but as a fact. “You’ve always loved her. You’re just terrified of what that means.”
I didn’t deny it.
Fiona reached out and traced her fingers down my forearm, her touch light but grounding. “You’re not your father, mon amour. He lied and hid. You tell the truth. You love openly. That’s what makes this different.”
I stared down at her hand on my arm, my chest tightening.
“And don’t be surprised,” she added, her voice softer now, “if she asks you to give her a baby. I think that’s what she wants, even if she hasn’t said it out loud yet.”
I blinked at her, words lost somewhere in the swirl of lake air and fading sunlight. It took me a moment to register the words.
I blinked at her, words lost somewhere in the swirl of lake air and fading sunlight. It took a moment for her words to fully register.
My head spun at the thought, both thrilling and terrifying. “She wants a baby? From me? How do you know this?”
Fiona squeezed my hand. “The only reason I’m telling you is because I don’t want you to instantly shut her down. Be open to the possibility. I want this for her, for you… for us.”
“What if I’m not ready? And what about Andre?”
“Sunny never loved Andre and she certainly never wanted a baby with him. She loves you. Are you not ready?” Fiona asked softly.
I shrugged helplessly. “I mean… I’ve always wanted a big family, but I always pictured you and me building that family together. It’s… strange to consider Sunny in the equation.”
Fiona leaned in and brushed her lips against mine. “We will have a family. And I will have your babies. I might even want to get pregnant with Sunny and Roo.”
“Riley? What?”
Fiona giggled. “She’s not on birth control, and you’re having unprotected sex. I don’t need to explain how biology works.”
Heat surged up my neck and flushed my cheeks. “It’s just… so hot. I can’t stop myself.”
“What if I stop taking birth control?” she asked. “Would that upset you?”
I jerked my head up, locking on her bright blue eyes. “You want to start a family?”
“Oui,” she said simply. “It’s time.”
“Shouldn’t we… get married first?”
“We are married,” Fiona said, stating it like gravity.
Something in me melted. I smiled. “Yes, we are. And to answer your question—yes, you should stop taking birth control.”
Fiona giggled. “Perfect. We may need to expand the lake house.”
“The lake house? Baby, we’re not staying here. Once the project is over, we’re going home.”
“Maybe we are home,” she said. “Let’s see how the rest of the summer goes before we decide where to raise our babies.”
“About June… do you think she wants more than just a baby?”
Fiona laughed gently and kissed me. “What do you think?”
“I think she does,” I said.
Fiona nodded. “Oui. She doesn’t want a baby to raise on her own. She wants to raise a child with you. But you can’t tell her I told you anything. Act like it’s a surprise.”
“You’re sure this doesn’t bother you?”
Fiona shook her head. “It’s beautiful watching you with June. And Riley.”
“And Bella?” I asked at last.
Fiona smiled faintly, eyes glinting like the lake. “She burns. And if she lets you close again…” She sipped her wine, gaze never leaving mine. “I want to be there. I want to taste that fire with you.”
Fi sat cross-legged on the blanket, the breeze stirring her golden locks as the last ribbons of sunlight gilded her skin. Her sundress fluttered against her curves, the low-cut neckline framing a jaw-dropping swell of cleavage too mouthwatering to resist. The thin shoulder straps strained under the titanic load of her breasts, and my cock thickened with aching arousal as my gaze wandered lower to where the dress cinched her narrow waist before billowing out to barely conceal the epic legs I knew lay hidden beneath.
I stretched out on my side before her, propped on an elbow, my lust climbing with every passing heartbeat. But I wasn’t the only one catching the current—the molten look in Fi’s eyes told me Bella wasn’t the only one burning.
I slid my hand over her bare foot, curling my fingers around her ankle. “I think a baby bump will suit you,” I murmured, my cock pulsing as my hand slipped beneath the hem of her dress and glided along her smooth calf.
Fiona raised a teasing brow, her lips curving into a knowing grin. “If my boobs get any bigger, none of my bras will fit.”
My fingers traced higher, grazing the firm curve of her inner knee as heat rolled through me. My cock throbbed visibly against my shorts, twitching with every beat of my heart as Fiona’s gaze flicked down and her tongue darted over her lips.
“Then you’ll have to go braless,” I said. “I’ll make sure to support them every free chance I get.”
Fiona giggled, a sultry sound, and set her wineglass aside. She lifted one delicate hand to her strap and let it fall slowly down her shoulder, exposing more of her creamy skin. The dress clung valiantly to her D-cups, the fabric pulled so taut it seemed sculpted to her magnificent breasts.
I let my hand glide higher, over the sleek length of her inner thigh, feeling the heat radiating from between her legs long before my fingers reached the promise of her slick core.
Fi reclined back on her hands, arching her back as a soft moan slipped from her lips. She pushed aside her other strap and the dress shifted lower, sliding down the full swell of her breasts before catching at the apex of her chest, revealing the barest glimpse of her rosy areolas. Her hard nipples pressed insistently against the thin fabric, making perfect indentations as her messy blonde braid tumbled over her shoulder and came to rest between the plush mounds of her cleavage.
Her pouty pink lips parted in a perfect O, her nostrils flaring as she uncoiled her long legs, granting me unfettered access to what lay hidden beneath her dress.
She was painfully beautiful—achingly so—and for the life of me, I didn’t know how I had survived the two years we’d spent circling each other before I was finally brave enough to make a move.
“God, baby… you are off-the-charts pretty,” I said, shaking my head as I licked the dryness from my lips. “I’m just so damn lucky.”
“We’re both lucky, mon cœur,” she said, and with a slow, teasing tug, she peeled the top of her dress down, letting her bare breasts spring free.
Golden sunlight kissed her pale skin, painting her breasts in molten gold, soft rose, and glowing orange. Her hard nipples jutted proudly from her chest, rising and falling with each rapid breath.
She let the dress bunch around her waist and drew the hem up her thighs, revealing the mouthwatering treasure glistening between her legs.
I gasped softly at the revelation. Fiona wasn’t wearing panties. The dress had been the only thing covering her from head to toe. “It looks like you came ready to play.”
“I’ve been hyper-aroused all day,” she murmured, her voice husky. “We haven’t had sex in forever.”
I trailed my fingers up her inner thigh and teased her pink, slick slit with my middle finger, coaxing a soft moan from the French beauty.
“We had sex this morning in the shower,” I reminded her.
“Oui,” Fi said, biting her lip, her brows furrowing as pleasure rippled through her. “But we didn’t make love yesterday evening… or in the middle of the night.”
“Is someone getting jealous of Roo?” I teased, my voice low as I kissed the soft inside of her knee.
Fiona giggled breathlessly. “I love her… but sometimes I want you all to myself.”
I kissed my way up her thigh, slow and deliberate, swirling my middle finger over her clit as I went, drawing soft gasps from the lush blonde.
“Tonight belongs to us alone,” I murmured, then layered delicate kisses over her warm, wet pussy.
Fiona moaned, her legs trembling as she pulled her skirt higher, letting the dress bunch around her waist. “Mon amour… ne t’arrête pas avant que je jouisse,” she whispered, her voice breaking into French.
She didn’t want me to stop until I made her cum—and that was fine by me. Fi rarely lasted long when I used my mouth, and she was already wound tight from our talk about June and Bella.
I traced the edge of her outer lips with the tip of my tongue, savoring the way her nectar slicked across my mouth before probing deeper into her hot, silken folds. She shuddered and let out a long, low moan that vibrated through her entire body.
She tasted sweet and clean, like a cold mountain spring, and I pressed my nose to her mound while my thumb gently circled her clit.
Fiona groaned, arching her hips off the blanket as she tossed her legs over my shoulders. Her fingers wove into my hair and she pushed my face harder into her pussy, her body trembling like a coiled spring about to snap.
Head swimming, I drank her in, letting her essence glide over my tongue and down my throat as I thrust my tongue deep into her honeyed heat. Fiona’s thighs clamped around my head, her back arching off the blanket as raw pleasure tore through her.
I slid my tongue through her velvety folds, finding her swollen clit and sealing my lips around it. With gentle suction, I drew her tender bud between my lips and swirled my tongue in tight, relentless circles.
Goosebumps rippled across her flushed chest, her nipples diamond-hard as she let out a sharp cry, clutching my hair in both fists. Her pussy convulsed in my mouth, pulsing with the rhythm of a massive orgasm.
“Ne t’arrête pas… mon dieu, je jouis si fort!” she cried, her French spilling out ragged and wild as her ankles locked behind my shoulders, holding me to her.
Her cries of ecstasy rang through the willow-shrouded air, mingling with the soft rush of lake wind, as if the tree itself stirred in approval.
I lapped her up, slow and greedy, then softened my pace, backing off just enough for her to float back down to earth. I pressed tender kisses along her trembling inner thighs, savoring every quiver.
At last, Fiona sank back onto the blanket, chest heaving, golden sunlight washing over her legendary body as she glowed like something divine.
She stretched out like a cat basking in the sun, smiling up at me as her golden braid spilled to one side. Her breasts rose and fell with each quick, shallow breath, and for a long moment I simply watched her — the sunlight gilding her skin, her naked body tangled in lazy coils like a goddess sprawled for me alone.
Fi loosened her legs enough for me to rise to my knees and peel off my t-shirt, tossing it aside as the breeze cooled my sweat-damp chest.
Her gaze dropped to the straining bulge in my shorts, and her tongue darted over her lips. “Bring him out to play.”
“Don’t have to tell me twice,” I said, grinning as I popped the button on my shorts and shoved them down, briefs and all, until my hard cock sprang free.
Fiona pushed herself to one elbow, her eyes hooded and hungry as she wrapped her delicate fingers around my shaft. She gave me a slow squeeze, coaxing a pearly bead of pre-cum to bloom on my tip. It slid down over my crown, catching the light before dripping onto the tan line running low across her hips.
“I need you inside me, mon cœur,” Fiona whispered as she wrapped her legs around my thighs and drew me closer.
“Are we playing with live ammunition?” I teased, leaning down until our faces hovered inches apart.
Fiona giggled, looping her arms around my shoulders as her eyes sparkled like sunlit water. “I didn’t take the pill today,” she said with a mischievous shrug. “But it might take a few weeks before I’m officially online.”
She pulled me into a kiss, moaning softly as her tongue tangled with mine. Her fingers slid into my hair as I guided my cock along her slick folds, gliding over her soaked entrance again and again, the heat of her soaking through me like fire.
She drew my tongue deeper into her mouth and sucked playfully, her bare heels running up and down my thighs as she shifted her hips to meet each teasing stroke.
Still, I didn’t slide inside her—just let my tip catch on her entrance before skipping away again, tracing her folds with maddening patience.
Fi growled into my mouth, her frustration rumbling through her chest as she tightened her legs around my waist, her silent plea vibrating through every inch of her.
Even with my tongue tangled in hers, I couldn’t help but chuckle, and Fi nipped at my lower lip in retaliation, giggling as she locked her ankles behind my back.
With no more teasing, I slid inside her, and she welcomed me with a slow, desperate squeeze. Her velvet heat wrapped around my throbbing cock, clutching me tight as I stretched her open, and even after all our years together, she was still so deliciously snug it nearly stole the breath from my lungs.
I broke our kiss and dipped my nose behind her ear, breathing her in. That warm amber-vanilla scent clung to her sun-kissed skin, dizzying me. “Fuck, baby… you feel amazing.”
Fiona clutched my ass in both hands and squeezed, moaning as she arched off the blanket and forced me deeper, taking me to the root.
I throbbed inside her, my head spinning as her breasts jiggled softly against my chest and her breathy moans lifted me onto a magic carpet ride. I would never, ever tire of making love to Fiona Monet.
Her lips brushed my neck, her warm tongue gliding over my skin as she rocked her hips with slow, sultry rhythm. I shifted my own hips just enough to draw nearly all the way out before sliding back in, savoring every hot, silken inch as her scent curled through my brain like smoke.
She tightened her legs around my waist to draw me deep, then loosened them as I withdrew, only to pull me in again. Our moans mingled, rising into the quiet evening as the breeze shifted and the willow branches stirred above us, swaying in time with our bodies.
I pushed myself upright, sitting back on my knees as I repositioned Fi so her hips rested atop my thighs. This way she could relax into me, letting me do the work as I slid in and out of her soaked heat.
Using an even, steady rhythm, I fucked my beautiful blonde angel, savoring the sight of her full breasts circling on her chest, softly clapping together in time with our movements.
My cock burned with heat, glistening with her essence as her inner lips clung to my shaft, sealing around me so tight it glided along my length like a second skin.
Her sundress remained bunched around her waist, somehow heightening the raw thrill of our spontaneous lovemaking. Golden sunlight filtered through the willow branches above, dappling her bare skin in shifting patches of light and shadow as if even the sun and shade couldn’t resist tracing her curves.
Fi matched my rhythm, meeting each thrust with her own. She took my hands in hers, and our fingers laced together as we gazed into each other’s eyes, the world falling away around us. Errant wisps of her blonde hair curled over her forehead and cheeks, framing her angelic face until she stole the breath from my lungs.
She was close—so close. I could see it in the way her eyes went hazy with heat, her lips parted on shallow gasps.
And mercifully, I could last. I needed this to last… this moment, this summer, this woman.
“Je t’aime de tout mon cœur. Tu es mon âme sœur, pour toujours,” Fiona whispered, her voice trembling with emotion as she told me once again that she loved me with her entire heart, that I was her soulmate, now and forever.
Emotion swelled in my chest, and I picked up the pace, my cock a blur as I drove into the lush blonde with fevered thrusts of my hips.
Fiona threw her head back, crying out as pleasure rolled through her, her legs tightening around me like she never wanted to let me go.
A sharp need to come surged inside me, tightening like a fist at the base of my spine—but I pushed it down, content to simply watch Fiona writhe in the bliss of orgasmic afterglow.
I stayed buried deep inside her, sweat trickling down my chest as I held still, savoring the flutter of her inner walls around my cock.
Spent, Fiona let her legs fall slack to the blanket. Her breasts rose and fell in quick succession, nipples still flushed from climax, while her blue eyes shimmered in a haze of sated lust. A lazy, satisfied smile tugged at her perfect lips.
“You just made up for not sleeping with me last night,” she whispered.
I grinned and gently grazed her inner thighs with my fingertips, my cock still throbbing inside her warm, velvety depths—reminding me insistently that he, too, deserved release.
“What happens the next time I sleep alone with Roo?” I asked.
Fiona sighed, brushing a damp strand of hair from her cheek. “I suppose I’ll have to get used to sharing you. It’s a small price to pay when we get Riley as part of the package.”
“What happens if Sunny joins us… or even Bella? If we stopped with just you three, I wouldn’t have to divide my attention any further.”
“No,” Fiona said gently, her lips curving. “We’ll just have to make every minute we have together count. Now…” She traced her fingertip down my chest, over my stomach, and to where I still pulsed inside her. “Enough talking. I want to ride you while I watch the sunset.”
With a shudder, I slipped free of her and stretched out on the blanket, positioning myself with my head toward the glowing horizon so she could watch the sunset while she made me come.
My cock stood tall, glistening and ready, as Fiona swung a leg over me and straddled my hips, her sundress still cinched around her waist. Her golden braid slid forward over her shoulder, and her ripe, round breasts jiggled softly as she rose onto her knees.
With my cock in hand, she guided me to her entrance and sank down in one smooth, hungry motion, moaning as her nipples pebbled tight and goosebumps sprang to life across her flushed chest.
Fiona leaned forward, planting her hands on my chest, forcing her breasts together until they formed a mouthwatering valley of cleavage so deep and inviting one would need a submarine to chart its depths.
I set my hands on her hips and rode her rhythm as she moved atop me, her hips swaying in slow, sinuous arcs as she took me deep. Her eyes fluttered closed, and a moan rolled from her lips as she whispered something in French under her breath that I couldn’t quite catch.
Pleasure surged through me in waves, each one stronger than the last. I moved my hips to match her pace and filled one palm with her breast, rolling her nipple between my fingers as her tight inner walls milked my cock in slow, delicious squeezes.
Golden sunlight wrapped her body, gilding her skin and turning her into something more divine than mortal. Her blonde hair shimmered around her face, framing her angelic beauty while overhead the willow branches drifted and danced in the breeze, whispering their silent approval.
Soft grunts began to break through her melodic moans as her breasts circled her chest, slapping together each time I bottomed out. Her hips bounced against my thighs, each bounce syncing with her moans until it became a song so sweet it nearly broke me.
Fi folded forward, her breasts brushing my chest as she nestled against my ear. Her warm breath tickled my skin. “Donne-moi notre bébé, mon amour,” she whispered.
Give me our baby, my love.
The words detonated inside me, setting off something primal and unstoppable. My little blonde bombshell had babies on the brain, no doubt inspired by her sister—and the thought of filling Fiona, of planting my child deep inside her, sent my orgasm hurtling over the edge.
A white-hot wave of lust and need crashed through me. I gripped her hips tight and drove upward, grunting as my balls tightened. The world flashed white as I pinned my cock to the root and erupted inside her, gushing hot, sticky semen into her fertile womb in powerful, pulsing waves.
Fiona shifted her hips in tight, slow circles, milking my cock while her tongue darted along the shell of my ear. She whispered to me in French, soft and sweet, as her warm breasts pressed to my chest and her slick heat pulsed around me, wringing me dry until there was nothing left to give.
Spent, I let my body go slack, melting into the blanket as Fiona peppered my face with featherlight kisses. Her lips finally found mine, and our tongues met—gentle and unhurried—as we floated through the aftershocks, still joined as one beneath the willow’s watchful boughs.
Fiona lay draped across my chest, our breaths slowly syncing as the golden light mellowed into the warm pink haze of early dusk. Her fingers traced lazy circles over my ribs, her skin still warm and slick from our lovemaking. I could feel her smile even before I saw it.
“Imagine it,” she whispered, her voice husky from exertion, yet soft as a lullaby. “Little feet running across the porch… muddy footprints, messy hair… their laughter echoing through the trees.”
I tightened my arms around her, burying my nose in the crown of her golden braid. “Our kids?”
“Oui,” she breathed, lips brushing my chest. “Yours and mine… and Riley’s too. Maybe even Sunny’s. They’ll grow up here together—cousins, siblings… maybe both. Just like Violet and Elizabeth’s children.”
My chest tightened, the memory of the brittle old letters flashing behind my eyes—the ink faded but the love inside them still bright as firelight. John Ross had loved two women. Loved them fiercely enough to build this place for them and raise twelve children under one roof.
“Violet and Elizabeth,” I murmured. “You think you and Roo are like them.”
Fiona lifted her head and gazed down at me, her blue eyes gleaming with wonder. “We are,” she said. “They loved the same man. And they loved each other enough to share him. You can feel it in those letters, Matt… their happiness still lives in these walls. Maybe that’s what made this place so special all along.”
My throat tightened. I smoothed a lock of hair from her cheek, and she caught my hand and kissed my palm.
“I’ve already thought of names,” she admitted with a sheepish smile. “For our girls… Amélie, or Colette. And for boys… maybe Julien. Or Henri, like my papa.”
“Beautiful,” I said, meaning it. The names danced in my mind like sunlight on the lake, bright and full of promise.
Her lips curved into a soft, sleepy grin as she nestled back into my chest. “They’ll swim and climb trees and build forts on the point… just like Riley and her sisters. And they’ll always know they were born from love. From so much love.”
I stroked her hair, staring out across the lake as the sky deepened to rose and violet. The willow branches whispered above us, and I wondered if John Ross had once lain here the same way, his lovers tangled in his arms, dreaming of the children who would carry their love forward.
“We’ll make it real,” I murmured.
“Oui,” Fiona whispered, already half-asleep, smiling. “We’ll give them everything.”






  
  Chapter five








June's Heart


Three days later, June and I worked alone, hanging drywall in one of the smaller upstairs bedrooms overlooking the lake. It was the last bedroom in need of drywall, and after this we’d move on to the bathrooms and then the big open rooms downstairs. The finish line shimmered faintly on the horizon, just close enough to taste. 
Early afternoon sunlight streamed through the freshly installed windows, casting molten streaks of gold across the walls and the floor. The light teased Sunny’s long red locks, sealed into a high ponytail that dangled down her back and swayed every time she moved.
She wore a pair of faded denim overalls and a black sports bra beneath, the top button of the bib undone so it slouched rakishly off one shoulder. Every time she bent to scoop more mud from the bucket, her pale cleavage peeked out from the gap, and my eyes betrayed me before my brain could tell them to behave. I’d spent the last hour in a perpetual state of quiet arousal, silently promising myself I’d work it off tonight with Riley and Fiona before I lost my mind.
June finished feathering a seam along the lake-facing wall and stepped back to admire her work, her hands on her hips.
June’s lips parted, her voice spilling out low and dreamy, “You know, this room would make an excellent nursery. Maybe I should paint a mural on the wall?”
Her words crashed through me, blindsiding my heart with a wild, clumsy force. My grip faltered; the taping knife skidded hard, leaving a fat streak of joint compound smeared down the middle of the panel I’d been trying to perfect.
Back at home, June played with paints, but out here at the lake, her creativity burned hotter; canvases bred like rabbits in her room, new paintings bursting to life nearly every day. A mural for a baby’s room—that wasn’t just color and brushes. That was June, wielding implication like it was wet paint and I was the wall, every word she spoke a loaded stroke along my surface.
I turned to face her, frowning as my heart gave an odd, sudden lurch. “What makes you say that?”
June giggled softly, that melodic sound that always went straight to my chest. “Did you forget that Fiona tells me everything?”
“Right,” I said, slowly exhaling as I let the wave of adrenaline wash through me. “She seems to have a sudden itch to get pregnant.”
We both returned to our work, though the air between us seemed to buzz, our unspoken words filling the silence thicker than drywall dust. I focused on my seams, anything to keep my hands busy—until June’s next words hit like a hammer blow.
“Matthew… do you ever think about the times we almost went too far?”
I froze, the taping knife suspended midair. There were three of them—three moments when June and I had teetered on the knife’s edge. Moments so vivid I could still feel her breath on my skin, smell her perfume, hear her laugh slur just slightly from too much wine. Each time had only left me wanting her more, and each time I had forced myself to pretend it hadn’t happened.
“I’d be a liar if I said I didn’t,” I said quietly, resuming my work—this time with my back to her.
If I looked into her eyes, I’d lose control. And once I crossed that line with Sunny, there would be no pulling it back.
We were treading thin ice, and I had to be careful. Sure, Fi wanted me and Sunny together, and even Riley seemed to think it was inevitable… but June and Fiona were sisters. If things went wrong between June and me, it could shatter them both—and I’d never forgive myself for breaking them apart.
“Then why don’t you ever talk about them?” June asked, prodding gently from behind me.
“Why don’t you?” I shot back.
“Because…” Her voice cracked, trembling on the edge of a confession. “Because I’m afraid if I do, you’ll run away and hide from me forever.”
I inhaled slowly, set down the taping knife, and turned.
When I opened my eyes, she was standing right in front of me, her blue eyes glistening but her expression strangely hopeful—like she was daring me to tell her not to hope.
“You’re married,” I said softly. “And I’m deeply in love with your sister.”
June’s lips twitched in a bittersweet smile. “I know you are,” she said. “That’s part of what makes this so hard.”
She toyed with the tape knife still in her hand, her gaze slipping past me to the view beyond the window—the lake shimmering like glass, the willow tree whispering in the breeze.
Then her eyes came back to mine, steady and unblinking.
“Do you remember your eighteenth birthday?”
My stomach tightened. “How could I forget? Fiona tried to make me a cake. It came out like… molten charcoal.”
A soft laugh escaped her, but it faded almost as quickly as it came. “I told Fiona that night I wanted to give myself to you,” she said. “As your gift.”
Heat flooded my chest. I remembered the wine. I remembered her sliding into my lap in front of everyone, including Andre, and grinding her hips against me while laughing at something I’d said. I remembered how my cock had ached, how my breath had gone shallow as her scent filled my head.
“You were drunk,” I said, though my voice betrayed how little I’d forgotten.
June nodded. “Very. And stupid. And so desperately in love with you that I didn’t care who saw.” Her voice lowered, raw now. “I would have taken you upstairs if you had asked me to. I wanted you that badly.”
I swallowed hard, my palms going slick. It was the first time I had ever heard her say that she loved me. “I wanted you too,” I admitted quietly. “God, I wanted you so badly it scared me.”
Her lips parted, and her lashes trembled. “I told myself it was just the wine, that it wasn’t real… but it was, Matt. It’s always been real.”
The room seemed to shrink around us, the golden light catching in her hair, the soft scent of cinnamon and cardamom drifting between us. My heart hammered, torn between guilt and the sheer gravitational pull of the woman standing inches from me.
June’s breath hitched as if she were standing on the edge of something—and maybe she was.
“You weren’t the only one who remembered,” she said softly. “That wasn’t the only time, either.”
I stayed quiet, my throat tight, as she set down her taping knife and crossed her arms like she was bracing herself.
“Do you remember the flip house over on Rue des Tilleuls in Saint-Claire-sur-Lac?” she asked softly. “The storm?”
The memory flooded back at once — the little stone cottage with its mossy terracotta roof, the linden trees along the cobblestone lane bending nearly sideways in the wind, the ancient shutters rattling against the walls as the power blinked out. The whole village had gone dark, only the hiss of the rain and the distant toll of the church bell marking the passing hours. Just the two of us inside that half-renovated house, curled up on the old settee under a single quilt, June falling asleep on my chest while thunder rolled over the lake beyond the vineyards.
“Yeah,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “The power went out. Just you and me.”
June nodded, her eyes distant now, lost in the glow of the window. “The rain hammered the roof like it was trying to break in… lightning lit up the whole house, and then everything just… stopped. No hum from the fridge, no heater, nothing. Just us.”
“I built a fire in the old brick hearth,” I said, the memory clawing its way back. “We shared the only blanket we could find.”
She smiled faintly. “I fell asleep on your chest. You were so warm, and your heartbeat was so strong… I felt safe. Safer than I had in years.”
The words wrapped around my heart like wire, tightening. I remembered staring at the ceiling, too wound up to sleep, her hair spilled across me like molten copper, the scent of her shampoo mixing with the smoke from the fire.
“You woke up,” I said.
“I did.” Her blue eyes flicked up to mine, shimmering. “You were still awake. Just… staring at me.”
“I couldn’t stop,” I admitted. “You looked like everything I’d ever wanted, wrapped up in my arms.”
June drew in a shaky breath. “And I remember what I said.”
I nodded slowly, my pulse a thunderous roar in my ears. “You whispered, ‘If I weren’t married…’”
Her lips trembled. “And you just… held me tighter. You didn’t say a word. But I felt it, Matt. I felt everything.”
The drywall, the tools, the room—all of it blurred into nothing as her words settled between us, electric and heavy and achingly sweet.
June’s eyes shimmered in the golden light, and for a long moment, neither of us spoke. Then she exhaled softly, as if releasing something she’d carried for years.
“There was a third time,” she said, her voice almost a whisper.
I knew instantly which night she meant—because it was the night that had changed everything.
I set down my taping knife and leaned back against the stud wall, my throat dry. “The lake house—two summers before I left.”
June nodded. “Fiona was out with friends… Andre was on a ‘business trip.’” The contempt in her voice at those last two words was sharp enough to cut. “It was just you and me. We’d been painting the guest room all day.”
“I remember,” I said quietly. My heart beat hard against my ribs. “We opened a bottle of wine to celebrate getting the last coat done. You had streaks of blue paint in your hair.”
She smiled faintly at the memory. “And you wiped it off… so gently, like I might break.”
“You were laughing,” I said, my voice tightening. “And then you weren’t.”
June met my gaze fully now, her eyes shimmering. “You told me I was beautiful. No one had said it to me in months—not like they meant it. And when you said it, I believed you.”
I felt the echo of that moment surge up my spine like a current. She had stood close—so close I could feel her heat—her paint-stained tank top clinging to her soft curves, her eyes luminous with something she hadn’t dared name.
“You touched my face,” she whispered. “Your thumb brushed my cheek, and I… almost kissed you.”
“You did kiss me,” I said. “Just… not on the lips.”
Her cheeks flushed. “I kissed your jaw, just here,” she said, reaching up and grazing the exact spot with her fingertips. The touch scorched me. “I wanted to know what you tasted like.”
I swallowed hard, my voice rough. “I wanted you so badly it hurt. And I knew if I kissed you back, I wouldn’t stop.”
“That’s why you left,” June said, not accusing—just understanding. “Because we were one heartbeat away from destroying my marriage.”
I nodded slowly, the confession tasting like iron. “It was going to happen, Sunny. And if it did, there was no undoing it. So I left. Because I loved you too much to stay.”
June stood silent for a moment, tears trembling at the edges of her lashes, then crossed the room and gently took my hand in hers.
“And now?” she asked, her voice soft, aching. “Do you still love me too much to stay?”
"June Bug, I—"
"I left Andre," June said, not letting me finish. "Even before you called me… before I flew over an ocean to be here, I had just ended things with him."
The news didn’t shock me—it had been a long time coming—but it explained her missing wedding band and the ruby ring she still wore in its place. My gaze drifted to her hand as June twisted the ring with her thumb, smiling at me despite the fear etched across her face.
She had just laid her soul bare, and I could either come clean and tell her how I felt… or walk away from this moment, pretending we could stay safely tucked away as “sibling in-laws.”
"I love you enough to bring you home," I said, my voice cracking with raw emotion.
Her lips parted, eyes wide. “You really love me? Like… the way you love Fiona?”
"You aren’t Fi, June Bug. You’re you. And what we have belongs to us."
The answer seemed to please her. Tears welled in her eyes, and her chin trembled. “I have something to ask you—something big.”
This was it. The moment Fiona had warned me about.
I laced our fingers together, feeling her trembling through our joined hands. “Go ahead, June Bug.”
June gave me a nervous smile and inhaled deeply. “I’ve thought long and hard about how to ask this… and Fiona told me to be bold, so I’m just going to say it. Will you marry me?”
My jaw dropped as adrenaline surged through my body, turning my legs to mush. “June, I—”
Before I could answer, June rushed on. “Before you answer, I understand Fiona is and always will be the number one woman in your life. I’m not asking you to marry me instead of her.” She lifted our hands, showing me the ruby ring. “In my heart, I married you a long time ago. I haven’t had sex with Andre in over a year—and even before that, it was rare. Every time I closed my eyes, I thought of you. He knows how I feel about you. And as hard as I tried to resist you… I can’t.”
My legs buckled, and my head swooned. “Sunny, I need to sit down for a minute.”
June led me to the big bay window overlooking the lake, where we sat side by side. She held my hand in hers, her thumb caressing my skin as she gave me space to collect my thoughts.
“There’s more,” she said softly, but her voice was steady.
I gazed into her big blue eyes. The way the sunlight touched her hair—how the loose red wisps framed her face—melted me like wax under a blowtorch. “What is it?”
She let out a slow breath. “I want to start a family with you. It’s not just that I want you to give me a baby—which I do, badly—but I want to raise our child together… in a loving household.”
“You want me to get you pregnant?”
It was stating the obvious, but it bought me a sliver more time.
“That sounds so clinical,” she said. “I want you to make love to me—many, many times—until we conceive a child together through the bond we share.”
“Are you on birth control?”
June shook her head. “I had my IUD removed ten months ago. I was hoping to find the right time to tell you.” She gazed around the room, smiling wistfully. “This would make a wonderful nursery… for Fiona and me to share.”
Green light, go. There was nothing stopping me from taking June—nothing except the dread looming in the pit of my stomach. This whole thing could blow up in our faces, and I could lose them both.
As if sensing my hesitation, June leaned over and kissed me softly on the cheek. “This is a lot. I don’t want an answer now. Think about it. Talk to Fiona and Riley. And if you want us… come to me. I’ll be waiting.”
June left me alone in the half-finished room, her perfume lingering like a secret too sweet to speak aloud. The quiet pressed in from all sides, heavy and suffocating.
I wandered out of the room on unsteady legs and made my way downstairs, through the skeletal hallways, until I stepped out the back door and into the open air. The sunlight hit me like a hammer, warm and blinding, but not enough to clear the fog inside my head.
I walked aimlessly along the shoreline until I found myself beneath the willow tree, its green veil rippling in the breeze. The lake shimmered beyond it, calm and endless, like it had been waiting centuries for this exact moment to unfold.
June wanted a baby. With me.
The words looped in my head, spinning faster every time.
I tried to picture it—her pale body curled against mine in the early dawn light, her soft laugh filling the kitchen as she rocked our newborn in her arms. A tiny creature with June’s copper hair and my blue eyes. I imagined her in this house, barefoot on these wooden floors, raising a child beside Fiona and Riley’s children… just like Elizabeth and Violet had done all those years ago.
The thought hit me like lightning: this wasn’t just about sex or even love. June wanted a life with me. A family. Roots.
And for all my fear, my heart didn’t recoil. It leaned toward her like a flower seeking sunlight.
God help me, maybe Fiona had been right all along.






  
  Chapter six








Sparks in the Steam


Later that night, I told Riley and Fiona everything June had confessed. Fiona had encouraged me to follow my heart, and Riley had sighed, resigned to the fact that June and I shared our own history, and for her to protest June while allowing me to be with Fiona was hypocritical. In the end, both women gave their blessing—and told me I shouldn’t wait too long to make my move, because June might see hesitation as rejection. 
The three of us made love that night, and again in the morning before starting our day. Riley, Bella, and I were assigned to the primary upstairs bathroom, where the girls would work on the tile while I finished the plumbing. By the end of the day, the bathroom would be fully functional and completely finished—our first complete room.
This was also the first time I’d worked alone with Riley and Bella together, and it didn’t take long for sparks to fly.
I crouched in the shower, caulking the hot and cold water handles while doing my best to stay out of their constant bickering.
“I’m telling you we should go with the sky blue ceramic,” Riley said. “It’s bright and airy. We’re on a lake, Bella. The one you want makes me want to slit my wrists.”
Bella snorted, a sharp, dismissive laugh. “Charcoal gray is sleek and sophisticated. It hardly makes anyone want to commit suicide. The sky blue belongs in a child’s bathroom—which is exactly why we ordered it.”
Riley held the tile against the wall and smiled. “Sky blue opens the space up. It’ll feel like showering under the sky.”
Bella rolled her eyes. “It’ll feel like showering in a Smurf village. Charcoal slate is elegant. Sophisticated.”
“It’s a bathroom,” Riley said, folding her arms, “not a Wall Street boardroom.”
“Exactly,” Bella said with a huff, “which is why it shouldn’t look like a toddler’s art project.”
I tried to make myself smaller by the second, willing myself to blend in with the unfinished drywall. But it was only a matter of time before they dragged me into their ridiculous argument.
“What do you think, Mattie?” Riley asked, flashing me an innocent smile that could melt steel.
With a sigh, I turned around to face them. “I think we should stick with the color we ordered for this bathroom.”
“Boom,” Bella said. “Which is the fucking charcoal gray.” She marked the air with her index finger like a referee signaling a point. “Bella one, Riley zero.”
Riley’s face flushed pink, her eyes narrowing like a cat about to pounce, but I held up a hand before she could reply.
“Enough. We’re on a time crunch. Can we please just install the tile and be done with it?”
“Fine,” Riley said, huffing. “But we’re doing sky blue in all the other bathrooms.”
The next few minutes passed in something resembling peace—until I felt Bella’s ass brush my shoulder. I glanced up to find her smirking down at me.
“Try not to drool on the grout, loverboy. Remember the last time you and I were alone in this bathroom?”
Riley’s eyes flashed hot, and she rounded on her sister. “Yeah. I know all about it. You two snuck up here and made out. Congrats on a kiss. I’ve been having sex with him in here every morning for three weeks.”
My wrench slipped in my hand and clattered against the pipe, nearly dropping before I caught it. “Is everything between you two a competition?”
Bella’s lips curled in a feline smile. “Oh, Riley. Always so proud of your little victories.”
Riley barked a laugh and set down the tile in her hand. “Little? I’ve had way more than you ever did. What do you even have? One sloppy makeout during your graduation party?”
Bella tilted her head, green eyes gleaming with mischief. “Sloppy? Please. He was the one who begged me to lock the door.”
“I didn’t beg—” I started, but Riley steamrolled me.
“Begged or not, you didn’t close,” Riley said. “Meanwhile, I’ve had him in this bathroom every morning for three weeks. You know, just to start the day limber.”
Heat flushed my neck as I focused way too hard on the caulk bead, my ears burning while Riley smirked like a cat in cream.
Bella scoffed. “Cute. But let’s not pretend you’re special, Riley. If I’d wanted to, I could have had him anytime.”
“Really?” Riley said, arching a brow. “Because last time you tried, you cockblocked me at the boat dock the night he was going to take my virginity.”
“That wasn’t cockblocking,” Bella shot back. “That was saving my baby sister from being another notch on his tool belt.”
“We were both virgins,” I interjected, but the girls ignored me.
Riley snorted. “Right. And now that he’s mine, you want a turn.”
Bella crossed her arms, her sports bra pulling tight across her bronzed chest, and smirked. “If I want him, I’ll take him. Nothing you could do to stop me.”
Riley blinked, then slowly turned her head toward me. “So? Would you?”
My wrench froze mid-turn. “Would I what?”
“Would you have sex with Bella?” Riley asked, her tone casual but her eyes glinting like blue lightning.
My brain stuttered. Every rational response vaporized. The silence stretched until even the fan overhead seemed to pause.
Bella arched an eyebrow. “Go on. Be honest.”
There was no chance in hell of me resisting Bella, and we both knew it. Even Riley knew it, but they wanted to hear the words come from my lips.
“I think my plate is full enough as it is,” I said, trying to stick with the truth.
Riley’s eyes flared in triumph. “See! He doesn’t want you.”
Bella rolled her eyes. “Read between the lines, little sister. He didn’t say no. He clearly wants me, and why wouldn’t he?”
Heat flashed behind Riley’s eyes. “I don’t know, maybe it’s because you’re an angry Karen?”
“At least I didn’t roll over and spread my legs the first night I got here.”
“Take it as a sign, Bella— you’re the only one in this house who’s not having sex with him.”
Bella spun on me, her eyes wide with shock. “You’re having sex with June?”
“No!” I said, trying to think of some way to stop them from fighting.
Riley wrapped her arms around my waist and ran her hands up my chest, eyeing her sister the entire time. “I get to do this anytime I want.”
Riley drew me close and kissed her way up my neck, treating me like a trophy.
“It’s only because I don’t want to share him,” Bella said, her voice biting like a snake.
I tried to unlatch Riley’s death grip around my waist and pull away. “Let’s calm down before this gets any more out of hand.”
Bella stepped closer, folding her arms beneath her breasts, and grinned. “Sweetheart, I could take him for myself anytime. And there’s nothing you could do to stop me.”
Bella didn’t break eye contact with her sister as she reached up and curled her fingers in my shirt.
“Case in point,” she murmured.
Before I could react, Bella rose onto her toes and kissed me.
It wasn’t frantic or sloppy—just slow, deliberate, and full of wicked intent. Her soft lips parted against mine, lingering for several long, incendiary seconds, her tongue tracing the seam of my mouth like she owned it.
The world went silent. Even my heart forgot how to beat.
When she pulled back, a smug little smirk curved her lips, and her green eyes glittered with triumph.
Riley stood frozen, her jaw slack, blue eyes blazing with shock that burned to fury in an instant.
“You’re disgusting,” she snapped, her voice trembling with hurt. “You two deserve each other.”
“Roo—” I started, but she was already ripping off her gloves and hurling them to the floor. The slap of rubber echoed off the half-tiled walls like a gunshot.
She shoved past us, her shoulder clipping mine as she stormed out of the bathroom, bare feet slapping the old pine floors as she vanished down the hall.
The silence she left behind roared in my ears.
I turned on Bella, heat flaring in my chest. “What the hell was that?”
Bella just smiled lazily, like a cat who’d knocked over a vase on purpose. “A kiss.”
“You know exactly what you were doing,” I shot back. “She’s your sister, Bella. These head games—the one-upmanship, the bluffing, the constant poking—it’s going to blow this whole thing up.”
Her smirk didn’t falter. She stepped into me, close enough that the heat of her body cut through the cool air from the box fan.
“Who says I’m bluffing?” she whispered.
And before I could answer, she fisted my shirt in both hands and kissed me again—hard this time, hungry and unapologetic—like she’d been starving for me for years and had finally decided to feed.
I broke off the kiss and pushed her back, heat flaring through my chest. “What the fuck are you doing?”
Bella just smiled, smug and unrepentant, lips still glistening from the kiss. “Don’t pretend you didn’t enjoy it.”
My pulse hammered, anger surging alongside the raw desire still coiled in my gut. “And here I thought you might have changed,” I said, my voice low and sharp. “But you’re still just as jealous of Riley as you were five years ago.”
Bella’s smirk sharpened. She folded her arms under her breasts and cocked her head. “Jealous? Please. You’re the one who wants to get down my pants.”
“And you’re the one who just threw yourself at me in front of your little sister,” I shot back. “Aren’t you supposed to protect her?”
Her green eyes flashed, but I didn’t wait for her rebuttal. I stepped out of the shower, yanking off my work gloves, and tipped my head toward the unfinished wall.
“I’m going to check on your sister,” I said, forcing my voice steady. “As for you, those tiles won’t hang themselves.”
Without waiting for an answer, I strode out of the bathroom, my boots thudding down the hall as the fan hummed behind me. The air out here was cooler, calmer, and I headed for the one place I knew I would find Riley.






  
  Chapter seven








Reconciliation on the Dock


The air outside cooled my rage instantly, trading the burnt ozone of a house full of power tools and screaming sisters for the hush of open sky and lapping water. Evening settled heavy and golden on the world, lake and lawn and all the half-finished house fading under a syrup of pink and orange. For a second I just stood there, breathing it in, letting the tension seep out of my shoulders. 
I scanned the property—around the side porch, out toward the old fire pit, past the swing set where the boards still hung on their rusty chains. But I knew exactly where Riley would be.
The dock.
The old one, not the prefab aluminum thing they put in for the renters. The real one, with the black-streaked planks and the splinters you could never fully sand out, and the ladder with one rung still missing after fifteen years.
She sat at the end, right foot dangling a few inches above the water, left knee drawn up under her chin. Her hair was down, untamed, a gold sheet nearly reaching her waist. She wore my battered old varsity hoodie and gym shorts, the same as she had the morning after our first night together. From a hundred feet away I could see her shivering, but I couldn’t tell if it was from cold or rage or heartbreak.
Probably all three.
The dock creaked under my weight as I started out, but Riley didn’t turn, didn’t even flinch. She just kept staring straight ahead, shoulders hunched, knuckles bone white where she clenched them around her shin.
I eased down next to her, leaving six inches between us—a chasm. For a long minute, neither of us spoke. Wind gusted over the water, tossing her hair into my face, and I fought the urge to tuck it behind her ear.
I looked out over the lake. The far shore was a shimmer of trees and reflected sky. A duck paddled by, oblivious. If I pretended hard enough, we could’ve been twelve again, sitting out here after a swim, the world still simple.
“Roo—”
She cut me off with a sharp sniff. “Don’t.”
I nodded, staring at the water.
The wind shifted again, a chill creeping in despite the clear sky. It felt like a storm was brewing on the horizon. I could see the way her shoulders shivered slightly under the fabric of her varsity hoodie, which hung loosely around her. Without thinking, I leaned closer, offering my warmth through the space between us. She let the moment linger, but her hands remained tightly clenched around her knee.
“I’m sorry about what happened in there,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Bella… she knows how to get under my skin. She always did.”
Riley let out a hollow laugh. “She didn’t get under your skin. She got under your tongue.”
I winced. Fair. “She ambushed me.”
“Yeah. She’s good at that.” Riley’s voice was flat, but she finally turned to look at me. Her eyes were ringed red, but she wasn’t crying anymore. If anything, she looked carved from glass—hard, but transparent, as if you could see every jagged edge inside.
I reached for her hand. This time, she let me take it.
“I love you, Riley,” I said, feeling like a coward for not saying it first. “You know that, right?”
She didn’t answer, but her grip tightened on my fingers.
The wind died for a moment. The water below the dock stilled, gone mirror-smooth. My reflection shimmered up at me, all sharp lines and tired eyes.
“Do you still want her?” Riley asked, so quiet I almost missed it. “Bella.”
I hesitated a breath too long. Riley’s mouth twisted, like she’d braced for the answer and it still punched through her.
I squeezed her hand. “I’ll always want her. But I’m with you. I chose you, Roo. If I ever leave, it’s only because you want to come with me. You’re my person.”
She stared at the lake, jaw clenched so tight her teeth must have ached. “You say that now. But next time she wants you, you’ll be with her.”
My chest hurt, seeing her that raw. The perfect Riley Ross, fearless and fun, reduced to the most basic, breakable version of herself.
“Look at me,” I said, turning her face to mine.
She did. Her eyes were as blue as the sky, even streaked with tears.
“I’m not going anywhere,” I said. “Not without you.”
She let out a bitter breath. “Even if she wears the sweatshirt again?”
That stopped me. “What?”
Riley's gaze dropped to her lap. Her fingers worried the frayed cuff of the gray hoodie I'd found her wearing this morning—my hoodie, not the one Bella had on at the bonfire. "That sweatshirt she wore at the bonfire. The faded blue one with the bleach stain on the sleeve."

Something cold settled in my stomach. "What about it?"

She nodded, still not looking up. "You gave it to her, didn't you?"

"Riley—"

"It's okay." Her voice was hollow. "She probably took it from you without asking. Classic Bella." She pressed the sleeve to her cheek, inhaling. "I get it though. Your clothes always made me feel... protected. Like nothing bad could touch me."
The dock creaked as I shifted closer. “I never wanted to hurt either of you.”
Riley finally met my gaze, lips trembling. “I know. But sometimes you do, anyway.”
Her hand came up, palm flat against my chest. “I’ve been treating you like a trophy,” she said, and her voice nearly cracked. “Like if I held on tight enough, I could win for once. I wanted to hurt her back, but that’s not fair to you. Or me.”
Tears welled, but she blinked them away.
I leaned in, resting my forehead against hers. “You’re not second best. Not to her. Not to anyone.”
She nodded, but didn’t trust herself to speak.
The sun dropped lower, bleeding magenta into the clouds. I wrapped my arm around her shoulders, pulled her in. She came willingly, curling against me like she’d been waiting for this since the moment she stomped away.
We watched the light fade over the lake. A loon called from the reeds, low and wild, and the water lapped gentle at the dock pilings. Somewhere behind us, the house still hummed with the day’s drama, but out here, the world was just us.
I ran my fingers through her hair, slow and soothing, until her breathing evened out.
After a while, Riley spoke, voice muffled by my shirt. “I’m not going to apologize for wanting you. But I’ll try to stop making it a war.”
I kissed her temple. “That’s all I want.”
The last sliver of sun disappeared, and the lake turned black and infinite. We sat there until the stars came out, and even then, I didn’t let go.
We might have sat out there until the moon was high, just breathing each other’s air, if it hadn’t been for the footsteps.
I heard them first—a slow, uncertain thump-thump on the dock planks, not the heavy confidence of Bella’s normal stride but something careful, measured, as if she wasn’t sure if the wood would hold her. Riley tensed against me, her whole body stiffening. I could smell the fear in her sweat.
We waited as the footsteps drew closer, then stopped ten feet behind us. For a heartbeat, nothing. Then: “Riley?”
Bella’s voice was softer than I’d ever heard it. Not velvet, not ice. Just… small.
Riley flinched like she’d been shot.
“Can I talk to you?” Bella said. “Alone?”
I looked to Riley, letting her decide. She sat frozen, then nodded once, jaw clenched. “It’s okay, Mattie,” she murmured. “I’ll be fine.”
“You sure?”
She gave a tight little smile. “I’m a Ross. I can take it.”
I stood, squeezed her hand, and leaned in close. “Call if you need me,” I whispered.
She didn’t let go right away, fingers lingering as if afraid I’d disappear if she blinked.
I turned and headed back up the dock, my shoulder grazing Bella's as I passed. She had my old sweatshirt on—the one with the bleach stain. The fabric hung loose around her frame, swallowing her up like armor. When our eyes connected, something flickered in hers—vulnerability, maybe—before she dropped her gaze to the weathered planks beneath our feet.
I walked up the sloping lawn, only far enough to give them space but not so far I couldn’t double back in a second. I paused at the edge of the willow’s shade, back to the trunk, arms crossed. From here, I could see the girls as negative images against the moonlit water. Two silhouettes: Riley curled inward, arms around her knees; Bella stiff and upright, shoulders squared against the night.
Their voices carried only in fragments.
Bella sat beside Riley, a careful two feet away. For a long time, they said nothing. Then, clear as glass, Bella’s voice:
“I shouldn’t have done that. Kissed him like that.”
Riley’s head shook, loose hair fanning out. “It’s not about the kiss, Bells. You always win. You always get what you want. Even now, you’re stealing my happiness just to prove you can.”
Bella barked a laugh—one sharp, bitter note. “You think I’m happy? Riley, I’m a fucking disaster.”
The silence stretched. Riley shifted, voice barely audible. “You’re perfect. Always have been.”
Bella groaned, the sound raw. “No. That’s the mask. You’re the one who’s brave. You left, started over, made a real life for yourself. I’m just… here. Running old plays, chasing old ghosts.”
The moonlight hit them both as the clouds broke. I could see their profiles: Riley’s lashes silvered with tears, Bella’s chin trembling even as she tried to keep it set.
“I didn’t mean to hurt you,” Bella said. “I was just… so angry. At myself, at Mattie, at you for having what I never could.”
Riley wiped her face on her sleeve. “You could have had him. You could have had anything.”
Bella shook her head. “No. That’s not how it works. Not for people like me. We get close, and then we burn it all down.”
They both stared at the water, shoulders almost touching.
“I always thought you hated me,” Riley said. “Even before Mattie.”
Bella laughed, a little softer now. “Hate you? Jesus, Roo. I worshipped you. You were my sun. You were Dad’s sun, too. Even when you fucked up, you did it with style.”
Riley let out a hiccup of a laugh, wet and ugly. “I’m a train wreck.”
“You’re the bravest person I know,” Bella said. “Even now. Especially now.”
The next part was a long silence, broken only by the slap of small waves on the dock and the high, lonely call of some bird in the dark. I felt like a voyeur, eavesdropping on the surgery of two hearts.
Bella reached out, tentative, and touched Riley’s hand.
Riley didn’t pull away.
“I miss you,” Bella said. “I miss us.”
Riley drew a shuddering breath. “Me too.”
Then, in a movement so sudden I nearly missed it, Riley folded into her sister, and Bella caught her, and the two of them clung together, rocking on the splintered dock in a tangle of long limbs and old hurts.
I looked away, swallowing a knot of tears.
For a long time, neither moved.
The moon climbed higher, and the girls were just one shadow now, a single shape against the water. Whatever words they spoke from then on, I didn’t need to hear. The healing was in the hush.
I stayed under the willow until my legs went numb, guarding their peace, making sure nothing in this world could interrupt the moment.
Not even me.
When the tears ran out and the sisters finally loosened their grip, I stayed back, letting them have the silence. The night air was damp and cold, but I didn't care. There was a peace to it—the kind that only comes after a hurricane, when you realize the trees are still standing, even if some of the branches are gone.
From the top of the lawn, I watched them sit for a long time, shoulders brushing, faces turned to the water. It was impossible not to see them as they’d been at twelve and thirteen: Riley with her hair in wild tangles, Bella with grass stains on her knees, plotting to save frogs from the lawnmower or tell off the neighbor boys. Now their hair was longer, their bodies lean and strong and scarred in the places you couldn’t see. But the bond was still there—pulled tight, frayed, but not broken.
I leaned against the willow and let myself exhale. Relief, mostly, but also the weirdest ache I’d ever known. How was it possible to want both of them at the same time, to love Riley so completely it hurt, and still feel that sharp, gnawing want for Bella every time she walked into a room? Maybe this was the curse of the Ford men. Or maybe it was just me, a selfish bastard who wanted to have his cake, eat it, and watch it walk down the dock in his sweatshirt.
Whatever. I wasn't going to fix myself tonight. But maybe, just maybe, I could help hold the people I loved together for a little while longer.
The girls finally stood, arms linked, and walked up the dock. They didn't speak, just matched pace and leaned into each other as if testing the repair. It held.
When they reached the grass, I pushed off the tree and met them halfway. Riley smiled at me, exhausted but lighter, and tucked herself into my side. Bella didn't meet my eyes, but she didn't look away, either.
The three of us walked up the lawn together, past the dark garden beds and the ghost of the old swing set. Up ahead, the house glowed with porch lights and the warm golden haze of bulbs through half-hung curtains. From here, the renovation didn't look like a war zone—just a home in progress, full of hope and unfinished business.
At the steps, Riley took my hand, squeezing hard. Bella hung back, hands deep in her pockets, but not angry. Just… thoughtful.
We stood like that for a minute, caught in the triangle of porch light and shadow. The world was quiet, except for the faint clink of wrenches and hammers finally put to bed, and the wild call of a loon echoing across the black water.
Maybe tomorrow the fights would start up again. Maybe old wounds would bleed. Maybe all of this would fall apart, and I’d lose them both.
But tonight, we walked inside together, side by side, three survivors of the same storm, each carrying a piece of the other.
The door closed behind us, and the house, for once, felt whole.






  
  Chapter eight








With Love’s Consent


Later that night, Fiona and Riley pulled me aside in the kitchen. 
"June told us everything," Fiona whispered, her fingers warm on my wrist.
Riley nodded, adding, "We think you should go to her."
When I hesitated, glancing toward our shared bedroom, Riley gave me a gentle push. "Don't worry about us tonight," she said with a knowing smile. "But if you want somewhere to sleep..." She left the sentence hanging, the implication clear.
After everyone drifted off to bed, I spent an hour walking circles in the living room, burning nervous energy in the spaces between half-assembled furniture and boxes of new appliances. The silence felt different tonight: not empty, but waiting. I watched the moon rise through the great room’s uncurtained windows, its cold light pooling over the half-hung drywall and the lumber waiting to become bookshelves. I thought about the Ross sisters, Riley’s laugh, Bella’s steel, Fiona’s wisdom—and June. Always June, her words circling in my skull like a prayer: Will you marry me? I want to start a family. I want to give you a baby.
At midnight, the house stilled completely. Even the radiators stopped their ancient groans. I padded up the main staircase barefoot, careful not to make a sound, and walked the long hallway to the far guest suite. At the end of the corridor, moonlight sliced through a high window, catching motes of dust as it painted the floor in silver stripes. I stopped, heart a hammer in my ribs. This was it.
The hallway was warm—maybe the insulation actually worked up here—but the skin on my forearms prickled all the same. I wiped my palms on my flannel pajama bottoms and knocked.
A pause. Then the click of a lamp, the creak of bedsprings, and the faintest flutter of movement through the crack in the door. June opened it with a hand on the frame, her hair loose and flaming over both shoulders, the ends curling against her silk nightgown. The slip hugged her hips and shimmered in the lamplight, a river of blush pink trimmed in ivory lace. Her eyes, when she saw me, were open and unguarded, soft as dawn.
She didn’t say a word—just looked at me, waiting.
I tried to speak, but for a second, all I could do was drink her in. The bedroom behind her was lit only by a warm bulb on the nightstand, a pool of golden light on the tangle of sheets. In the corner, on a drop cloth, sat a neat cluster of oil paints and brushes, two half-finished canvases stacked against the wall. The scent of her—cinnamon and cardamom, sun-warmed skin, a trace of turpentine—twisted straight to my chest.
June tilted her head, a question in the set of her mouth. “Couldn’t sleep?” she asked, her voice just above a whisper.
I shook my head. “No. Not even close.”
“Me neither.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, fingers trembling so slightly I almost missed it.
I stepped inside, closed the door with a quiet snick, and for a second we just stood there, the air electric. I watched her hands, slender and deft, one twisted at the hem of her gown, the other resting at her side.
“I’ve been thinking,” I said, but the words caught. I started again: “I can’t stop thinking. About you. About what you said.”
June’s mouth quirked at the edge—nervous, not mocking. “Which part?”
“All of it,” I said. “But especially the part about us. About… a family.”
She exhaled. Her shoulders dropped a half-inch, relief blooming in her posture, but she kept her eyes on mine. “You don’t have to say anything. I meant what I said—I don’t want you to feel—”
I took her hand, the one still clutching the hem of her slip. “I’m not here because I have to. I’m here because I want to be.”
The room was so silent I could hear the tick of the cheap bedside clock.
I kept going, tripping over the words but not caring. “Fiona was my first love, but you were the one I built everything around—even when I tried to tell myself you were off limits.” I laughed, embarrassed. “Sorry, that’s… construction talk. I just mean… it’s always been you. Even when I tried to ignore it. Even when I told myself you were off limits.”
She squeezed my fingers, silent tears rimming her eyes.
I took a shaky breath. “I want all of it. Marriage, a baby, a life. Not instead of Fiona and Roo, but… with you, too. I want it so bad it scares me.”
A tear slid down her cheek and glittered on her smile. “You’re sure?”
I nodded, a lump in my throat.
June’s gaze flicked to our joined hands. On her left ring finger, the ruby glimmered in the lamplight, tiny and bright. I ran my thumb over it, remembering the day I’d bought it for her in an antique shop off Rue d’Aligre, how she’d laughed at the color but worn it every day since.
“We don’t need a diamond,” I said, tracing the ruby. “Let’s make this our wedding band. Right here, right now.”
June choked out a laugh, part sob, part joy, and launched herself into my arms. She was so light, so warm, so absolutely real against me that I nearly lost my balance. Her hair smelled like smoke and honey and that night in Saint-Claire-sur-Lac when she’d fallen asleep on my chest, the one memory I’d never dared speak aloud.
“I want to give you the baby you want,” I said into her hair. “I want to start tonight, if you’ll have me.”
She clung to me, fingers digging into my back, and whispered into my neck: “Je t’ai attendu toute ma vie.”
I’ve waited for you all my life.
For a second, nothing moved. The world was just us, the hush of the house, the pulse in my throat.
Then she kissed me.
Not tentative, not testing the waters—just honest and hungry, soft lips melting into mine with a hunger I’d felt for a decade but never dared name. Her hands came up to my jaw, pulling me down, and her mouth opened with a wet sigh, sweet and eager.
I kissed her back, at first careful and gentle, then losing myself as her tongue flicked along my teeth, her breath hot and shaky in my mouth. My hands slid from her waist to her hips, feeling the heat of her body through the silk. Every part of her trembled: not fear, but the rush of finally, finally.
We broke apart, gasping, and she pressed her forehead to mine. “Promise me,” she breathed. “Promise me this isn’t a dream.”
I laughed, holding her so tight I feared I’d bruise her ribs. “If it is, I don’t want to wake up.”
June’s eyes glistened as she led me by the hand to the bed, her hair flaming in the lamplight, her slip ghosting over her thighs with each step. I didn’t let go. Not for a second.
The moment we sat, she crawled onto my lap and kissed me again, her tongue tracing my lower lip, her hands tangling in my hair. I buried my face in her neck, breathing her in, and let my fingers map the terrain of her back—soft, warm, alive.
She arched against me, hips rocking, and the silk of her nightgown slid up, baring her thighs. I ran my palms along them, marveling at the strength and softness, the brush of her skin electric under my hands.
She cupped my face, drew back just far enough to meet my eyes, and whispered, “Take me. Please.”
I did.
We tumbled backward together onto the bed, laughter and longing mixing in the air above us. Her legs wrapped around my waist, her breath ragged as I kissed her collarbone, her shoulder, the hollow above her breast. June shivered, her nails raking lightly down my back, and her lips found my ear. “Je t’aime. Maintenant et toujours.”
I love you. Now and always.
I wanted to reply in French, but the words tangled in my tongue. Instead, I kissed her—once, twice, forever—and let my hands speak for me, slipping under the silk, learning the landscape I’d ached for since I was seventeen.
The ruby flashed on her finger as she undid the buttons of my shirt, her hands shaking but sure. Her laugh bubbled up, bright and raw, and she pressed her palm flat to my chest, as if to anchor me here, in this moment, where nothing could ever tear us apart.
She kissed me, her lips salt with tears, and we gave ourselves over to the night.
The house slept, silent and whole, as we finally let ourselves break.
June’s body was so warm against me, it felt like I might combust from the inside out. We tumbled onto the mattress in a tangle of silk and bare skin, the lamplight splashing us gold and crimson. She was half on top of me, half beside, laughing into my mouth as she kissed me again and again, each one deeper, messier, more desperate.
I couldn’t stop touching her. I ran my hands up the back of her thighs, found the edge of her slip and slid it higher, exposing her smooth, pale skin. She gasped as my palms swept over the swell of her ass, fingers kneading gently before roaming up her back and into her hair.
June’s hands were everywhere, her touch as careful as it was greedy. She started at my collarbone, tracing the line with her lips, then fumbled with the buttons on my shirt. Her fingers shook, but she didn’t stop, undoing each one with an exhale, her knuckles brushing my chest. She pushed the flannel wide, baring my skin to the night air, and let her hands splay across my pecs.
“You’re shaking,” I murmured, nipping at her jaw.
“So are you,” she whispered back, her voice thick with want.
We kissed, slow and deep, and she moaned into my mouth, her hips rocking against me. I slid her silk slip over her shoulders, pausing as her breasts spilled out—softer, rounder, more perfect than I remembered from a dozen stolen summer glances. Her nipples were the palest rose, pebbled from excitement and maybe a touch of nerves.
I cupped them in both hands, marveling at the weight, at how they filled my palms, at the way June shivered when I grazed her nipples with my thumbs.
“God, you’re beautiful,” I breathed.
She blushed, and her laugh was half-sob, half-joy. “You’re just saying that because you finally get to see them.”
“True,” I admitted. “But also, you’re perfect.”
She tilted her head and bit my bottom lip, sucking it into her mouth. “So are you.”
I rolled her gently onto her back and let my lips follow the path of my hands, kissing down her neck, over her clavicle, tracing the elegant collarbone with my tongue. June’s skin tasted of cinnamon and honey, the faintest trace of her perfume mixing with the salt of her sweat. She arched her back, hands fisting the sheets as I took one nipple into my mouth, swirling my tongue around it, then flicking gently until she gasped and clung to my hair.
Her nails dug into my scalp, sending a shock straight to my groin.
I sucked softly, switched to her other breast, repeating the motion until her breath came in jagged little hitches, the sound somewhere between a moan and a whimper.
“Mattie,” she breathed, “if you keep that up, I might die.”
I kissed down her stomach, dipping my tongue into her navel, then lower, until I reached the hem of the silk slip bunched at her hips. I looked up—she was propped on her elbows, eyes wide, hair wild around her face.
“Can I?” I asked, my voice barely more than a growl.
She nodded, lips parted, but couldn’t speak.
I eased her underwear down, savoring every exposed inch, every shiver, every slight trembling of her thighs. When she was fully bare before me, I nearly lost my mind.
She was soaking wet, pink and glistening, the trimmed thatch of auburn matching the fire in her hair.
I spread her legs and kissed the inside of her knee, then trailed my lips up, up, until I was just shy of her center. I breathed her in—heady, spicy, so uniquely June—and then, without any more teasing, I pressed my mouth to her pussy.
She cried out, the sound sharp and startled, then melted into a long, shaking moan as I licked her, slow and steady, from bottom to top. I found her clit and flicked it gently, circled it with my tongue, then sucked it between my lips.
June’s painter hands clamped down on my head, holding me in place. Her thighs trembled against my ears, and she whispered French endearments I only half-understood.
“Oui, mon amour, comme ça… ne t’arrête pas…” Yes, my love, like that, don’t stop…
I didn’t. I ate her until her hips bucked against my face, until she was writhing, crying out, her nails raking my scalp as she thrashed. I slid two fingers inside her, curling them just so, and she shattered.
June’s orgasm hit like a thunderclap. She arched off the bed, thighs clamped around my face, her voice breaking as she came. I kept going, slower now, savoring every ripple and pulse, until she finally sagged back to earth, her body a trembling puddle of satisfaction.
I kissed my way up her belly, her chest, her throat, then finally her lips. She tasted herself on my mouth and moaned, her arms wrapping tight around my neck as she pulled me down beside her.
We lay there, breathing hard, her hair a wild tangle against my cheek.
June giggled, her face pressed to my shoulder. “You are… incroyable. Amazing.”
“Just getting started,” I promised, nuzzling her ear.
She rolled to face me, her eyes bright and hungry. “My turn,” she whispered.
I opened my mouth to protest—I wanted nothing more than to lose myself inside her—but June was already pushing me back onto the pillows, her hands working at the waistband of my pajama bottoms. She stripped them down with surprising force, freeing my cock, which sprang up hard and flushed and aching.
June’s eyes went wide. She looked up at me, then down at my cock, then back at me, a wicked grin blooming on her lips.
“Oh, mon dieu,” she whispered, and kissed the tip.
I nearly exploded right then. She wrapped her painter’s fingers around the base, the ruby ring catching fire in the lamplight, and stroked me slow and deliberate. Her tongue flicked the bead of pre-cum from the crown, savoring it with a little hum, then she took me into her mouth, inch by inch, never breaking eye contact.
I’d been with Fiona and Riley a thousand times, but nothing had ever felt quite like this—June’s soft lips, the heat of her mouth, the way she swirled her tongue around my shaft with a painter’s focus, as if learning the taste and shape of me for some future masterpiece.
She went slow at first, bobbing her head in a steady rhythm, her hand twisting at the base, the ring spinning hypnotically as she worked me. Every once in a while she’d glance up, her blue eyes smoldering, and the sight alone nearly broke me.
She took me deep, her nose pressed to my pelvis, then pulled off, gasping. “You taste good, Mattie.”
I groaned, fisting the sheets, my thighs trembling. “If you keep that up, I’m not going to last.”
She smiled, wicked, and bent back down, her hair pooling over my belly. This time she went faster, her hand stroking in time with her mouth, the wet, hot glide of her lips sending electric shocks up my spine. I could feel my balls tightening, the edge approaching faster than I wanted.
I reached down and tangled my hands in her hair, guiding her gently, loving the way she moaned every time I flexed inside her mouth.
“Sunny, you need to stop, or I’ll—”
She pulled off, licking her lips, and grinned up at me. “You promised to give me a baby, remember?”
I laughed, breathless. “Not in your mouth.”
She giggled, climbed up my body, and kissed me, slow and sweet, her breasts pressing to my chest, her nipples hot against my skin.
June straddled my waist, her hair cascading over both of us, her face a perfect mask of lust and joy. She stroked my cock with one hand, lining it up at her entrance, and I could feel the slick heat of her pussy teasing the tip, her hips rocking slow and easy.
But she didn’t take me inside her yet. She just ground against me, moaning into my mouth, her body slick with sweat, her scent everywhere.
I gripped her hips, barely able to hold on.
“You’re perfect,” I whispered.
She shivered, the words going straight to her core. “Toi aussi, tu me fais perdre la tête.”
You too, you make me lose my mind.
We stayed like that, her grinding against my cock, our lips locked, hands roaming everywhere, both of us trembling on the brink.
When she finally lowered herself onto me, I thought I might cry from relief.
But that was for the next heartbeat, the next gasp, the next forever.
Tonight, we learned each other by touch, by taste, by sound—two artists, each the other’s canvas.
And when the world fell away, it was just us and the golden hush of lamplight, the hush of years of wanting finally, blessedly, over.
June held my cock in her hand, guiding the tip along her slick folds, her blue eyes locked to mine. I could feel the heat of her, the way her body trembled as she positioned me at her entrance, the wet velvet of her pussy parting just enough to tease.
She hovered there, holding me at the brink, her breath ragged. “I want to remember this moment forever,” she whispered.
I almost told her I’d never forget it either, but words didn’t seem real enough. All that mattered was the way her hands cradled my shaft, the ruby ring glowing in the light, her thighs tensing as she lowered herself down—just a fraction—just enough for the crown to breach her.
We both gasped at the same time.
She let herself down, slowly, her hands braced on my chest as she impaled herself one inch at a time. I watched my cock vanish inside her, saw the way her lips parted in awe, the way her head fell back and her hair cascaded over her shoulders.
She rode me with an artist’s patience—at first a gentle rocking, then deeper, wetter, more urgent. I kept my eyes on her, memorizing every tremor, every catch of her breath, every small, unguarded noise that spilled from her lips.
The way she moved was a work of art. Her hips rolled in slow, deliberate circles, grinding me against that spot deep inside her that made her shiver every time she passed over it. Her hands roamed up her body, cupping her own breasts, pinching her nipples until they flushed a deeper pink.
I sat up, desperate to taste her again, and sucked a nipple between my lips, tonguing the stiff peak until she cried out, nails digging into my shoulders. She clung to me, writhing in my lap, her pussy gripping me like a velvet fist.
She whispered something in French—a rapid, breathless string of words—and though I barely caught any of it, I felt the meaning in my bones.
“Encore… plus fort… je t’en supplie…”
Harder. More. Please.
I grabbed her hips and slammed her down, over and over, my cock buried to the hilt. The wet sound of it filled the room, a symphony of skin and want.
The mattress protested beneath us, its ancient springs keeping time with our bodies. June's breasts bounced with each thrust, her nipples tracing pink arcs through the lamplight.
June came again, sudden and violent, her walls fluttering around me as she ground herself into my lap, mouth open in a silent scream. I held her through it, kissed her, tasted the salt of her sweat and the sweetness of her tongue.
When her body finally stilled, she melted forward onto my chest, hair slick with sweat, arms shaking as she held me tight.
I rolled us, gentle but urgent, until she was on her back and I was above her, cock still buried deep.
“Please,” she begged, wrapping her legs around my waist. “Don’t stop. Don’t ever stop.”
I didn’t.
I drove into her, each thrust faster and harder, the mattress squealing beneath us, the headboard slamming the wall. June met me stroke for stroke, hands tangled in my hair, her nails scraping my scalp as she urged me deeper, faster, closer.
The only sounds were our breathing and the slap of bodies, the creak of bedsprings, her gasps and sobs and the sharp little moans she made when I bottomed out.
I was close—so close I could barely see straight. My balls tightened, the edge coming up on me fast.
June felt it, sensed it, and whispered, “Come inside me, Mattie. Fill me up, make me yours.”
The words broke me.
I slammed into her once, twice, three times, then exploded, hot and helpless, flooding her pussy with everything I had. I emptied myself into her, and the world went white.
She clung to me, crying out as she came one last time, her walls milking my cock as I pulsed inside her, filling her with my seed.
We collapsed together, bodies fused, slick with sweat, the smell of sex thick and perfect in the air.
June kissed my cheek, my jaw, my mouth, her hands gentle now, painting lazy strokes down my back.
“Je t’aime,” she murmured, over and over, like a prayer.
I stayed inside her, not wanting to lose the moment, not wanting to move, not wanting to ever let go.
After a long, beautiful silence, I slipped out, and we lay tangled in the sheets, her head on my chest, my hand drifting slow circles on the smooth expanse of her back.
She pressed her ear to my heart, as if listening for the echo of everything we’d just made.
“I hope it worked,” she whispered.
“It did,” I promised, kissing the top of her head. “But don’t worry. If not, we’ll try again a few hundred more times.”
June laughed, soft and exhausted, then yawned and nuzzled closer.
“Stay?” she said.
“Always,” I replied, meaning it with every molecule of my ruined, rebuilt heart.
She was asleep in minutes, still holding tight to my side, the ring on her finger pressed to my skin.
I closed my eyes, listening to her breath, feeling her warmth, letting the world shrink to just this bed, this night, this woman.
If there was a god, or fate, or anything that watched over broken souls like me, I hoped it understood how hard I was praying for a new start.
A family. A future. A forever.
I drifted off to sleep, June’s body draped across mine, the promise of tomorrow thick in the air, the scent of her still clinging to my lips.
I’d waited my whole life for this.
Now, I finally had her. And I wasn’t letting go.
The next time I woke, the room was dark and quiet. Only the soft glow from the bedside lamp lit the world—a cocoon of warmth and hush, just me and June under the heavy quilt. She was curled into my chest, one leg slung over my thigh, her arm locked around my waist. I felt more fused to her than separate, our skin stuck together with a thin sheen of sweat, our hearts beating in some secret, shared rhythm.
For a long time, I just watched her sleep. Her face in repose looked younger, the lines of worry smoothed out, the freckles scattered like stars across her cheeks. Her hair fanned over the pillow in a firestorm, still carrying the scent of sex and spice and turpentine. She’d buried her nose against my sternum, breathing the comfort of me. Every now and then she’d shudder, a tiny shiver as if even in sleep she feared it would all vanish.
I stroked her hair, following the curve of her skull, down to her jaw, then along the sharp line of her shoulder. She murmured, shifted closer, her hand climbing from my waist to my chest, splaying out over my heart like she was staking a claim.
She woke slow, blinking up at me with a lazy smile. “How long was I out?”
“Half an hour. Maybe more.” I smiled, tracing her cheek with my thumb. “You snore when you’re happy.”
She blushed, hiding her face against me. “Don’t make fun. I’ve waited too long for this moment.”
A silence settled—heavy, but not uncomfortable. Just the hush of two people finally safe together.
“Mattie,” she said, her voice muffled by my chest. “Can I ask you something?”
“Anything.”
She angled up so her chin rested on my pec, eyes luminous in the low light. “Do you remember your eighteenth birthday?”
I snorted. “When Fiona tried to make me a cake and ended up nearly setting the kitchen on fire?”
She laughed, her body shaking. “And you drank two bottles of cheap Pinot Noir and couldn’t walk home. I carried you on my back. Through the snow.”
That night, June had matched me drink for drink. I remember her whispering something to Fiona, then sauntering over with that liquid confidence only tequila can give. She settled onto my lap like she belonged there, her hips finding a rhythm against mine while Andre stood frozen by the fireplace, his knuckles white around his whiskey glass.

"God, that birthday," I said, my lips curving into a smile. "Andre looked ready to murder me with the poker while you gave me the best present I never got to unwrap."
She made a face, then sobered. “You never knew, did you? That night, when I finally got you to bed, you looked at me and said I was the most beautiful woman in the world.” Her eyes shimmered. “I thought you were joking. Or delirious.”
“I meant it,” I said, suddenly shy. “You were stunning. You still are.”
She smiled, bashful. “I sat with you until you fell asleep. I wanted to kiss you so badly it hurt, but I was married, and you were drunk, and I didn’t want you to wake up and regret it.”
I swallowed, remembering that night—how I’d clung to her hand, how the world spun less when she was near. “I would have kissed you back. Even drunk. Maybe especially.”
Her fingers traced my jaw, down my throat, feather-light and exploratory. “Do you remember the storm in Saint-Claire, when the power went out and you built a fire to keep us warm?”
“Yeah,” I said, the memory sharp. “It was you and me and a bottle of Cognac. The thunder rattled the house all night.”
She smiled, eyes gone distant. “I was freezing. You pulled me onto the couch and wrapped me in a blanket. I remember your heartbeat. It was… steady. Strong.” She pressed her ear to my chest, like she was listening again. “You held me all night. I never felt so safe.”
I kissed her temple. “I wanted to touch you, but I was scared you’d hate me.”
“I would have let you,” she whispered. “If you’d tried.”
A tremor ran through her, as if all the old longing was suddenly too much. I hugged her tighter, wishing I could time-travel and make it right, give her all the years we’d lost.
She tilted her head, looking up with a gentle, mischievous smile. “Do you remember the night we painted the guest room at the French lake house? When I splattered blue all over your arm and you chased me through the halls?”
“That was the first time I realized I might be in love with you,” I said, no hesitation. “You looked like a little kid—paint in your hair, laughing so hard you almost peed your pants. And when we stopped running, we ended up in the hallway, face to face. You had paint on your cheek and I wiped it off… and for a second, I thought you were going to kiss me.”
She laughed, then bit her lip. “I almost did. I wanted to. I thought I’d die if I didn’t.”
We lay there, the memories stacking up between us like bricks, building something new and unshakeable.
June reached for my hand and laced our fingers together, the ruby ring catching the lamp’s glow and throwing a blood-red slash across the blanket.
“Did you ever love me?” she asked, voice barely there.
“I loved you since the day you called me beau,” I replied, and realized it was true. “I just didn’t think you could ever want me. Not the way I wanted you.”
She brought my hand to her lips and kissed my knuckles, slow and deliberate. “I have loved you since you were seventeen.”
We both went quiet, the confessions hanging in the air, unburdening us of years of longing and regret.
Her eyes drifted closed, the tension gone from her body, and I watched as she floated back toward sleep. I couldn’t help but study her face—the strong jaw, the bow of her lips, the lashes dark and perfect against her cheeks.
Just before she slipped under, she murmured, “If you ever leave me, I’ll hunt you down.”
I smiled, tucking her tighter. “Never letting go,” I promised.
She hummed, half-laugh, half-purr. “Good. Because I’m keeping you forever.”
I kissed the crown of her head, the taste of her still lingering on my lips.
Outside, the house was still and silent. Down the hall, I imagined Riley and Fiona curled up in their own bed, dreaming of the families we might one day build. Here, in this room, June and I had finally bridged the impossible—past and future, regret and hope, love and the trembling want that had haunted us both for so long.
As I drifted toward sleep, June’s breath warm against my skin, I let myself believe in forever. In second chances, and in the healing that could only happen in the hush between heartbeats.
We slept, tangled and complete, the world outside reduced to nothing but shadows and dreams and the sweet, impossible promise of morning.
I finally understood what it meant to come home.






  
  Chapter nine








Unfinished Business


Ispent the first hour of the following evening alone in the yellow bedroom, perched on a battered stepstool, trying to fix a doorframe that some previous tenant had splintered with an overzealous deadbolt. The air up here was swampy, every molecule of oxygen muggy and damp, as if the insulation was a suggestion and not a promise. My shirt stuck to my back in stripes, and the rickety box fan I’d dragged up from the basement only managed to stir the heat into eddies, like a convection oven for humans and regret. 
I’d left the door half open, hoping to coax a cross-breeze from the hallway, but the only thing that came through was the thump and clatter of distant tools in the master suite, where the next disaster waited for my attention. Somewhere outside, the lake hissed quietly beneath the willow, pretending this was still a vacation house and not a twenty-four-hour construction site.
I could have fixed the frame alone—it was a matter of patience, not skill—but after ten minutes I realized my hands were shaking more than usual, and not just from the heat. I needed a distraction. Or maybe just an audience.
“Bells!” I called, voice echoing down the upstairs hall.
No answer. Of course.
I wiped my brow, tried again: “Isabella!”
Still nothing. Typical.
I climbed down from the stool, feet clapping on the subfloor, and poked my head into the hallway. The sun was angling through the landing windows, flooding the corridor with light so gold it hurt to look at directly. I listened—nothing but the tick of the box fan and the distant, empty hush of a house waiting for company.
I remembered Riley’s text from an hour ago—she, Fiona, and June had gone into town for dinner and “girl time,” meaning they’d probably spend half the evening dissecting every move I’d made for the last month. That left me and Bella as the only warm bodies in the house.
My stomach did a slow twist at the thought.
I crossed the landing and knocked on the door to what used to be Bella’s childhood bedroom, the one with the warped blue molding and the constellation stickers on the ceiling. She answered on the second knock, opening the door just enough to squint at me with one eye, the other shielded by a tangle of dark hair.
“What,” she said, flat as a table.
“Can I borrow you?” I asked. “Two minutes, tops.”
She held the stare a second longer, then stepped back, letting the door swing open.
The room was a mess—two open suitcases on the bed, clothes and books strewn in the no man’s land between them. A laptop blinked on the desk, looping through some cable news B-roll with the sound off. Bella herself was in a white tank top and black leggings, hair up in a messy bun, a pair of reading glasses perched low on her nose. She looked every bit the villain in a ‘90s teen drama, right down to the scowl.
“What’s up,” she said, arms crossed.
“Doorframe needs a second pair of hands. If you’re not busy sabotaging the WiFi.”
She rolled her eyes, but she followed me anyway, bare feet soft on the planks. The blue of her tank top matched her eyes almost exactly, and I had to look away before I started thinking about the way her shoulders moved beneath the thin fabric.
Back in the yellow room, I explained the plan: “I need you to hold the jamb while I level it. It’s a two-minute job, but it’s a pain in the ass solo.”
She gave a little grunt and crouched down, fingers steady as stone as she gripped the splintered wood. Her nails were painted a glossy navy, chipped at the edges. “Go for it,” she said.
We worked in silence for a minute, the only sound the hiss of the fan and the muted scrape of wood on wood. Every time our hands came close—mine on the drill, hers on the frame—I felt a shiver of static, like I was reaching into the innards of a plugged-in appliance. Neither of us looked directly at the other, but there was an invisible thread between us, the kind that only gets tighter the more you pretend it isn’t there.
I finished the pilot holes and leaned back on my haunches, reaching for the caulk gun. “Hold it just a sec longer,” I said.
“Like this?” Her voice was softer now.
“Perfect,” I said, aware of the way the word hung between us a second too long.
I filled the seams, wiped them clean, then stood, stretching my arms overhead. Bella stayed crouched, watching the bead of white dry along the frame, then looked up at me.
“Nice work, Chief,” she said, a hint of mockery in her tone.
“Couldn’t have done it without you.”
She gave a little shrug, rolling her shoulders. “So is this the grand reason you needed me?”
I hesitated, letting the silence answer for me.
She stood, brushing dust off her knees. “What now?”
“Paint, I guess. Or a drink. Your call.”
“Is it BYO?”
I gestured to the dropcloth in the corner, where two unopened sodas and a water bottle sweated in the heat. “If you like your gin in a can, you’re in luck.”
She smirked, crossing to the window, and opened it as far as it would go. Hot lake air rolled in, but at least it moved. For a minute, she stared out at the water, backlit and blurred by the dying sun.
I watched her, not bothering to hide it.
She turned, caught my eye, and smiled—not her usual barbed-wire grin, but something softer. “You’re staring,” she said.
“Guilty,” I said.
The smile lingered. “You know what your problem is?” she asked.
I shook my head, bracing for the punchline.
“You never learned how to leave things half-finished. You always want to fix it all at once, even when it’s a mess.”
I laughed, maybe a little too hard. “You sound like my therapist.”
She arched an eyebrow. “You’re seeing someone?”
I shrugged. “Not really. But Fiona’s pretty much got a PhD in head-shrinking.”
Bella made a noise between a sigh and a laugh. “Classic.”
We painted in silence for a while, trading off on the brush and the roller. The dropcloth was too small for the job, so we had to step around each other constantly, our arms and shoulders bumping as we navigated the tight space. The paint smell burned away any leftover must, sharp and clean, and for a while I lost myself in the rhythm: dip, roll, swipe, repeat.
Every few minutes, we’d brush hands, or our knees would touch as we squatted to get the baseboard. Each time, it sent a hot line of current up my spine. I wondered if she felt it too, or if this was just my own nerves, raw and exposed.
When we finished the first coat, I stepped back to admire the work. “Not bad,” I said.
Bella took off her glasses, smudged a paint streak off her wrist with her thumb, and appraised the wall with the clinical distance of a judge at a dog show. “Acceptable.”
“High praise from you.”
She didn’t answer, but she didn’t stop smiling, either.
The last of the sun poured through the window, slanting the air with gold. The fan rattled on, painting the whole moment in white noise.
I watched her tuck a loose strand of hair behind her ear, the edge of her mouth quirking as she caught me looking.
“Did you really need my help with the door?” she asked.
“Honestly?” I said. “No. But I wanted you here.”
She nodded, considering this. For a second, her gaze lingered on mine, unguarded and real.
“Me too,” she said.
We stood there, the room holding its breath, until the first droplets of paint on the wall began to set, smooth and bright and brand new.
We cleaned up in silence for a while, but the quiet between us was so loaded it felt like a live wire, every movement in the small yellow room a flicker of static in the air.
Bella was putting the brush back in the tray when she bumped her hip against the stepstool. The handle of a half-pint sample can—one of the cheap ones from the hardware store—caught the edge of her leggings, and the whole thing tipped.
A splatter of white paint leapt out, arcing onto the drop cloth and splashing a thick stripe across my forearm.
For a second, time froze.
Bella let out a sharp gasp, half-laugh, half-mortified. “Shit—sorry, sorry!” She dropped the brush and reached for the can, but the damage was done. The paint beaded and ran down my arm, cool against the furnace of my skin.
I wiped my hand on the cloth, but the bristles had left a sticky mess that clung to the hair and pooled at my wrist.
“Damn, that’s cold,” I muttered, holding my arm away from my body.
Bella found an old t-shirt in the corner, one of Riley’s from a charity run, and balled it up. “Hold still,” she said, and started dabbing at the mess.
Her touch was careful, but not clinical; she blotted the paint in slow, methodical circles, the pressure just firm enough to feel intentional. The thin fabric of the t-shirt did little to block the heat of her hand, and each pass up my arm left a fresh trail of goosebumps.
“Sorry,” she said again, voice quieter now. “I guess I’m just… tired. Not paying attention.”
“It’s fine,” I said, but my mouth was too dry to make it convincing.
She kept at it, working her way up my forearm toward the elbow, then slowed as the last of the wet paint lifted off. There was a spot on the inside of my wrist she kept coming back to, even after the white had faded to a faint blue shadow. I watched her hands—long fingers, nail beds square and neat, paint flecks on the knuckles. Her wrist was splattered with white, a streak that ran from just below her palm to the first crease in her skin.
I wanted to wipe it away, but I didn’t move.
The late light slanted through the window, catching the tiny beads of sweat at her hairline, the faint shimmer of highlighter above her cheekbones. It was stupidly beautiful, and I felt a wild urge to take a mental picture before it vanished.
Bella finished with my arm, then sat back on her heels, breathing a little harder than the task required.
“Sorry,” she said a third time, but it wasn’t really about the paint.
“Don’t be,” I replied, and let my hand hover above hers for a beat before pulling away.
She looked down at the t-shirt, now smeared with white and blue and old sweat, and let it drop to the cloth. When she looked up, her eyes were glassy, reflecting the gold light in twin pinpricks.
“You know what’s fucked?” she said, voice flat but shaking around the edges.
I shook my head, afraid to guess.
“I always feel like I’m second-best,” she said, picking at a dried dot of paint on her thigh. “Not just to Riley. To everyone. Even now, I’m the backup plan. The runner-up.”
“That’s not—” I started, but she cut me off with a sharp laugh.
“It’s okay, Mattie. I know who I am.” She wiped her hands on her leggings, leaving ghostly streaks of white. “I just wish sometimes I could be enough on my own.”
I didn’t know what to say to that. The version of Bella I carried around in my head—the girl who always won the argument, who never backed down, who could talk her way into or out of anything—had never needed me to reassure her. But this was not that girl.
This was the girl who’d cried on my shoulder the night her dad died, who’d pressed her nose to my chest and whispered I don’t know how to be without him, who’d kissed me so hard I thought we might fuse together and never separate again.
I wanted to tell her that I’d thought of her every day since the night I’d left her behind without a word; that I’d spent months unable to sleep, haunted by the echo of her voice in my head. That even with Riley, with Fiona, with every other woman I’d tried to love, there was always a part of me that wondered what would’ve happened if I’d just stayed five years ago.
But instead, I reached for her wrist—the one with the white streak. I wiped it with my thumb, slow and deliberate, until the paint gave way to skin.
She watched the motion, lips parted, eyes wide.
“You’re not the runner-up,” I said. “You were always the finish line.”
The words came out before I could stop them, and for a second, I regretted the confession.
But then she smiled—just a small curve, but real.
“Liar,” she said, and for the first time tonight, the old Bella was back: fierce and bright and dangerous as an open flame.
“I mean it,” I said, softer now. “Even when we were just kids, I always wanted you to notice me.”
She held my gaze, her hand still in mine, and for a moment the world narrowed to the six inches between our faces, the air heavy with paint and sweat and something that tasted like forgiveness.
Then, softly: “You broke my heart, Mattie.”
“I know,” I said, throat tight. “I’m sorry.”
She leaned in, just enough for her forehead to brush mine. “Don’t say sorry. Not unless you mean it.”
I closed my eyes, tried to steady my breathing, but the thump of my heart was so loud I worried she’d hear it.
“I never stopped loving you,” I said, and this time it was true. “But I also never knew how to stop fucking things up.”
We sat like that, forehead to forehead, the scent of latex paint and old regret mixing in the dusk. Her fingers curled around mine, and I didn’t let go.
After a minute, she laughed, shaking her head. “This is the part where you’re supposed to kiss me,” she said, voice thick with something I couldn’t name.
I hesitated, caught between everything I had and everything I wanted.
“Don’t,” she whispered, her lips so close I could feel the breath of each word. “Not unless you mean it.”
I looked into her eyes, saw the storm behind them, and I meant it so bad I thought I might drown.
But before I could move, before I could even reach for her, the moment broke—the slamming of a car door outside, the thud of footsteps up the porch, Riley’s voice echoing through the house.
Bella jerked back, wiping her cheek, the fortress walls snapping up in an instant. I felt the loss like a blow, but I understood.
The past was a ruin you had to clear, one brick at a time.
We stood, silent, as the footsteps approached.
But as I reached for the paint can, Bella caught my wrist—just for a second, just enough to promise that this wasn’t over.
Not by a long shot.
Bella’s grip on my wrist lingered, strong and trembling, as if she was holding herself together by force of will. We stood in the hush for a heartbeat, nothing between us but the sound of our uneven breathing and the churn of the box fan on the window ledge.
She was the one who broke the stare, glancing down at my hand and then back to my face, a question hovering in the space between her parted lips. I answered by reaching for her, brushing a single strand of hair from her cheek, tucking it behind her ear with a care I didn’t know I still had.
Her eyes fluttered closed. When she opened them, her guard was gone.
I stepped closer, our knees nearly touching. The walls of the yellow room pressed in, every square inch charged with the memory of what we’d just said, what we hadn’t done yet, what we’d both spent years pretending didn’t matter.
I reached out, tracing the edge of her jaw with my thumb, feeling the slick of paint and sweat on her skin. She leaned into my hand, letting out a tiny sigh, so soft I almost missed it.
It was the gentlest thing in the world, the way she looked at me, and for a second I wondered if we were actually going to do it—throw away the years and the guilt, forget Riley and the future and the mess of the whole summer.
I wanted to kiss her so bad my heart hurt.
She moved first, tilting her chin up. I followed, the last inch between us evaporating as our lips met in the thick, humid air.
It was a whisper of a kiss, barely there, but it sent a shock through my whole body. I heard myself gasp, and she smiled against my mouth.
Then—like a thunderclap—the front door slammed downstairs, followed by a chorus of voices and the thud of heavy footsteps on hardwood.
We broke apart instantly, stumbling backward. Bella wiped her mouth with the heel of her hand, then blushed so deep I thought she might pass out.
We heard Riley laugh, the sound echoing up the stairwell. “You guys still alive up there, or did the paint fumes get you?”
Bella shot me a look that was equal parts terror and delight. I shrugged, grinning like an idiot, then snatched up a roller and started haphazardly slapping it against the nearest wall.
She followed suit, but her hands were shaking, and she nearly dipped the brush in the wrong color. She caught herself, swore under her breath, then tried to act like nothing was wrong.
The footsteps pounded up the stairs, each one a countdown to exposure.
Fiona poked her head around the corner first, hair in a perfect braid, eyes bright with gossip. “Wow, you two made a lot of progress,” she said, looking around at the freshly painted walls and the slightly askew drop cloth.
June was right behind her, carrying takeout containers that smelled of sesame and fried onion. She looked from me to Bella, then to the paint splatter on my arm, then back to Bella’s lips, which were still a little too pink.
Her mouth twitched, but she said nothing.
Riley came last, skipping the last three stairs, hair wild from the lake wind. She crashed into me, hugging my waist, then turned to Bella and shot her a look that might have killed a lesser sibling.
“Good job not murdering each other,” Riley said, grinning.
Bella rolled her eyes, but her face stayed red.
Fiona set the food on the windowsill, then turned to us, hands on her hips. “Are we eating up here, or…?”
“Downstairs,” I said, too fast, desperate for an exit.
We cleaned up the paint trays and followed the others down, the stairs creaking under our feet. At the landing, I caught Bella’s eye; she held the gaze for just a second, then let it go, a secret smile curling her lips.
It wasn’t a kiss, not really. But it was more than enough to keep me awake for the rest of the night.
We all squeezed around the old dining table, passing takeout cartons and chopsticks, pretending the world was still simple. But the whole time, I could feel Bella’s foot nudging mine under the table, slow and careful, like a promise.
The room buzzed with talk—renovation schedules, local gossip, what we’d all do when the house was finished—but for once, I barely heard a word. I was too busy thinking about what came next.
The scent of paint still clung to my skin, sharp and bright, mixing with the warmth of the food and the laughter of the people I loved.
And in the spaces between, I thought of her—of the press of her hand, the brush of her lips, the promise of another try.
I thought of all the things we’d left unsaid, all the years between us, all the half-finished rooms in this beautiful, broken house.
I thought: Maybe this time, we’ll get it right.






  
  Chapter ten








French Lessons


Ten days before our deadline, the lake house was humming with progress. The tension between Bella and Riley had eased into something almost friendly. June had found her place in our complicated rhythm—some nights with me and Riley, other nights giving way to Riley while Fiona remained my constant, curled against me until dawn. Bella and I walked a careful line, that almost-kiss hanging between us like a question neither of us was ready to answer. Her hesitation made sense; I couldn't offer her the exclusive devotion she might want, and I wouldn't pretend otherwise. At least I could face myself in the mirror each morning—after I'd caught up on whatever sleep Fiona, Riley, and June had allowed me. 
The upstairs bedrooms were finally done—all furnished, all functional—though we'd been sweating through the sheets until today. I wiped my hands on my jeans after connecting the last wire to the HVAC unit, and within minutes, blessed cool air whispered through the vents. The sound of Bella's laughter drifted up from the dock where she helped Fiona into the speedboat I'd rebuilt last weekend. They roared off across the glassy water toward that little burger shack on the far shore, calling it their "dinner date" with a shared look that made me wonder if Bella was developing the same fascination with Fiona that seemed to grip everyone who entered her orbit.
I shut off the water, toweled dry, and followed the sound of laughter to where Riley and June had sequestered themselves for what they'd been calling their "cultural enrichment hour."
June’s guest room was in the oldest, quietest corner of the lake house, where the walls still held the scent of old cedar and the only light came from a pair of cheap lamps flicked on low. The furniture was mismatched and battered—curious for a Monet, but fitting, I supposed, for someone who’d spent a decade renovating her own personality from scratch. Tonight, she’d made the bed up with crisp, hotel-white sheets and a worn quilt, and there was a bottle of Côtes du Rhône on the nightstand, already half empty. June and Riley sat cross-legged atop the covers, a French phrasebook open between them, their heads bent close.
They looked up as I entered. Riley’s hair was still damp from her evening shower, pulled into a slapdash bun, with a few blond wisps curling around her temples. She wore one of my old college t-shirts—navy, with the letters faded and the bottom stretched—over black yoga shorts that might have belonged to June at some point, given how they hugged Riley’s hips. June was barefoot in men’s boxer briefs and a spaghetti-strap tank, her copper hair pulled up tight, her posture regal even slouched against the headboard.
For a second, neither woman spoke. Then June, eyes bright with mischief, said, “You’re late, monsieur. I was about to start teaching Roo how to curse properly in my mother tongue.”
Riley snorted. “She already taught me three different ways to say ‘douche canoe.’”
June flipped a page. “There’s an entire chapter on creative insults, but I thought we’d start with phrases that might actually be useful to you.”
I grinned, taking the open space on the bed beside Riley, careful not to spill her wine as I did. “Should I be worried?”
She handed me the glass, fingers lingering against mine. “Just go with it. You’ll pick it up faster than you think.”
June poured herself another splash, then held up the phrasebook like a judge reading out a sentence. “Tonight’s theme: conversational French for lovers.”
Riley almost choked on her wine. “Jesus, Sunny, could you at least pretend to have boundaries?”
“Do you want to learn how to say ‘please spank me harder’ or not?” June replied, deadpan. “Because the app you’re using is not going to cut it.”
Riley flushed pink, but her eyes sparkled with interest. “You’re so full of shit.”
“Repeat after me,” June intoned, tapping the page. “‘Je veux que tu me touches.’”
Riley struggled for a moment, then gamely: “Zheh vuh kuh too muh toosh?”
June nodded approval. “Good. Now, context: say it like you mean it. Try looking at Mattie when you do.”
Riley’s flush deepened. She met my gaze, her blue eyes wide, mouth twisting between a laugh and a dare. “Je veux que tu me touches,” she said, this time softer, the vowels rolling off her tongue like she was already half-drunk on them.
I felt my face go hot, and I wasn’t sure if it was the wine or the sudden tightness in my jeans.
June clapped. “Beautiful. He looks like he’s about to die, so I’d call that a success.”
Riley laughed, setting her wineglass on the nightstand. “What does it mean, exactly?”
June’s lips curled. “It means, ‘I want you to touch me.’”
Riley considered this, then looked back at me, her grin sly. “Je veux que tu me touches, Matthew.”
I took her hand, thumb grazing the inside of her wrist. “That’s a pretty dangerous thing to say with an open bottle of wine nearby.”
“Then you’re going to love the next one,” June said, flipping the page. “‘Je veux te goûter.’”
Riley repeated it perfectly, her accent spot-on this time. “What’s that one?”
June sipped her wine, gaze never leaving mine. “‘I want to taste you.’”
Riley’s mouth fell open in a delighted gasp. “Oh my god, I’m never saying that to anyone but you.”
She launched herself at me, arms winding around my neck, and kissed me full on the mouth—harder and more thorough than she’d ever dared in front of her sister. I felt the sharp edge of her teeth, the wet heat of her tongue, and in the next moment she was straddling my lap, the t-shirt riding up to bare the soft underside of her thighs.
June whistled low. “Très bien. Now, if you want to escalate, try this one: ‘J’ai envie de toi.’”
Riley pulled back, breathless. “Say it again?”
June repeated it, voice sultry. “‘J’ai envie de toi.’”
Riley tried it, lips pursed. “Zhay on-vee duh twah?”
June beamed. “You’re a natural. Mattie, you know what it means, don’t you?”
I managed a wry grin. “I might. But I think Riley deserves the translation.”
June leaned forward, her voice just above a whisper. “It means, ‘I crave you.’ The kind of thing you say when you can’t wait another second.”
Riley gave a theatrical swoon, then grinned down at me, hands braced on my chest. “J’ai envie de toi,” she said, eyes wide and guileless.
I pressed my hands to her hips, feeling the soft, warm flex of her under my palms. “Tu es dangereuse, Riley Ross.”
June threw back her head and laughed. “Careful, or Riley will start thinking you’re more French than me.”
Riley slid her fingers under the collar of my t-shirt, nails raking lightly over my neck. “He’s a quick learner. But I think we should test his retention.”
June, ever the instructor, took charge. “Let’s see if he can keep up with the next phrase.” She patted the bedspread between her knees, inviting Riley to sit cross-legged beside her. “Come, Roo. Let’s try one together.”
Riley reluctantly released me, settling beside June with a sidelong glance that promised she’d be back for more.
June pulled her close, the two women huddling over the book, bare knees touching. “Okay, this one’s for both of us.” She traced the line with a manicured nail. “‘Viens ici. Je veux te sentir contre moi.’”
Riley repeated it, stumbling a little: “Vee-en ee-see… Zhe vuh tuh santee cont… cont?”
“Contre,” June corrected, exaggerating the purr at the end. “It means ‘against me.’ Like, ‘Come here, I want to feel you against me.’”
Riley laughed, the sound a little wild now. “June, are you trying to seduce me or him?”
June lifted her chin, eyes bright and fierce. “Why not both?”
Riley looked at me, then at June, then back at me. “Okay. Teach me the pronunciation. Slow.”
June did, repeating it in phrases, her hand guiding Riley’s as they followed the line together. At some point, June’s other hand drifted to Riley’s thigh, fingers splaying out just above the hem of her shorts. The touch was so casual, so practiced, I almost missed it—but Riley didn’t, judging by the way she shivered and her cheeks flushed to a high pink.
When Riley had the phrase perfect, June turned to me, eyebrow raised in challenge.
“Viens ici,” I said. “Je veux te sentir contre moi.” I recited the words back, soft and fluent, letting my accent linger just to see Riley blush. Both women grinned—June with approval, Riley with something closer to hunger.
Riley crawled back over, settling against my side, her hair still damp and cool on my cheek. “Perfect,” she whispered.
June reached for my hand and drew it to her own thigh, pressing it firmly against her skin. “Now say it again, but look at both of us.”
I did, heart beating faster than any power tool I’d ever held. “Viens ici. Je veux te sentir contre moi.”
June smiled, slow and satisfied, and let her hand slide up the inside of my arm until her fingers brushed the line of my jaw. “You’re doing so well, Matthew. I think you deserve a reward.”
Riley, never one to be outdone, whispered, “What kind of reward?”
“Let’s show him,” June replied, and leaned in, her lips pressing to my neck, just below the ear. Her mouth was warm and wet, and the sensation shot straight to the base of my spine. She bit lightly, then pulled back, leaving a tingling heat behind.
Riley watched, entranced, then copied the motion on my other side, her mouth open and eager as she tasted my skin.
The next few minutes dissolved into a blur of whispered French, laughter, and the slow, escalating friction of three bodies tangled on a single bed. The phrasebook was quickly forgotten, replaced by a new vocabulary of touch and heat and unguarded want.
June draped herself over my back, her arms encircling my chest as she kissed along the curve of my shoulder. Riley straddled my lap again, the shirt she wore now bunched up around her ribs, her bare skin hot against my hands. Their hair—gold and flame—mixed together as they took turns kissing me, their mouths sometimes meeting above mine in an electric clash of tongue and teeth.
At some point, June took Riley’s hand and pressed it to my chest, fingers splayed over my heart. “Feel how fast it’s beating?” she murmured.
Riley nodded, and June turned her face to mine, eyes dark and hungry. “This is how you say it,” she said, voice husky. “‘Je veux que tu sois à moi.’ I want you to be mine.”
I met her gaze, then Riley’s, then back again. “I’m already yours,” I said.
June grinned. “That’s the right answer.”
She poured more wine, spilling a little on her own thigh, and Riley, giggling, bent down to lick it off. The action was so sudden, so beautifully obscene, that for a moment I forgot how to breathe.
The rest of the lesson was a mess of moans and broken sentences, of bodies learning a language older and wilder than French.
I remembered almost nothing from the phrasebook, but every syllable of their laughter, every gasp, every whispered je t’aime stuck with me for the rest of my life.
And in the final, perfect moment before everything blurred to heat and hunger, June’s hand found my own, and Riley’s lips pressed to my ear, and I realized that for the first time in years, I wasn’t translating anything. I was just… living.
The lesson had become the life.
And I never wanted it to end.
It’s easy to forget, when you’re in the throes of want, that even the most depraved acts are built on little rituals. The pop of a cork, the clink of a glass, the hush of a heavy comforter sliding to the floor. By the time June poured the last of the wine, the three of us were a tangle of limbs, fabric clinging only where modesty had last gasped for breath.
Riley, still perched on my lap, had lost her t-shirt somewhere between French lesson and foreplay; now her bare skin pressed to my chest, heat radiating between us. Her nipples grazed my collarbone as she reached to steady her wine glass, laughter sputtering out when June tried to tickle her ribcage and nearly made her spill.
June, on her knees beside us, was even more naked—her boxers having vanished, her tank top hitched up to reveal the elegant curve of her waist and the full, proud shape of her breasts—pale, round, and topped with flushed pink tips. She eyed us both with a feline patience, biding her time. She liked to play the teacher, and she had a new lesson planned.
She plucked the wine from Riley’s grip, set it on the nightstand, and palmed the back of Riley’s head, guiding her down to my lap.
“Now for the advanced curriculum,” June said, her voice a little rougher, lower than before. “Roo, repeat after me: ‘Je veux te sucer.’”
Riley giggled, but followed obediently, nailing the accent. “Zhe vuh tuh su-say?”
“Perfect. Now, context—” June trailed her nails down my thigh, then grazed the ridge of my cock through the thin cotton of my boxers, which was doing a losing battle against my erection. “Try it with a demonstration.”
Riley’s blue eyes flicked up at me, a question and a dare. I nodded, heart pounding, and watched as she hooked her fingers in the waistband and eased me free.
I felt the cool air, then Riley’s breath, then her lips. She kissed the head of my cock, gentle at first, before flicking her tongue over the tip with a laugh. “Like this?” she asked, voice all innocence.
“Just like that,” June purred, hands sliding up Riley’s back to cup her breasts. “But put your mouth around it.”
Riley complied, and the sensation nearly broke me. She took me in slow, her tongue swirling, then bobbed her head as if testing the mechanics. Each time, she’d glance up, making eye contact as her lips slid lower, her hand wrapping around my shaft.
June watched, her own breathing ragged, then leaned in and kissed Riley’s shoulder. “Now say the phrase again, but with conviction.”
Riley let me pop free, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and grinned. “Je veux te sucer.”
June pressed her lips to mine, then slid down until her head was level with Riley’s. “Let me show you something,” she said, and before I could brace myself, both their mouths were on me—Riley’s warm and eager, June’s cooler but devastatingly skilled.
They alternated, sometimes both at once: June would stroke the base while Riley sucked the tip, or Riley would bob up and down while June nipped at the shaft with tiny, teasing kisses. I lost track of whose hand was whose, of whose tongue flicked where, of what noises were human and which belonged to some higher, wilder animal.
June reached for Riley’s hand, interlaced their fingers, and together they stroked me, a perfect counterpoint of soft and firm, slow and sudden. My legs shook; my head fell back. I could only watch, moan, and try not to detonate on the spot.
When June sensed I was close, she stopped, letting me throb in the air, my cock glistening. She whispered something to Riley, who giggled and shifted up to straddle my hips, her slick heat pressed against me but not yet taking me in.
June settled herself above my head, knees planted on either side of my face, her pussy hovering close enough for me to taste the warm, sharp tang of her arousal. “Let’s see if you remember your French, Matt,” she said, her hand gripping the headboard for balance. “What’s the phrase for ‘I want to eat you out?’”
I thought for a second, then managed, “Je veux te manger,” which might not have been exact, but June’s laugh told me she liked it anyway.
“Très bien,” she said, lowering herself until her mound pressed to my lips.
I ate her like a starving man. June’s taste was already familiar to me—musk, salt, and something uniquely her—but tonight it felt even sweeter. She rocked her hips in time with Riley’s movements above me, her body hot and alive under my hands.
Riley, meanwhile, had guided the head of my cock against her entrance, teasing herself with it before, on a sudden whim, plunging down to bury me inside her. The shock was electric—tight, wet, and consuming. She rode me slowly at first, then faster, each bounce syncing with June’s rhythm above.
Their hands met across my chest, fingers tangling, and every so often June would lean down to French kiss Riley, their mouths joining above my head. If there was a shared language between bodies, we were fluent—reading each other’s wants by the cut and release of our breathing, the greedy slap of skin, the tangled staccato of giggles and moans. The bed beneath us had a pulse of its own, the old pine frame creaking in rhythm with Riley’s hips as she rode me, her weight shifting forward every time she sank down, then lifting with a wet pop and a breathless gasp. June kept time with her, planted like a goddess above my face, her thighs clamped around my ears and her hands braced against the headboard so hard it banged the wall with every slow, controlled thrust of her hips.

The room blurred into a closed system of heat, sweat, and the restless scramble of hands. Sweat beaded down Riley’s back, pooling in the small of it before it traced the curve of her ass. June’s scent—clean and sharp, with a hidden sweetness—coated my mouth, my chin, my nose, marking me as hers. Every sound, every movement, had a counterpoint somewhere on the bed: Riley’s sharp cry as she ground down on me answered by the muffled, urgent noises June made when my tongue found her clit; the way I groaned into June’s flesh whenever Riley clenched around me, milking me with muscles that left my head spinning. Even our laughter—quick and giddy, half-shocked at our own audacity—fed the loop of pleasure, until it was impossible to say where one person’s joy ended and another’s began.

At some point, Riley’s hair came loose, strands sticking to her sweaty neck and back as she rocked up and down, my hands on her hips, guiding her. June ground herself against my face, her thighs tightening as I flicked my tongue over her clit, then circled it, then sucked gently until she gasped and shuddered.
At the peak, June came hard, her pussy clamping around my tongue, her whole body shaking. She collapsed forward, catching herself on Riley’s shoulders. Riley, feeling the tremor, let out a wild moan and sped up, slamming herself down onto me, her own orgasm building.
June, recovering, whispered in Riley’s ear, then slid off my face and knelt behind me. She pushed Riley forward until Roo was on hands and knees, my cock still buried in her. Then June lay beneath Riley, pulling her down until her mouth was level with Riley’s pussy. She licked at where we were joined, her tongue flicking both my shaft and Riley’s clit.
Riley went crazy, screaming my name, June’s name, god’s name. I gripped her ass and pounded into her, the wet friction so intense I nearly passed out.
When Riley finally came, she came so hard she nearly collapsed, her whole body spasming and her pussy milking my cock. June kept licking, drawing out every last quake, until Riley’s arms gave out and she sprawled across my chest, gasping for air.
June, now behind me, pulled me free from Riley, then guided me down to her own entrance. “Take me,” she commanded, and I did, sliding into her from behind as she arched her back, her pussy clutching at me, still hot and slick from her earlier climax.
Riley, not to be outdone, turned on her side and watched, her hand drifting between her legs as she fingered herself, eyes locked to the place where I entered June again and again.
At the end—when it came, it came in a rush, a total whiteout, as if every synapse in my body was forced wide open by the intensity of June’s grip. She’d always had this self-assured way of taking control, but the way she arched, slammed her hips back into me, and flexed every muscle at once turned what should’ve been the last act into a detonation. My hands locked onto her hips; June’s claws dug into my thighs deep enough to leave crescent moons. I barely had time to brace before my own climax hit—so powerful I yelled her name, then Riley’s, then just a wordless, animal groan as I emptied myself into her in shuddering, helpless pulses.

June refused to let go, rocking herself against me for every last spasm, milking out the aftershocks. Only once I’d softened—and even then, only grudgingly—did she release her grip and let herself collapse onto the mattress beside me. She landed hard, breath ragged, skin flushed from the crown of her head down to the trembling arches of her feet. For a second, we just lay there side by side, both of us stunned into silence, sweat-soaked and half delirious.

Riley, who’d curled up in the crook of my arm, was the first to move. She propped herself up on one elbow, hair a wild halo around her shoulders, and gave June an awestruck look. “Jesus, June Bug. You okay?”

June answered with a lazy, satisfied grin. “I think you just rewired my central nervous system, Roo.” She smacked her lips and rolled onto her back, legs sprawled open, arms above her head. “I might not walk for a year.”

Riley snorted, then looked at me with a sleepy, vulnerable tenderness. “You’re amazing, Matt,” she whispered, and the words hit harder than the orgasm. All I could do was squeeze her hand and pull her closer, tucking her head under my chin.

The room around us was a disaster—pillows everywhere, sheets tangled, my boxers slung over the lampshade like some trophy. The air was thick with sweat and the heavy, sweet-sharp scent of sex. But for once, the chaos outside matched the way my insides felt: exhausted, warm, utterly at peace.

June reached for the abandoned wine bottle, found it empty, and let it drop to the carpet with a thud. “Guess the lesson’s over,” she said, gazing at the ceiling, smile still playing on her lips. “Unless you want to try the oral exam, Matt.”

Riley groaned and buried her face in my chest, but she was giggling even as she did it. “You’re a menace, Monet.”

“Only to willing volunteers,” June replied.

We lay there, the three of us, breathless and boneless, sweat cooling on our skin and the smell of sex thick in the air.
No one spoke for a long time.
When my brain finally rebooted, I looked at them—Riley’s head on my chest, June’s arms around my waist, their legs tangled with mine—and felt, for the first time in memory, a bone-deep peace.
June stroked my hair, then Riley’s, then laughed softly. “If my mother could see me now,” she said.
Riley snuggled closer. “She’d probably join in,” she muttered, then giggled.
We all laughed, the sound bright and stupid and perfect.
And as the last of the French drifted from my memory, I realized that this, more than anything, was the life I’d built from the ruins. Not a lesson, not a translation, not a compromise—just the messy, beautiful sum of us all.
And I wouldn’t have changed a word.
The post-coital hush was a language of its own, a hush deeper and sweeter than any French ever taught. I lay on my back in June’s bed, her head pillowed on my left bicep, Riley’s body draped across my chest like a sun-warmed blanket. Their breathing slowed together, the high-pitched gasps of a few minutes ago now replaced by soft, contented sighs. Somewhere, a floorboard popped with the house’s slow exhale.
We’d kicked the comforter to the foot of the bed; the sheets were damp, smelling of sweat, skin, and faintly of the Côtes du Rhône. All three of us were naked, and for once, no one seemed in any rush to dress or even move. Riley’s hair—already a wild disaster—was tangled with June’s, a gold-and-copper braid across my chest that neither woman tried to disentangle. June’s leg, lean and pale, rested atop mine; Riley had her foot hooked around my ankle, her toes brushing idly back and forth.
“Do you think,” Riley murmured into my sternum, “that I’ll ever not feel like a total dork in these situations?”
June made a noise—half laugh, half hum—and pressed a lazy kiss to Riley’s shoulder. “I was going to give you a solid B-plus for pronunciation, but the enthusiasm earned you at least an A-minus.”
I grinned, brushing a strand of hair from Riley’s cheek. “Your accent was better than mine.”
Riley snorted. “My accent is modeled on French cartoon poodles. I sound like Pepé Le Pew trying to get laid.”
“He always did,” June said, deadpan. “But you’re far cuter. And you don’t smell like skunk.”
Riley rolled over and snuggled closer, which I hadn’t thought possible. “If we’re handing out grades, Mattie gets an A-plus for effort, but I’m giving Sunny the blue ribbon for… whatever the hell just happened under the sheets.”
June lifted her chin, smiling in that slow, post-orgasmic way she had. “It’s not a competition, Roo.”
“Maybe not, but you definitely licked me harder than Mattie ever has.”
I groaned, covering my face with my free hand. “I can’t win. I am forever outclassed.”
June reached up and gently pried my hand away, lacing her fingers with mine. “That’s not true. You are absolutely the best at—” she gave a pointed glance at Riley, “—keeping us both together. That’s not easy. Or even possible for most men.”
Riley nodded, her hair tickling my chest. “He’s the glue. Or the duct tape. Or the guy who yells at the glue and duct tape until they behave.”
“I love you both,” I said, and the words came out low and unguarded, which was exactly how I meant them.
June was first to reply. “Nous t’aimons aussi, Matthew,” she said, her voice softer than I’d ever heard it.
Riley grinned up at me. “That’s French for ‘you’re stuck with us now.’”
We lay there in the hush for a while, just listening to the air move, the old house settling, the faint sounds of the lake drifting through the barely open window. The air was warm, but not stifling; the storm that had threatened earlier had vanished, leaving the night air clean and sharp.
Riley was the first to break the stillness, wriggling free enough to reach for the wine bottle. She found one glass still intact, poured what was left into it, and raised it in a mock toast. “À nous,” she said.
“À nous,” June echoed, lifting her invisible glass.
I did the same, and we all sipped in turn, the wine earthy and dark on my tongue.
June traced slow circles on my chest, her fingers lingering over my heartbeat. “I never thought I’d be this happy,” she said. “Not with my sister. Not with anyone. It’s like…” She paused, searching for words. “Like this is the real home. The one I didn’t even know I missed until I had it again.”
Riley nodded, her face pressed to my side. “I think I always knew you two would end up together,” she said. “Even when it hurt. It just took me a while to figure out that being part of it was better than losing you both.”
June reached over and tugged Riley’s hair gently. “You’re not the third wheel, Roo. You’re the steering wheel. The engine. The reason we ever got to the destination.”
Riley laughed, blushing. “And you said I was the dork.”
The conversation drifted from there, skipping through childhood memories—swims in the lake, summer storms, the ancient willow tree that still stood by the water’s edge. June told stories of Paris, of the apartment she’d shared with Andre, of the little bakery where she used to buy fresh baguettes every morning. Riley told us about her first week teaching, how she’d nearly fainted in front of a room full of sixth graders, how the sound of chalk on the board gave her hives for months.
I mostly listened, content to let their words swirl around me, letting the moment stretch as far as it could. Every so often, one of them would shift, and we’d all adjust, bodies slotting together like pieces in a jigsaw puzzle. It felt effortless, inevitable. For the first time, I wasn’t trying to manage or mediate or predict. I was just there, wholly and gratefully.
Somewhere around midnight, June’s hand found mine again, and she squeezed it. “Do you ever regret it?” she asked, her eyes shining in the lamplight. “The way we ended up?”
“Not for a second,” I said, truth lighting every word.
Riley yawned, nestling deeper into the crook of my arm. “Me neither. Even with all the drama, I wouldn’t trade this for anything.”
I looked at both women, at the lives we’d built and ruined and rebuilt, at the love that had survived so many hurricanes.
"I think we're finally complete," I said, even as a small voice inside me whispered otherwise. Two faces flickered at the edges of my contentment—Bella's challenging smirk, and against all reason, Lily's knowing eyes. But tonight wasn't the time to unravel that particular sweater.
There was a silence, but not the heavy kind—just the kind where you realize you’re right where you belong.
The night deepened around us, but inside the bed’s small circle, there was only warmth and the soft hum of three heartbeats in perfect accord.
And in that hush, I fell asleep with a smile on my face, the future closer and brighter than it had ever been.






  
  Chapter eleven








Moonlit Confession


We spent the next afternoon on the water, because it was the only place where the world felt simple. The five of us piled into the Ross family speedboat—a restored Chris-Craft with new vinyl seats and the old, battered throttle that sometimes stuck in neutral—then tore around the lake like we were running from every expectation ever laid on us. 
It was June’s idea. “We need a break from painting and wiring and… everything,” she’d announced at breakfast, flapping her hands in a grand gesture that set her coffee sloshing dangerously close to the blueprints. “Mandatory lake day, no exceptions. Even you, Bella.” Bella had raised an eyebrow, but it was the look in Riley’s eyes that got her to agree: pure, uncut challenge.
So here we were, sunbaked and half-blind from the reflection off the water, chasing wakes and each other’s laughter through the afternoon. Riley and I took turns piloting the boat, but the girls quickly made it clear they preferred June’s style—fast, reckless, with a daredevil’s instinct for sharp turns and an uncanny ability to aim the bow directly into the path of the biggest waves. The engine’s roar drowned out every voice except the most primal ones: joy, terror, hunger.
It was impossible not to notice how the group had changed since the last time we did this. The first year I came to the lake house, I was Riley’s best friend—the honorary outsider, pretending not to be in love with all three sisters, watching from the sidelines. Now, every touch or glance felt amplified, electric. Fiona, who was once just Riley’s old camp friend, curled against my side under the sun, her feet propped on the dash, fingers tracing idle circles on my thigh. Riley perched at the bow, hair flying in the wind, hollering at every close call with a voice that could shatter glass or calm a stampede. June and Bella sat behind me, sometimes talking in low voices, sometimes not talking at all, but always with a tension that buzzed even louder than the engine.
At one point, June stood and stretched, her copper hair catching the light, and announced, “I am sweating in places I didn’t know I had. Who wants to swim?”
Riley was the first overboard. She peeled off her top in a single, fluid motion and cannonballed into the lake, sending up a plume of cold spray that doused us all. Fiona shrieked and tried to use me as a human shield, which only encouraged June to join the mutiny. She wrenched off her own shirt—white, instantly see-through—and dove in after Riley. Bella shook her head, arms crossed, then met my eyes with a dare: “If you push me, Ford, I’ll never forgive you.”
I grinned, took her hand, and pulled her up anyway. She went in with a perfect arch, barely a splash, then surfaced ten feet from the boat, hair slicked and face set in a mock glare. “You’re dead to me,” she called, and Riley laughed so hard she nearly inhaled lake water.
I slipped in last, the shock of cold a full-body reboot, and floated on my back until the sky above stopped spinning. When I stood, Fiona was treading water beside me, lips blue, eyes bright. “I could stay here forever,” she whispered, and I believed her.
We bobbed and splashed and traded insults until our fingers pruned, then hauled ourselves up the swim ladder, dripping and half-dressed, onto the deck. There was a wildness to the moment, the sense that nothing outside this circle of sunlight and water and bodies mattered at all.
On the way back to the dock, June throttled up and zig-zagged across the wakes so violently that Riley nearly lost her bottoms and Bella had to clamp an arm around my waist to keep from flying overboard. She gripped me so tight I felt her nails through the fabric, then, in a rare moment of unguarded joy, laughed into my shoulder.
We were a mess of tangled legs and sunburned skin by the time we staggered onto the dock. Fiona and Riley immediately raced for the house, their feet slapping the planks, then vanished inside with a chorus of shrieks. June peeled off toward the master bathroom, clutching a beach towel around her chest like a toga and leaving a trail of wet footprints in her wake. I lingered to coil the mooring line and stow the cooler, then headed into the boathouse to hang the towels and grab the dry bag.
When I climbed the porch steps, I could hear the distant drum of the girls in the showers: water pounding tile, voices raised in muffled song or debate. I set about locking up the boat gear, pausing once to watch the sky darken over the lake, then wandered upstairs to my room, peeling off the damp remains of my shirt as I went.
A minute later, the calm was shattered by a scream that split the air, sharp as a fire alarm and twice as urgent.
I dropped the dry bag and ran.
It came from the second-floor landing, just outside the guest suite that used to be Bella’s. She stood in the open doorway, water still beading down her arms, her hair plastered in dark ribbons to her neck and shoulders. She wore only a thin towel and the old flip-flops she’d stolen from me last summer, one hand braced against the wall for support.
“What happened?” I asked, but she didn’t answer—just stared straight ahead, mouth open, eyes wide.
I stepped closer. “Bella?”
She shook her head, then clamped the towel tighter around her torso, as if she could will herself invisible. “It’s gone,” she said, voice breaking on the last word.
“What’s gone?”
She pointed to the bed, where her overnight bag lay gaping, contents scattered across the floral duvet. The sweatshirt—a battered, pale blue crewneck with a bleach stain on one sleeve—wasn’t there.
“My sweatshirt,” she said, breathless. “The one you gave me. I had it this morning.”
I tried to downplay it. “It probably got mixed up in the towels. I’ll check downstairs—”
But Bella wasn’t listening. She was already on her knees, tearing through the bag with both hands, scattering books and charging cords and pill bottles onto the floor. Her fingers shook so hard she kept dropping things, and every time she missed, she made a sound somewhere between a growl and a sob.
I crouched beside her. “Hey. Hey, we’ll find it, okay?”
She ignored me, rooting through the pockets with single-minded desperation. Behind us, footsteps thudded on the stairs. Riley appeared at the top, hair slicked back, wearing nothing but a wet bikini bottom and a towel she’d tucked like a cape over her shoulders.
“Why is Bella screaming like someone died?” she asked, blinking water from her lashes.
Fiona and June arrived right after, both wrapped in towels and matching looks of concern. June’s cheeks were still flushed from the heat of her shower; Fiona’s damp hair left dark spots on her blouse.
I gave them the quick version: “Her sweatshirt is missing.”
Riley snorted. “The ratty blue one? I used it as a pillow on the boat. Maybe it’s still out there.”
Bella shot her a look that could have melted glass. “It’s not a ratty sweatshirt. It’s important.”
Riley shrugged, then moved to help, sorting through the pile of clothes on the bed. “Calm down, we’ll find it. Nobody’s going to die.”
Fiona knelt beside Bella and touched her shoulder. “You’ll feel better if you dry off first,” she said, gentle but firm. “Let me help.”
But Bella recoiled, pressing herself against the far edge of the bed. “I don’t want to dry off. I want my sweatshirt.”
The panic in her voice was raw, real. I saw Fiona’s resolve buckle—she recognized the sound of a person on the verge.
June stepped in, her voice low and steady. “We can cover more ground if we split up. Matt, check the boathouse. Riley, look on the porch. Fiona and I will try the guest rooms, just in case.”
Riley rolled her eyes, but shuffled off to search, grumbling under her breath about “literal security blankets.” June gave me a nod—go—and I obeyed, boots thumping down the stairs two at a time.
I checked every hook in the boathouse, every bin and basket, every inch of the deck. Nothing. The sweatshirt was gone, and so was any hope of calming Bella by force of logic.
When I returned to the house, the scene upstairs had not improved. Fiona was kneeling in front of Bella, speaking softly, while Riley stood in the hall shaking her head. “I don’t get it,” she said to no one in particular. “What’s the big deal? Just wear something else.”
Bella’s hands balled into fists, knuckles white. She was shivering, but I couldn’t tell if it was from the cold or the panic.
I tried, gently, to put a hand on her knee. “I’ll keep looking,” I said. “Don’t give up, okay?”
She met my eyes for the first time since I’d come upstairs. There was a wildness in them, a bottomless hurt that had nothing to do with lost laundry. I recognized the look—had seen it in the mirror a hundred times, after funerals, breakups, goodbyes you didn’t see coming.
It wasn’t about the sweatshirt. It was about everything else.
I backed out of the room, giving the girls space. In the hallway, Riley caught my sleeve. “She’s overreacting, right?”
I hesitated. “You never know what’s going to break someone,” I said. “Sometimes it’s the dumbest, smallest thing.”
Riley looked past me, to where Bella sat hunched on the bed, her towel askew, shoulders shaking. “She’s never been like this,” she whispered, almost afraid. “Even when Dad died, she just… took care of everything.”
I didn’t have an answer.
The search continued for an hour. We checked the laundry, the pantry, even the attic crawlspace. Each time we returned empty-handed, Bella’s mood spiraled a little further. By sunset, she was curled on the bed in the dark, wrapped in a sheet, breathing so shallowly I wondered if she might disappear altogether.
I stood in the hall, watching the last light fade through the landing window, and listened to the hush that settled over the house. Riley, June, and Fiona had given up and were quietly regrouping in the kitchen. Bella was alone, and for the first time since I’d met her, she looked utterly lost.
I made a silent vow to find that damn sweatshirt. Even if I had to dive to the bottom of the lake to fish it out.
Because sometimes, the smallest things really do matter most.
The house settled into uneasy quiet after the crisis, like the air in a hospital corridor after an emergency. Riley and June kept to the kitchen, voices low, while Fiona retreated to the study with a mug of tea, letting the rest of the world shrink to the glow of her laptop screen. I wandered the main floor, restless, unwilling to face the second story where Bella had barricaded herself in the guest suite.
Sometimes, the only way to fix a mess was to start outside and work your way back in.
The sky was bruised with sunset, bleeding purple and gold over the water, when I found myself drawn again to the boathouse—partly from hope, mostly from habit. I’d already checked every locker and hook earlier, but desperation breeds its own logic, and maybe I’d missed something. The wooden planks creaked under my boots as I stepped inside, the old, familiar smell of gasoline and wet rope filling my lungs. I flicked the lights, got nothing, and settled for the last color of day leaking through the dust-blurred windows.
I did a lap around the walls, poked through the laundry basket of towels, and was about to give up when a flicker of blue on the speedboat caught my eye.
There, draped over the sun-bleached vinyl of the Chris-Craft’s bow, was the sweatshirt. It hung limp and crumpled, the bleach-stained sleeve caught in the chrome rail, just visible in the deepening dusk. I stared at it for a full minute, fighting the urge to laugh at my own stupidity. The thing must have been there since our swim, forgotten in the chaos of wet bodies and towels and shouted insults.
I grabbed the crewneck and held it in both hands. It was lighter than I remembered, the fabric worn thin at the elbows, the blue faded almost to gray except for the one harsh white streak down the left forearm. My initials, still sharp on the tag where Bella had written them in ballpoint, stared up at me like the signature on a contract I never meant to sign.
I thumbed my phone, opened our text thread.
ME: I found it.
She replied before I could hit send.
BELLA: Where are you
ME: Boathouse. Come down. Alone.
No reply, but a minute later I heard her coming—the uneven pound of bare feet on the dock, the shudder of the door yanked open with more force than necessary. She stepped inside, wearing a pair of cutoff shorts and one of Riley’s old t-shirts, her hair a wet halo around her head. She looked at me, then at the sweatshirt in my hands.
Relief hit her face so hard it left a mark.
She crossed the distance in three strides, snatched the sweatshirt from my grip, and hugged it to her chest like it was a life vest. She stood there, breathing in the scent of it, the line of her jaw trembling with effort.
I sat down on the edge of the boat’s hull, legs splayed over the gunwale, and watched her.
“You didn’t have to come running,” I said, soft.
“Yes, I did,” she shot back, voice raw.
I patted the space beside me. She hesitated—always the queen of appearances—but then sat, turning so her knees bumped mine, the sweatshirt balled up in her lap.
For a while, we just listened to the water hit the pilings and the whine of a lone mosquito circling the single overhead bulb.
I broke the silence first. “You want to tell me what’s actually going on, Bells?”
She kept her eyes forward, fixed on some point in the deepening dusk. “I lost it,” she said. “Not just the sweatshirt. I lost the script. For a second, I couldn’t—” Her voice cracked, and she pressed her palm to her mouth, like she could shove the words back down.
I reached for her hand, the one clamped so tight on the crewneck that the knuckles shone white. She didn’t let go, but she didn’t pull away, either.
“It’s just a piece of fabric,” I said.
She laughed—a brittle, ugly sound. “Yeah, but it was the last thing of yours I had.” She turned to look at me, eyes brimming but unblinking. “When you left, I kept it. Slept in it. Didn’t even wash it for a month because I was afraid the smell would go away.” Her fingers twisted in the collar. “And now you’re back, and I don’t know what to do with you, or with myself, except wait for you to leave again.”
I looked down at our hands, at the way her fingers gripped the sweatshirt and, underneath it, my own wrist.
“Do you want me to leave?” I asked.
She was silent so long I wondered if she’d answer. Then, in a voice so small I barely caught it: “No.”
I shifted, took the sweatshirt from her lap, and rolled it into a pillow. “Scoot,” I said, nudging her with my knee.
She frowned, but when I lay back in the bow, she curled up beside me, head pillowed on my shoulder, the sweatshirt under her cheek. For a long time, we watched the daylight fade out of the sky, the first star flickering to life above the black glass of the lake.
I traced circles on her forearm, slow and steady, like I was working out a knot in a two-by-four. “Bella, I’ve always been a coward when it comes to you,” I said. “You were the one I couldn’t fix. The one who didn’t need me to rescue her. That terrified me.” I swallowed. “But I swear on everything, I am never going to leave you high and dry again. Not for anything.”
She gave a shaky laugh. “That’s a lie. You’ll leave for Fiona, or Riley, or work, or France, or any other reason that makes sense at the time.” Her words were sharp, but there was no poison in them—just fear. “It’s okay. I just need to know how to brace for it.”
I pulled her closer, letting her hair fan out over my chest. “If you want, I’ll give you every sweatshirt I own. Every t-shirt. I’ll order you custom pajamas with my face on them, if it’ll help.” I grinned at the mental image, and to my surprise, so did she.
“Don’t,” she said, voice muffled by the fabric, “I’d actually wear them.”
I shifted so she was half on top of me, her face tucked under my jaw, the familiar weight and warmth of her melting the tension in my body.
“Is that why you were so pissed when Riley brought me back this summer?” I asked. “You knew I’d end up staying, and it would ruin everything you’d built since I left?”
Bella drew a slow breath, exhaled it like a secret. “I was afraid you’d break her heart. But I was more afraid you’d come for mine again.”
I kissed her temple, soft and slow. “If I ever have your heart again, I’ll take better care of it this time. Swear to God.”
She leaned up, looked me dead in the eye. “If I give it to you, and you fuck it up again, I don’t think I’ll survive it.”
The words hit harder than anything she’d ever said to me.
“I won’t,” I said, feeling every atom of the promise. “Not ever. I’ll take you with me to France, if that’s what it takes. You can run the whole damn country if you want.”
Bella laughed, tears still drying on her cheeks. “I don’t want France. I just want to be somewhere you’ll never disappear.”
“Then stay,” I said. “Here, or in Paris, or wherever the hell we land. I’m not running this time.”
She was silent for a while, the sunset now little more than a fading smear on the horizon. I felt her heartbeat, rapid and wild against my ribs, and realized it was perfectly in time with mine.
“Okay,” she said at last. “But if you do break my heart again, I’ll kill you.”
I kissed her, and this time she kissed me back, fierce and real and without any reservation at all. 
We stayed in the boat as darkness deepened, the air crisping over the water, the hull gently rocking to some ancient pulse. I felt every rise and fall of Bella’s chest against me, her breath syncing to mine, the boundary between bodies as blurry as the horizon after sunset.
When the chill set in, I reached for the sweatshirt, but she caught my hand. “Not yet,” she whispered, voice soft as the wake lapping against the dock.
We lay side by side for a while, watching the sky bruise itself clean, every minute inkier than the last. Stars punched through one by one, burning their names into the lake’s reflection. The silence was vast but not empty—filled with all the things neither of us needed to say out loud.
Eventually, Bella sat up and straddled my hips, her knees pinning me to the vinyl as if daring me to move. She wore a look I’d only ever seen in the mirror: want, streaked with the terror of actually getting what you asked for.
She ran her hands up my chest, slow, deliberate, memorizing the shape of me beneath the thin layer of damp cotton. “Still think you’re a coward?” she asked, her voice a low rumble.
“Every fucking day,” I replied, hands locked behind her thighs, holding her steady. “But less when I’m with you.”
She smiled—small and secret—and pulled her shirt over her head, shaking out her hair. In the dark, her skin glowed; every freckle, every scar, every line that made her who she was.
Like the rest of her, Bella's breasts were utterly perfect. They were large and round, sitting high on her chest, defying gravity in a way that made my palms ache to cup their weight. Her taut bite-sized nipples had already hardened in the night air, standing at attention atop rosy areolas the exact shade of wild strawberries at dusk. Sharp bikini tan lines crisscrossed her chest like treasure map boundaries, the contrast between sun-kissed bronze and protected porcelain making my mouth go dry. They jiggled slightly as she tossed aside her shirt, catching the silver moonlight in a way that transformed her skin to liquid mercury wherever the light touched her curves.
She slid my own shirt off with surprising care, folding it and tucking it under her knee as if she needed one last safety net before going over the edge.
I traced her spine with my fingertips, lingering over the little knot of muscle between her shoulder blades that always tensed when she was nervous. My hand drifted lower, following the subtle valley along her back, feeling goosebumps rise in my wake. The boat rocked gently beneath us, moonlight casting silver-blue shadows across her skin. I couldn't stop staring at the perfect weight of her breasts, how they swayed slightly with each breath she took, nipples pebbled from the night air or anticipation—maybe both. "You sure about this?" I asked, voice rough even to my own ears.
Her answer was to kiss me—hard, almost frantic, the kind of kiss that said I dare you to leave me now. She bit my lip, then licked the sting away, then pressed her forehead to mine.
“I’ve never…” she started, then stopped. For a heartbeat, the old Bella was back: impenetrable, invincible, untouchable. But then she closed her eyes and exhaled. “I’ve never wanted anything so much, and that scares me.”
I tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, gentle. “If you want to stop, just say so.”
She shook her head, lips parted, breath shaky. “I want you. All of you. Just—go slow, okay?”
I nodded, let her set the pace. She leaned down and kissed me again, softer this time, her body melting into mine. I rolled us until she was beneath me, her hands fisted in my hair, her thighs hooked around my hips. She guided my mouth to her neck, her collarbone, the hollow at the base of her throat. I took my time, mapping the constellation of her, one kiss at a time.
When I cupped her bare breast, feeling its perfect weight and warmth against my palm, the softness yielding yet firm beneath my touch, she gasped—a sharp, broken intake of breath that seemed to vibrate through both our bodies. Then she covered my hand with her own, her fingers trembling slightly as they pressed mine deeper into her flesh, holding me there with desperate pressure, like she needed tangible proof that this moment, after all our years of wanting and denial, was finally, irrevocably real.
She arched against me, hunger blooming in the space between our bodies. I teased her nipple, rolling it between thumb and forefinger, loving the way she writhed, the way she whispered my name like it was both a command and a plea.
Her breasts filled my palms completely, soft and warm between my spread fingers. A shiver ran through her, but her gaze never wavered from mine as I lowered my head. When my tongue found her nipple, she gasped, fingers twisting into my hair, guiding me closer. Her hips rose to meet mine, pressing against the tightness in my jeans.
“Take them off,” she whispered, voice ragged.
I obliged, sliding my hands down her sides, then under the waistband of her shorts. She lifted her hips to help, and I eased the fabric down her thighs. Beneath was simple, dark cotton underwear. I pressed a kiss to the line of her pelvis, then lower, breathing in her scent—warm and sweet, with an edge of arousal that made my head swim.
She tugged at my waistband, clumsy with urgency. “Your turn,” she said, half-laugh, half-sob.
We fumbled together, undoing buttons and zippers, shedding our last layers of pretense and history. When I was finally bare, she stared for a moment—just stared, drinking in the sight of me like she needed to memorize it for later.
“You’re bigger than I thought you would be,” she said, voice half-mocking, half-awed.
I flushed, suddenly nervous in a way I hadn’t been since high school. “Is that a problem?”
She shook her head, reaching out to wrap her fingers around me. The sensation—her hand, her touch, the pure focus of her attention—nearly undid me.
I pushed her underwear down, exposing her completely. She was already slick, her thighs trembling with anticipation. I slipped a finger inside, slow, gentle, and her whole body shuddered.
“God, Mattie,” she whispered. “Don’t stop.”
I didn’t. I stroked her, learned her rhythm, let her show me what she liked and what she needed. When I added a second finger, she bit down on her knuckle to keep from crying out.
“Is this okay?” I asked, breathless.
She nodded, eyes shining. “More than okay.”
I slid my cock along her slit, teasing her entrance, letting her adjust to the idea, the pressure, the inevitability. She reached down, guided me inside—just the tip, at first, then a little more, her body stretching to take me in.
She tensed, pain flashing across her face, but she didn’t stop. I paused, waited for her to relax, then pushed in a little deeper.
“Tell me if it hurts,” I murmured.
“It does,” she said, voice trembling, “but I don’t want you to stop.”
I kissed her, slow and deep, and when she loosened her grip on my arm, I started to move—tiny, careful thrusts, barely rocking at all. With each motion, she opened a little more, the pain giving way to something sweeter, darker, hotter.
When I was finally buried inside her, we both froze, the moment hanging between us like a held breath.
She looked up at me, eyes wide. “Is this real?”
I cupped her face in my hands, kissed her forehead, her nose, her cheeks, her mouth. “It’s real,” I promised.
She pulled me down until our bodies pressed tight, her legs locking around my back. “Then don’t let go. Not ever.”
I moved inside her, slow at first, drawing out every fragile moment, as if each stroke could mend something in both of us. She clung to me, nails digging little half-moons into my back, her legs locked and trembling. The air was heavy and cold, but her body was fever-hot, impossible to let go. I braced myself against the boat’s rail and rocked forward, feeling the hull flex and groan under our weight, water slapping the sides in time to our rhythm. The world outside the narrow circle of her arms faded until all that remained was the friction of skin and the raw need glittering in her eyes.

She kissed me, mouths colliding in the dark—messy, urgent, bruising. I tasted the salt of her sweat, the faint metallic trace of blood where she’d bitten her own lip. With every thrust, she rose to meet me, matching me, daring me to go deeper, harder, to prove her wrong about all the things she’d ever said about needing no one. She whispered my name, at first a question, then an accusation, then a confession. I answered with everything I had, letting her set our speed, our violence, our tenderness.

I lost track of how long we moved together. My knees ached against the hard vinyl. Her hair tangled across her face and shoulders, catching the moonlight in wild spirals. I pressed my hand to the small of her back and felt her arch beneath me, desperate and exposed. The boat pitched, unmoored and lawless, and we followed, rolling and rutting until sweat pooled in the hollows of her collarbones and ran cooling in the lake air. She laughed, sharp and breathless, when I caught her nipple between my teeth. She shoved me, bit me, pulled me close until there was no space left for doubt or memory.

We fucked with the reckless hunger of two people who had wasted years pretending they didn’t want this, and now that it was happening, neither of us could slow down. The motion grew wild, a rising tide, a storm surge. That fragile, precious thing between us—the thing that had once seemed impossible to name—was suddenly as real and undeniable as gravity. I felt it in the way her hips tilted, demanding more, and in the way she whispered desperate, beautiful filth into my ear, and in the way her hands never stopped moving, always searching for more of me to hold.

I saw her unraveling, felt the tension coil tight in her abs, her thighs, her jaw. She blinked up at me, pupils blown wide, hair damp against her cheekbones, and for a second her expression was pure terror—like she wasn’t sure she could survive what was about to happen.

I didn’t slow down. I said her name, over and over, syllables like a prayer.

She came first, sudden and violent, her body clenching around me, her voice a jagged cry lost to the open night. I held her through it, kept moving, never breaking contact, never letting go.
When it finally crashed over me, it was as if every nerve ending in my body overloaded at once, all the heat and hunger and pent-up regret detonating in the space between our hips. I groaned her name aloud—loud enough to echo off the glass-smooth surface of the lake, to make the old wooden hull ring with it, to send her shuddering under me as if she might come apart right then and there. She bit my shoulder, hard, as if she needed to anchor herself through the earthquake rolling inside her. My hands found her face, smoothed back the tangle of hair, and I watched her eyes: dilated, wild, streaming tears that caught and refracted the stars overhead. I’d never seen a girl cry while coming, not ever, and the sight of it—her so utterly open, so destroyed and alive all at once—pushed me over the edge again, wrung out the last of whatever self-control I’d been clinging to.

I said her name, over and over, syllables half-mumbled against her jaw, her ear, her mouth. It was a confession and an apology and a benediction all at once. I wanted her to hear it, to believe it, to remember it next time she started to doubt. My body went rigid, then loose, and I filled her with everything I had left, the aftershocks rippling through me long after I’d thought I was spent. She didn’t let go, not for a second, her legs wrapped tighter, her nails raking lines down my back that would burn for hours, maybe days. I wanted them to scar. I wanted proof.

We collapsed together, panting, spent, her head tucked under my chin, my arms wrapped so tight I wondered if we’d ever separate.
We lay there tangled, her body pressed flush against mine, the boat gently rocking beneath us, our breathing the only sound in the world besides the lapping of water against the hull. Her hair spilled across my chest and shoulder, a wild amber halo. Her arms snaked around my waist, fingers splayed, as if she could anchor herself to me and never drift. Every so often she’d sigh or shiver, and I’d feel it as if the sensation were inside my own body. We didn’t talk for a long time. We just existed, locked together in the aftermath, neither of us eager to break the spell. But eventually her breathing slowed and her grip loosened, and she pressed her cheek against my shoulder and traced slow, aimless patterns on my ribs.

At last, in a voice so quiet I almost missed it, she whispered, “Did you mean it? About France?”

I could feel the question vibrating through her, a secret fear she was almost too scared to ask. With Bella, a simple inquiry was never just about logistics or plans—it was about trust, about the promise of tomorrow, the possibility that she might finally be enough for someone to want to keep.

I laughed, still breathless. “I meant every word. I want you with me, wherever I go. Even if it’s hell.”
She laughed too, but there was a catch in it. “What about the others? Riley, Fiona, June…?”
“Is that a dealbreaker?” I asked, suddenly nervous.
She was quiet a moment. “No,” she said. “I just… I don’t know how to be part of that. Not after everything with Riley.”
I stroked her hair, let the silence stretch. “You already are. You’ve always been part of it. Even when you hated us, you were the center of the wheel.”
She snorted. “Nice metaphor.”
“Blame June,” I said. “She’s the poet.”
Bella sighed, nestling closer. “I’m not going to be good at this, Mattie. The sharing. The feelings. The… whatever this is.”
I kissed her temple, tasted the salt of her sweat. “None of us are good at it. That’s why it works.”
She nodded, as if that settled the matter.
We lay there, listening to the lake breathe and the old boat creak. The stars above multiplied, a hundred, then a thousand, then so many I lost count. I felt her heartbeat, still wild, still a little out of control, and realized mine was just as messy, just as alive.
Finally, she sat up, pulling the sweatshirt over her bare chest, then shimmying into her shorts without bothering with underwear. She watched me dress, eyes lingering on every scar, every flaw, every piece of me I’d tried to hide from her for years.
When we were presentable, she took my hand.
“Let’s go home,” she said, voice steady now.
We walked the length of the dock in silence, the windows of the lake house a distant gold. I could see the others inside—Riley on the porch, June and Fiona in the kitchen, all three of them laughing at something I’d never know.
As we reached the porch steps, Bella stopped me.
“Wait,” she said, turning to face me. “If we’re doing this, I want to do it right.”
I frowned. “What does that mean?”
She grinned, the old Bella back in force. “It means, let’s not sneak around. Let’s just… be.”
I nodded, understanding. “You want to tell them?”
She shook her head. “I want to show them.”
She dragged me up the stairs and into the kitchen, where Riley was halfway through a joke about paint fumes and brain damage. The girls looked up as we entered, surprise flickering across their faces as they saw Bella’s hand in mine.
For a second, nobody moved.
Then Bella cleared her throat. “Hey,” she said. “So, um. I’m one of you now. If that’s okay.”
Riley stared, mouth open, then let out a bark of laughter. “Holy shit, you finally caved.”
Fiona smiled, soft and proud. “Welcome to the family.”
June raised her glass in salute. “About fucking time.”
Bella looked at me, and then at the girls, her armor gone, her heart naked and raw and beating for all to see.
And for the first time since any of us could remember, she smiled—a real smile, the kind that didn’t leave bruises.
We piled into a group hug, messy and loud and perfectly imperfect, the five of us tangled together like the roots of the willow by the water.
The past was gone. The future was unwritten. But here, now, in this impossible tangle of limbs and laughter, we were whole.
And I finally, truly, understood what it meant to be home.






  
  Chapter twelve








Strip Poker and Sweatshirts


Riley and June announced they were heading to Indianapolis in the morning—something about antique shopping and supplies for the lake house. The timing felt right. With the house's interior nearly complete, save for a few decorative touches, the tension had lifted. Even Bella seemed lighter, almost playful. 

"We're making a night of it," Riley explained, already dressed for the city in slim jeans and a blouse I hadn't seen before. Roo and Sunny had made plans with Riley's college friends, a lineup of bars and clubs that would keep them until tomorrow.

Riley's goodbye hug lingered, her arms tight around my neck. "Don't break the house," she whispered against my ear, half-joking. June merely winked as she shouldered her overnight bag. "Water my babies," she said, meaning the row of succulents lining the kitchen windowsill. I watched their car disappear down the drive, gravel crunching then settling into silence, leaving the house feeling suddenly vast and hollow around us.
I stood in the kitchen, mug in hand, watching Bella and Fiona through the half-demolished archway. The family room had become our encampment over the last week—piles of throw blankets and toolboxes, the new couch still smelling faintly of synthetic suede, the old rug rolled to one side to keep it clear of drywall dust. The rest of the house was a construction zone: plywood ramps and ladders, raw studs, a thin mist of sawdust on every surface. But here, the only evidence of chaos was in the people themselves.
Bella perched on the arm of the couch, legs tucked under her, bare feet dangling in the late afternoon light. She wore the same blue sweatshirt she’d rescued from the boathouse, sleeves pushed to her elbows, a pair of threadbare shorts barely visible beneath. Her hair was tied up, but she’d let the shorter strands fall loose, and every time she laughed, she had to brush them out of her eyes.
Fiona was curled at the far end of the sofa, cross-legged, tablet balanced on one knee, a fountain pen spinning endlessly in her fingers. She wore a cream-colored tank and white shorts that would have looked preppy on anyone else, but on her seemed borderline obscene. There was something about Fiona that made even the most basic loungewear dangerous—an energy in the way she slouched, the way she pulled at the collar, stretching it until the fabric threatened to slide off her shoulder.
I hovered at the kitchen island, trying to make the last of the morning’s coffee drinkable, when I caught Bella watching me. She waited until Fiona was distracted, then crooked a finger, beckoning me over.
I padded into the living room, bare feet squeaking on the new laminate.
“What’s up?” I asked, flopping onto the ottoman.
She grinned, teeth flashing. “Fiona says she can beat anyone at poker.”
“I said no such thing,” Fiona called from behind her tablet.
“Did too,” Bella insisted. “She said it while you were in the shower.”
Fiona’s eyes didn’t leave her screen, but her smile gave her away. “I said I was adequate. There’s a difference.”
Bella rolled her eyes. “She’s lying. She’s got that look.”
“What look?”
Bella pointed. “That one. The ‘I already have your wallet and you just don’t know it yet’ look.”
I snorted. “Pretty sure that’s just Fiona’s face.”
Fiona set the tablet aside, folding her hands with mock gravitas. “Is this a challenge, Ms. Ross?”
Bella stretched, catlike, toes flexing. “Sure is. I bet I could clean you out before dinner.”
I could see the hook catch in Fiona’s pride. She sat up straighter, hands steepled, eyes narrowing. “How much are we talking? Because if it’s nickels and dimes, I’d rather just skip to the part where you gloat.”
Bella’s grin grew sharp. “We can play for clothes, if you’re feeling brave.”
Fiona’s eyebrow arched. “You want to play strip poker?”
“No, I want to play regular poker. But I’m not gonna say no to a little entertainment.” She glanced at me, a challenge in her eyes. “Unless Mattie’s scared.”
I held up my hands, palms outward. “Hey, I’ve seen you hustle grown men at pool and leave them in tears. I’m not ashamed to admit fear.”
Fiona clapped her hands together, delighted. “I’m in. But we need a third. Otherwise it’s just you two humiliating each other while I sip tea and collect shirts.”
“Don’t look at me,” I protested. “You want to see me naked, just ask. We don’t need cards for that.”
Bella snorted, then grew faux-serious. “The point is to have fun, Mattie. Try to keep up.”
Within minutes, Bella had unearthed a battered deck from the junk drawer. The box was held together with rubber bands and ancient masking tape, the cards inside a motley of casinos and airline freebies scavenged over a decade of family trips. She shuffled with the practiced flick of someone who’d spent too many weekends holed up in rec rooms with nothing but time and a grudge.
I took my spot on the floor in front of the coffee table, back to the couch. Fiona sat cross-legged to my right, arms resting on the cushion, while Bella took the spot to my left, tucking her knees under her chin. It was strangely cozy, the three of us huddled around the table in the patchy sunlight, a quiet that felt earned rather than awkward.
Bella dealt the first hand, cards snapping down with authority. “House rules,” she announced. “Dealer calls the game, loser sheds one item per round, no take-backs, no double-or-nothing, no whining.”
Fiona nodded, already sorting her hand. “What about shoes? Do those count?”
Bella considered. “I guess. But you have to be barefoot before you start peeling anything interesting.”
“Noted,” Fiona said.
I looked at my hand, then at the pile of shoes, socks, hoodies, and throw blankets already staged behind the couch for easy access. “You two are way too invested in this.”
Bella grinned. “You have no idea.”
We played the first few rounds straight, winner-takes-all, loser ditches a shoe or a sock or a sweatshirt. It was easy, at first, to pretend it was just a friendly game. But the longer we played, the sharper the looks became, the more deliberate the bluffs. By round three, Bella had stripped down to just her shorts and the blue crewneck, bare legs folded pretzel-tight under the table. Fiona lost her shoes in record time, then her hair tie, then her tank, leaving her in a white sports bra that somehow made her even more dangerous.
I was the first to lose a shirt, and by the time I peeled it off, both women were watching me like I was the main course at a buffet.
“I warned you,” I said, tossing the t-shirt over my shoulder.
Fiona snickered. “You were right about Bella, though. She’s a hustler.”
Bella gave a dramatic bow. “I once got suspended for running a three-table ring at Lakeside High. Took half the freshman football team’s lunch money before I got caught.”
Fiona’s eyes went wide. “How did I never hear about this?”
“It’s not exactly a proud family legacy,” Bella said, but there was pride in her smile anyway.
I shrugged. “I was the getaway driver. They never suspected a thing.”
The sun slanted lower, golden hour turning the dust in the air to little comets. We played on, the stakes climbing as the clothes vanished, the banter growing dirtier with each hand. When it was down to the wire, all three of us nearly naked, Bella set her cards on the table and leaned back, arms behind her head, chest rising and falling with each breath.
Fiona surveyed her, then me, then the dwindling pile of clothing left to wager.
“I think it’s time for a high-stakes round,” she said, voice low.
Bella’s eyes gleamed. “All in, loser has to do a dare.”
Fiona nodded, then turned to me. “You good with that?”
I grinned. “I’m in. But be warned—I play for keeps.”
Bella grinned wider. “So do I.”
I shuffled the deck, feeling the heat in the room intensify, the current of unspoken challenges zipping between us. For the first time, I realized how rare it was to have this—just the three of us, alone, with no one else to please or protect. No scripts, no expectations. Just hunger and hope and a deck of cards that might as well have been fate itself.
I dealt the final hand, the three of us leaning in, forearms brushing, hearts pounding.
Let the games begin.
The last hand was all in.
Bella dealt with the practiced snap of a street magician, her smile shark-sharp but nervous. I could see the tension in the way she pinched the deck—two fingernails chewed down to the quick, a habit she only had when something truly mattered. Fiona tracked every card with hungry, almost predatory focus. The only thing she wanted more than to win was to make Bella work for it.
My own pulse pounded so loud it was a wonder the girls didn’t hear it. We were each down to a single scrap of clothing: Bella in her battered blue sweatshirt, me in boxers, Fiona in a white silk g-string that seemed less like underwear and more like an IOU for later. The sun had started to set, painting the dust motes in the living room the color of honey and wildfire.
Bella dealt the first round, then looked up. “Texas Hold’em, high card starts. Winner takes all. Or, in Matt’s case, loses all.”
I huffed. “Not my first rodeo.”
Fiona’s mouth twitched, then she locked eyes with Bella. “You sure you want to risk your last stitch, Bells?”
Bella grinned, but it was less playful now—something deeper sparking in her gaze. “I think it’s worth the risk.”
We each checked our two cards, then played through the flop in silence. The banter had faded, replaced by a competitive hunger I hadn’t seen since Bella’s college days. On the turn, I risked a look at Fiona; her poker face was pure ice, but her nipples had gone hard enough to show through the silk, and her skin flushed pink along her collarbones.
On the river, Bella upped the ante: “Final bets, losers ditch it all.”
Fiona didn’t even wait two seconds. She stood up in a fluid motion, hands braced on either hip, and with zero hesitation slid her thumb under the G-string’s thin waistband. It was less a garment than a rumor—barely there, nearly invisible in the golden evening light. She shimmied, a slow, taunting roll of the hips, drawing it down over the athletic swell of her ass and the tight, honeyed muscles of her thighs. When it dropped, she stepped free and flicked it toward the pile of discarded clothing with a dancer’s grace. 

I’d seen her naked before—more times than I could responsibly recall—but never like this, in full daylight and without the distraction of movement or intent. Even Bella, who’d famously declared herself “unshockable,” stared openly. The white silk had left faint indentations along Fiona’s hips, which glowed like pale parentheses around the tangle of golden hair below her navel. She was perfectly, absurdly proportioned: breasts high and reckless, stomach taut, thighs long but not skinny. If there was a single imperfection to her, I couldn’t name it.

She didn’t hesitate or fold in on herself; instead, she flopped back down onto the couch with a flippant energy that bordered on celebratory. She sat wide-legged, elbows braced on her knees, hair falling in a wild halo around her face. You could see every contour, every shadow and soft edge and muscle, painted molten gold by the sun as it dropped behind the lake. She looked like an old Hollywood starlet rendered obscene by modern lighting—a living, breathing dare.

“Jesus Christ,” Bella muttered, half under her breath.

Fiona caught her eye and grinned, teeth flashing. “You’re up, Ross.”

Bella’s gaze flicked from Fiona to me, and back. For a heartbeat, she seemed to consider following suit—stripping down to nothing, taking the dare all the way to its logical conclusion. But she stayed put, arms crossed over her chest, knuckles white against the blue crewneck. “You guys are freaks,” she said, but there was no bite in it. She sounded more awed than anything.

Fiona just shrugged, completely unbothered. “I’m French. There’s no word for shame where I come from.”

“Oh, there is,” Bella said, the corners of her mouth twitching, “but it’s pronounced ‘pride.’”

For a long second, the three of us just sat there in the charged silence—the kind that felt less like an absence of sound and more like the sharp intake of breath before a thunderclap. The sunlight played over Fiona’s skin, turning her into a living statue, and I realized I was holding my cards in a death grip, palms sweating. It was so stupid, but I suddenly felt sixteen again, out of my depth and completely flanked by women who understood the rules of this game way better than I ever would.

Fiona stretched her arms overhead, spine arcing, and every muscle in her body rippled in response. “You’re staring, Mattie,” she said, not unkindly.

I tried to play it cool. “Can you blame me?”

She snorted. “Not at all. Just making sure you’re still in the game.”

Bella looked at me, her eyes softening for a half-second. “You gonna fold, Ford?”

The truth was, I didn’t know anymore. Nakedness was supposed to be the punchline, the endgame, but instead it felt like the opening gambit for something much riskier. I could feel my face go hot, not just from embarrassment but from the way the air in the room had changed—a little electric, like everything was suddenly up for grabs.

My turn. I hooked my thumbs in my waistband, peeled the boxers off, and tossed them onto the growing pile behind the ottoman. I felt the heat in my face—embarrassment, sure, but more than that, the knowledge that I was totally exposed, not just to Fiona but to Bella, who for years had been both temptation and taboo.
Bella eyed the two of us, then shrugged off the sweatshirt. For a second, she hesitated, hands clinging to the cuffs like they could anchor her in place. Then she let it drop, and all the air seemed to rush out of the room at once.
Beneath, she wore nothing.
Bella’s body was a study in contradictions, a kind of living proof that you could be forged in fire and still end up softer than anything in nature. She was bare now, every inch of her exposed as the cotton bunched at her wrists and finally fell away. Her skin glowed, not with the polished perfection of a magazine ad but with real, sun-scorched life—tan lines sharp as pencil marks, ghost-pale under where the blue crewneck had protected her from the August sun, bronzed everywhere else. Her breasts were slightly smaller than Fiona’s but perfectly shaped, subtle triangles that jutted out from her ribs and defied gravity, the nipples a deep, almost wine-dark rose. I’d seen them in flashes before, last night in the boat, tumbling together under blankets or shower steam, but never like this, never backlit by an entire sunset and flanked by her own unguarded pride.

She didn’t cross her arms or hitch up her shoulders or even fidget. She planted her feet flat on the floor, thighs spread just enough to be suggestive but not desperate, and stared us both down. Her eyes, normally soft and glassy with sleep or laughter, were laser-focused, a dare and a challenge and a plea all at once. I knew that look. It was the same one from the first time she’d ever let me touch her on the back porch swing of this very lake house: I’m not scared of you. Show me what you’ve got.

But there was more to it, now, than bravado. The hard line of her jaw softened just a little as she caught my eye, and even more when she glanced at Fiona—an almost imperceptible flicker of awe, or gratitude, or maybe just relief that she didn’t have to put the armor back on. Under the table, her hands flexed open and closed, the knuckles pale, trying to give up the habit of fighting for every inch of safe ground. She didn’t need to here. Not with us.

I looked at her, really looked, and saw everything we’d ever been to each other mapped across her body. The small white scar above her knee, from the time we’d raced bikes down the levee and she’d gone over the handlebars. The constellation of freckles on her left shoulder blade, a secret I’d memorized over hundreds of nights. The faint line along her hip, from a childhood surgery she’d sworn me to secrecy about. All the battle wounds and sunburns and hours behind a wheel, driving her sister to and from practice, and the years of muscle memory from holding herself together when nobody else would.

I’d always known Bella was beautiful, but up close and unfiltered she was savage, elemental, the kind of gorgeous that made you want to drop to your knees in worship or ruin it just to see if it could break. I understood, suddenly, why Riley still orbited her like a moon, why even Fiona, usually so above it all, was staring with her mouth slightly open. Bella was magnetic even in defeat. Especially in defeat.

The silence stretched. I became aware of my own nakedness, the way the air moved across my skin, how every sense seemed sharpened to a point. For a moment, neither of us moved. It was like the world had gone out of focus everywhere except for the center of the room, where Bella sat nude and unashamed, breathing through the last of her nerves.

Fiona was the one who finally broke. She didn’t look away; she just let herself smile, slow and reverent. “You are,” she said, and her voice was a reverent hush, “unbelievable.” Even now, Fiona’s accent clipped the syllables, made the compliment sound almost clinical, which just made it land harder. She’d lost the game, but she looked at Bella like she was the only prize that mattered.

Bella let out a shaky laugh, her shoulders dropping a half inch in relief. “You should see me in winter,” she said. “Way more pasty. I blend right in with the snow.”

“If I had your body,” Fiona said, “I would never wear clothes again.” She was still grinning, but it had softened, grown almost tender. “I see now why Mattie is so obsessed.”

Bella turned to me, and the look on her face—hungry, half-admiring, half-daring me to do something about it—nearly undid me.

“Jesus,” Fiona whispered. “No wonder Mattie can’t keep his hands off you.”
Bella smirked, but her cheeks went crimson. “You’re not so bad yourself, Fi. I’d kill for those tits.”
Fiona laughed, and the sound broke the tension just enough for the three of us to look at each other, really look, and realize what had just happened.
The game was over. Nobody cared who won. All that mattered was the silence, thick with want and expectation, and the feeling that the next move would change everything.
I looked at Bella. She looked at Fiona. Fiona looked at me, then at Bella, then back to me. The light outside faded, and the room grew dim and electric.
It was Fiona who broke the stalemate. She crawled across the couch, slow and deliberate, every movement accentuating the length of her body and the intent behind it. When she reached Bella, she brushed a strand of hair from Bella’s face, tucked it behind her ear, and pressed her lips to the corner of Bella’s mouth.
Bella startled, just a little, but didn’t pull away. If anything, she leaned in, her eyes fluttering closed as Fiona deepened the kiss. I watched, mesmerized, as Fiona’s hand cupped the back of Bella’s neck, her thumb tracing lazy circles on Bella’s jaw. Their tongues met, tentative at first, then bolder, until Bella made a tiny sound—half surprise, half hunger—and pulled Fiona into her lap, legs splaying wide to make room.
Fiona’s hands roamed Bella’s sides, fingers splayed against bare skin, drawing patterns from ribcage to hips and back. Bella, always the more reserved one, let herself be moved, eyes still closed, a flush spreading from her neck to the tips of her ears. The kiss turned hungry, then desperate, their bodies pressing closer until I thought they might fuse right there on the couch.
For a long moment, I was content to watch—two women I loved, lost in each other, the boundaries between them dissolving. Then Bella’s eyes snapped open, and she looked at me, pupils blown wide, a question burning in the space between us.
I moved to the couch, kneeling behind Bella, my hands on her shoulders, grounding her. She tilted her head back, met my lips with hers, and the taste of Fiona lingered on her mouth—sweet, wet, electric. I kissed Bella, hard, then softer, letting her lead, while Fiona nuzzled the crook of her neck, hands never stopping their slow exploration.
When I pulled back, Bella reached for me blindly, dragging me down so our bodies pressed flush. I caught a glimpse of Fiona, her eyes shining, her smile wicked, and in that instant I realized what she’d set in motion.
The three of us tumbled to the floor in a tangle of limbs, the old rug scratchy against bare skin. There was laughter—real, giddy, nervous—and then all sound faded except for the quickened breathing, the brush of skin, the muffled gasp as Bella bit down on Fiona’s shoulder, hard enough to leave a mark.
I slid a hand between Fiona’s thighs, found her already soaked and quivering. She arched into my touch, moaning, as Bella traced slow, deliberate circles around her nipples, pinching and teasing until Fiona writhed and begged for more.
When Fiona came, it was sudden, her whole body convulsing, breath hitching in her throat. Bella held her through it, kissing her hair, whispering words I couldn’t hear but understood anyway. I watched, awestruck, as the tension in Fiona melted away, replaced by a wild, unguarded joy.
Then it was Bella’s turn.
Fiona rolled on top of her, pinning Bella’s wrists to the floor, her mouth covering Bella’s, tongue darting in and out with merciless skill. I knelt beside them, stroking Bella’s hair, watching as her eyes rolled back, her hips bucked, and she let out a cry I’d never heard from her before.
Fiona released her wrists, then slid down, kissing and licking a path from Bella’s collarbone to the soft rise of her stomach. She paused at the navel, tongue dipping in, then continued lower, her breath hot against Bella’s inner thigh.
I positioned myself at Bella’s side, kissing her neck, her jaw, her ears, letting my hands wander her body as Fiona reached the heart of her. The two sensations combined—my touch and Fiona’s tongue—left Bella undone, her fingers clawing at the carpet, her voice gone hoarse with need.
When she came, it was a rolling, unstoppable thing. She shuddered, legs clamping around Fiona’s head, hips grinding up, then collapsing in a heap, spent and shaking. Fiona surfaced, grinning, and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.
I kissed them both, tasting the salt and sweetness, the shared breath, the reckless happiness of people who’d finally stopped pretending.
For a moment, we just lay there, the three of us tangled on the rug, the sun fully set, the world reduced to the warmth of skin and the steady thump of our hearts.
Bella turned to me, eyes wet but fierce. “Is this real?” she asked.
I nodded, unable to speak.
Fiona pulled us both closer, her hair wild and her smile wilder. “This is better than real,” she said. “It’s ours.”
The last light outside faded, but inside, we burned bright.
And for the first time, there was nothing left to hide.
I never would have guessed a thrift-store sofa could become an altar, but that’s exactly what the new couch was—soft and forgiving, a shrine to every bad decision and secret longing we’d ever had. It squeaked under my weight, not built for the things we were about to do, but sturdy enough to cradle the three of us as we tumbled from the rug to the cushions, a tangle of limbs and sweat and disbelief.
Bella ended up on top of me first, her hair wild, the weight of her hips pinning me to the cushion. She kissed my neck with the same desperate precision she brought to a cross-examination, her lips dragging a line from my jaw to my collarbone, then lower. Her breasts pressed against my chest—soft, heavy, so real I couldn’t get enough of them. Every time I touched her, she shivered, but she never broke eye contact, daring me to look away.
Fiona was right behind, kneeling beside my head, her golden hair falling like a curtain as she kissed me, open-mouthed, her tongue searching for more than just heat. I reached up, fingers tangling in her hair, and she giggled into my mouth, teeth nipping at my lower lip.
Bella ground her hips against mine, slow at first, then harder, her breath hot and ragged. She reached back, guided me inside her, and for a second neither of us moved, the world suspended between inhale and exhale. She bit her lip, gasped, then started to ride me, each movement a little wilder than the last.
Fiona watched, eyes glazed with hunger, then straddled my face, thighs bracketing my ears. She was slick and fever-hot, the taste of her a jolt of electricity straight to my core. She pressed down, grinding, her hands in my hair, her voice a rising chorus of moans and curses.
The room dissolved into sensation: Bella’s body clenching around me, Fiona’s heat on my tongue, the rhythm of our three heartbeats syncing and then racing ahead. I tried to focus on one thing at a time—Bella’s breasts bouncing with each thrust, the salt of Fiona’s skin, the way their hands never stopped moving, always searching for more. But it was impossible. The lines between us blurred until I wasn’t sure where one body ended and the next began.
We lost track of time. Maybe minutes, maybe hours. The only constants were the couch beneath us and the ache building with every movement.
At some point, Fiona swapped places with Bella, the transition seamless, practiced even though it was brand new. She climbed onto my lap, her pussy swallowing me in one wet, greedy motion, and she leaned back, balancing on my thighs, her hair fanned out behind her. She rode me with abandon, bouncing so hard the couch threatened to tip, her hands digging crescent moons into my shoulders. Bella crouched behind, kissing Fiona’s neck, pinching her nipples, urging her on.
“Don’t you dare come yet,” Bella whispered, breath hot in my ear.
“Not until we say,” Fiona agreed, voice trembling with need.
I groaned, the pressure almost unbearable, and tried to hold out, but every thrust brought me closer to the edge. Bella reached between Fiona’s legs, her fingers stroking the place where we were joined, and Fiona gasped, back arching as she came, hips locking and shaking.
I couldn’t last anymore. “Fuck, Bells, Fi, I’m gonna—”
Bella pulled Fiona off, replaced her in a heartbeat, sliding onto my cock with a gasp of pure relief. “Let’s play a game,” she said, voice hoarse. “Thirty-second timer. Whoever gets him to come first wins.”
Fiona, breathless but game, grinned. “You’re on.”
Bella wasted no time, wrapping her hands behind her head and swaying her hips as if she’d done it a thousand times. She caught my eye, smirked, and in one swift motion, planted her knees on the couch cushions and impaled herself on my cock so deep I saw stars. She started grinding with a measured, almost mechanical rhythm—every bounce, every slide calculated to wring the last ounce of control from me. Her tits bounced hypnotically, her nipples flushed and hard, and every time she came down, she ground her pelvis against mine and let out a sound half way between a war cry and a moan.

“Thirty,” she announced, setting the pace with a wicked glint. “Twenty-nine. Twenty-eight.” Each number drilled into my skull, a countdown to the most explosive orgasm of my life. She put her hands on my chest and dug her nails in, using me for leverage, her core muscles never letting up. I tried to keep my cool, to savor the sight of Bella in full command, but it was impossible—she was like a force of nature, fierce and unyielding, and I was nothing but driftwood in her wake.

Fiona, not content to spectate, knelt behind Bella and wrapped her arms around her waist. She whispered something in Bella’s ear, and whatever it was made Bella growl and slam her hips down even harder. Fiona’s hands slid over Bella’s stomach, up to her breasts, squeezing and kneading, pinching her nipples with a flick that sent shivers through both of us. I felt their combined heat, the friction building until my whole body was on fire.

“Fifteen,” Bella grunted, sweat slick on her brow, her hair sticking to her face. “Ten. Nine. Eight.” She clenched her muscles around me, milking me for everything I was worth, and I could barely breathe, let alone count. The room blurred at the edges; I was so close I would have sworn time itself slowed down, each second expanding into an eternity of sensation.

Fiona’s face hovered over Bella’s shoulder, her mouth pressed to the shell of Bella’s ear, her eyes locked on me like a dare. She bit down lightly, and Bella responded with a desperate whimper that made me want to split in half. “Five. Four. Three.” The words came ragged, each one a promise and a threat. “Two… one—”

At “zero,” Bella popped off my cock like a champagne cork, her whole body flushed with victory, a feral grin plastered across her lips. She barely left a second for air; Fiona pounced, planting her feet on either side of my hips and lowering herself with agonizing slowness, so that the head of my cock pressed right against her slick entrance and just… waited.

I could feel every heartbeat in my body. Fiona savored it, her breath trembling, her hands gripping my shoulders tight enough I thought she might leave marks. She teased me—circling, dipping, letting only the tip slide in before pulling back, making a show of how badly I wanted her. Then, all at once, she let herself drop, swallowing me whole. The sensation was so intense that I nearly lost control right then, but she wouldn’t let me. She started moving, slow at first, rolling her hips in long, torturous waves that made my eyes roll back.

She leaned forward, her hair falling in a golden sheet around my face, and she kissed me—hungry, needy, lips parted so wide I could taste her. Her tongue darted into my mouth and then she bit my lower lip, not hard but enough to drive me absolutely insane. She broke away, eyes locked on mine, and started riding me with increasing speed and force. Every time she came down, she shuddered and moaned, a high, pretty sound that made my heart stutter.

Bella circled the couch, hands on her hips, watching the show with that same competitive fire. “Take it, Fi,” she taunted, voice thick with arousal and challenge. “Show him what you’ve got.”

Fiona responded by slamming her hips down even harder, the slap of skin on skin echoing through the room. She looked at me, sweat beading on her forehead and trickling down her flushed cheeks, and whispered, “Don’t you dare come yet. I want to feel it when you break.”

The pressure was almost unbearable. I had to grit my teeth and dig my fingers into the cushions to keep from exploding. Fiona, sensing how close I was, leaned back and started teasing her own breasts, pinching her nipples between her fingers and tugging until she gasped. The sight of her—wild, unrestrained, absolutely owning the moment—almost did me in. She rode me harder, chasing her own release, and when she came, her whole body shivered and her pussy clenched so tight I saw white.

But she didn’t stop. Not even through the aftershocks. She kept moving, kept grinding, determined to get me off first. It was a contest, and she was not about to lose.

Then, as if on cue, Bella lunged forward, grabbed Fiona by the waist, and pulled her off me in one swift motion. Before I could even process what was happening, Bella straddled me again, her hands braced on my chest, and impaled herself so suddenly and so deep that I cried out. She set a brutal pace, slamming her hips down over and over, the muscles of her thighs flexing with every movement.

Fiona, breathless and laughing, draped herself around my shoulders from behind, her hands and mouth exploring every inch of my upper body. She nipped at my ears, traced hot trails down my chest, whispered filthy encouragements in French, and pinched my nipples just to see me jump.

“Come on, Matty,” Bella grunted, sweat flying from her brow as she rode me like a woman possessed. “You’re gonna lose it. I can feel you. You want to, don’t you?”

I nodded, helpless. Every inch of my body was on fire, and both women seemed to sense just how close I was to the edge. Fiona’s fingers slipped down between Bella’s legs, stroking where we were joined, and the contact made Bella throw her head back in ecstasy.

The couch threatened to collapse under us, squeaking and groaning, but none of us cared. All that existed was the heat, the pressure, and the wild, competitive energy driving the girls to outdo each other—and to wreck me in the process.

My whole body tensed, ready to give in, when Bella suddenly slowed, grinding in tiny, relentless circles that made every second stretch out forever. I was seconds from coming when she leaned forward, her breasts brushing my face, her lips at my ear. “Don’t you fucking dare,” she whispered, and then she stopped moving, clenching around me until I thought I’d die.

She pulled off, panting, her body trembling with restraint. “Your turn, Fi,” she panted.

Fiona wasted no time, mounting me again and taking me all the way to the hilt in one fluid motion. She planted her feet, leaned back, and started to ride, hard and fast. Bella didn’t just sit back this time—she reached out, grabbed Fiona’s breasts, and played with them mercilessly, twisting and pulling, even biting at her shoulder. Fiona screamed, a sound half pain and half bliss, and her pussy squeezed me so tight I nearly blacked out.

We kept going, trading off, round after round. Sometimes they would both be on me at once—Fiona riding as Bella kissed and licked and pinched every sensitive spot on my body. Sometimes they’d pause just to kiss each other, tongues tangling, hands roaming, then look at me with matching grins like, “Let’s see if you can handle more.”

I lost track of how many times I got close. Every time I thought I was about to finish, they would swap, or slow down, or tease me with just enough sensation to keep me right at the edge. It was torture. It was heaven.

Finally, when I was shaking and sweating and barely able to breathe, Bella and Fiona exchanged a look. Fiona nodded, and Bella slid onto me one last time. She put her hands behind her head and started to ride, slow at first, then faster, her entire body undulating with each motion. Fiona crouched behind, her lips at Bella’s neck, her hands all over Bella’s body, and together they pushed me right to the brink.

I could barely see straight. My hands trembled on Bella’s hips. Fiona reached between us, stroking my balls, and the sensation of the two women working in tandem set off fireworks in my brain.

“Do it,” Bella hissed, slamming down one last time.

And I did. I came so hard I thought I’d break open, my whole body locking up, every muscle on fire. Bella moaned as she felt my release, her own orgasm following right after, and Fiona—watching the whole thing—gave a triumphant little cheer and collapsed against my chest, kissing me as if she’d won the gold.

We collapsed in a heap, breathless and battered, bodies sticky and shining with sweat. I had no idea who’d technically “won” the game, but at that point, I don’t think any of us cared.

“Switch,” Bella ordered, and they swapped again, each one more determined than the last to win.
We cycled through three rounds before I couldn’t hold it in anymore. I bucked up, grabbing both women, pulling them close. “I’m gonna come,” I warned, desperate.
Bella grinned, pure victory in her eyes, and climbed off, dragging Fiona with her to kneel in front of me. “On us,” she said, and they pressed their bodies together, breasts side by side, nipples almost touching.
I stood, looming over them, my hand stroking furiously. Fiona’s mouth hung open, tongue out, as if daring me to paint her. Bella cupped her own breasts, squeezing them together, her eyes never leaving mine.
I came in a spasm that left me lightheaded, the pleasure so intense it bordered on painful. Hot ropes shot across both their chests—Bella’s pale breasts, shockingly perfect, and Fiona’s golden skin, instantly streaked and shining. The sight of them together, marked and glorious, made my knees want to give out even as I fisted myself through the last pulses, groaning aloud.

They laughed—not just at the mess, but at the sheer audacity of it, the way we’d completely abandoned shame or caution. Bella let out a whoop, then dragged a finger through the sticky trail that beaded across her sternum, scooping up the mess with a showy flourish. She locked eyes with me as she brought the finger to her lips, licking it clean, slow and deliberate, the tip of her tongue flicking out to catch every drop. Obscene, yes, but also proud—like she was daring the world to say a single fucking thing about it.

Fiona’s turn: she mimicked Bella perfectly, swirling her finger over her own breast, then sucking it into her mouth, moaning theatrically. “Not bad, Mattie,” she teased. “But next time, aim higher.”

“Next time?” I managed, my brain completely fried.

She grinned, then leaned over to kiss Bella, messy and open-mouthed, tongues tangling, the taste of me shared between them. I watched, stunned and aroused all over again. Bella cradled Fiona’s cheek, deepening the kiss, and when they finally pulled apart, both of them were breathing hard, faces flushed with triumph.

It was so much—too much, almost. I slumped back onto the couch, muscles trembling, the aftershocks rippling through me in waves. Bella crawled into my lap, heedless of the cum smeared across her skin, and pressed her forehead to mine, sweat and hair sticking everywhere. “You okay?” she whispered, voice hoarse but gentle.

I laughed, a ragged sound. “More than okay. Are you?”

She nodded, then twisted so Fiona could join. Fiona’s hand found mine, fingers lacing together, her other hand tracing lazy patterns across Bella’s back. The three of us stayed like that, sticky and tangled, not saying anything for a long time.

Fiona followed suit, then kissed Bella, sharing the taste between them, then turned to me and pulled me down into a three-way embrace that left us all sticky and boneless and impossibly happy.
We collapsed onto the couch, the upholstery stained and our bodies tangled, a mess of arms and legs and hair and sweat.
For a while, no one spoke. The only sound was the wind outside, rattling the half-finished windows, and the soft, satisfied sighs as we drifted back to earth.
After a while, Bella rolled onto her side, the sweatshirt abandoned on the armrest. She looked at me, eyes soft, vulnerable.
“I’ll give you a hundred of my sweatshirts and t-shirts, too,” I said, still breathless. “Or you can just have me instead.”
She smiled, slow and real, and reached for my hand. “I’ll take you.”
Fiona snuggled in, her head on my chest, arms wrapped around both of us. “Guess that means we’re a family now,” she said, voice sleepy.
Bella stroked Fiona’s hair, then reached for my jaw, pulling me in for one last, gentle kiss. “We always were. We just needed to lose everything first.”
The sun was gone, but the living room glowed gold from the cheap lamp on the side table, our shadows painting the walls in new shapes. We lay there, the three of us, until the world outside faded and all that remained was the warmth of each other.
If there was anything left to fear, it didn’t matter anymore.
We’d bet it all and won.
And for once, the pot was big enough for everyone.






  
  Chapter thirteen








Unearthing the Past


After the dust and sweat and bare skin of the night before, the lake house felt transformed—an artifact rescued from its own slow-motion disaster. We woke late, ate pancakes in the sun room, and pretended for a solid hour that our only problems were the empty syrup bottle and whether the espresso machine would survive another cycle. Even Bella, famously incapable of lounging, let herself sprawl across the chaise, her legs thrown over Fiona’s lap like she might never need to move again. 
June and Riley breezed in around ten, still glowing from their night on the town. They squeezed onto the couch with us, trading stories—theirs about some bar with live music, ours carefully edited highlights of last night's poker tournament. When Riley spotted the suspicious stain on her new cushions, she grabbed the Febreeze from behind the end table, spraying with theatrical outrage. "You animals couldn't make it to a bedroom?" she asked, but her smile betrayed her.
It was June who finally broke the spell. She nudged the edge of Bella’s foot, sipped her coffee, and said, “There’s only three days left. If we want to finish, we should do a final walkthrough. All of us.”
Riley groaned from her tangle of blankets on the floor. “It’s not even noon. Some of us are still, like, metabolizing.”
June was unsympathetic. “You’ll feel better once you’re up. Trust me.”
By ten after, the five of us were wandering the halls like a committee of hungover ghosts, everyone in various states of dishabille. The difference from a month ago was striking: walls crisp and painted, outlets and light switches live, floors shining with the faint wet look of fresh polyurethane. Even the smell had changed, less of sawdust and more of that sweet, spicy note you only get from old wood after it’s been brought back from the edge.
We started upstairs and worked down, checking off the punch list item by item. There were moments of minor crisis—a streak of drywall mud that refused to blend, a mystery stain on the guest bath tile—but nothing we couldn’t handle with a little groupthink and the contents of the supply closet.
The main floor, with its open sightlines and high beams, was last. I moved ahead of the others, double-checking the load-bearing points along the main hallway. I’d reinforced them early, but paranoia dies hard, and the closer we got to the end, the more my brain conjured worst-case scenarios. Maybe I wanted there to be something left for me to fix, or maybe I’d just grown addicted to the feeling of hands-on salvation.
I was tracing a seam in the baseboard, half-distracted by Riley’s ongoing monologue about which rooms she wanted to christen first, when I noticed it: a hairline crack, invisible unless you caught it in the glare of the new can lights, running from the floor up the wall and—more ominously—angling toward the load beam that bisected the hall.
My stomach dropped. I crouched and ran a fingertip along the crack, then tapped the wood just above it. The sound was wrong. Hollow, where it should have been dense. I pressed harder, and the surface gave, flaking away in soft shreds.
Shit.
I scraped away more, the rotten wood coming loose in chunks now. Underneath, the beam—an original, hand-hewn oak, at least a foot thick—looked sound at first, but when I dug deeper, the core crumbled under my touch. Dry rot, maybe old water intrusion. Either way, it wasn’t just a patch job.
By the time the others caught up, I was on my hands and knees, head and shoulders buried in the wall, hands full of splinters and bad news.
Riley squatted beside me. “Did you find a mouse or something?”
“Worse,” I said, backing out and brushing off my arms. “This beam’s shot. I mean really shot.”
June peered over my shoulder, concern clouding her face. “Is it dangerous?”
I hesitated, not wanting to panic anyone. “It’s… not catastrophic, but if we leave it, it’s going to get worse. Could bring down half the hallway in a year or two.”
Bella’s face went flat, all the humor draining away. “How long to fix?”
I ran the numbers in my head. Demo, shoring, new timber, re-plaster. “Minimum three days. Maybe four, if the old wood is tricky.”
Fiona knelt, peered in, then gently pried off a chunk with her nail. “Could we just reinforce it, instead?”
I shook my head. “There’s nothing left to reinforce. The whole heart’s gone.” I forced a smile, hoping to soften the blow. “We did good work on the rest, but this is a beast.”
For the first time since the project started, the group fell silent. Riley looked at her hands; June’s gaze flicked between me and the beam, calculating. Even Fiona, who normally kept things light, just hugged her knees to her chest and said nothing.
It was Bella who broke the tension. “Can we get a replacement? Is there enough in the budget?”
I shook my head. “We’d have to custom order it. Nearest supplier’s in Bloomington, and they only deliver on Mondays. Even if we overnight, we’re looking at a week.”
“We have to have it done by August first,” Riley said. “Inspection is Friday. The wedding is…” She trailed off.
“I know,” I said. “I’m sorry.”
We sat there for a minute, staring at the ruined beam like it might apologize or fix itself.
It was June, as always, who voiced what everyone was thinking. “We could call in help. Doesn’t your old friend Nate live here? You said he might know some people who could pitch in. A couple extra hands, we could do it in two days.”
I considered it. “It’s possible, but this is restoration-grade stuff. If they don’t know the house, we’ll just waste time explaining. Might end up worse.”
June nodded, but the hope faded from her face.
I pressed my back to the wall, closed my eyes, and tried to force my brain into problem-solving mode. If this was any other house, I’d just throw money at it. Rent a steel girder, bracket the thing, cover it with trim and call it good. But this wasn’t just a house. It was the Ross family’s whole fucking identity.
I opened my eyes, scanned the room, and—on a whim—looked out the nearest window.
There, framed by the last of the morning sun, was the old gazebo. Two stories, covered in vines, with a battered copper weather vane that spun lazy circles even on windless days. It was a relic, built in the same year as the house, and probably in just as bad shape. But the wood—it was original. The same oak, the same width, probably cut from the same stand as the beam in my hands.
I sat up so fast I hit my head on the wall. “Wait. The gazebo.”
The others looked at me like I’d shorted out. “What about it?” Bella said.
“It’s useless,” I said, thinking aloud. “Nobody uses it. But it’s got those old supports, same as in here. If we demo the columns, we could get a matching beam. Maybe two. We’d have to hurry, but—”
Riley’s face lit up. “You mean, like, cannibalize it?”
“Upcycle,” Fiona corrected, the faintest glimmer of hope in her smile.
June looked doubtful, but she nodded. “It would work, wouldn’t it?”
I was already running through the logistics. “We’d have to brace the gazebo, cut out the main posts, then shape them to fit. It’d be a monster job, but at least the wood would match.”
Bella’s expression shifted from suspicion to calculation. “That gazebo’s been there since the Civil War. If you tear it down, Mom will roll over in her grave.”
I grinned, feeling the old optimism flare to life. “She would love this idea. Besides, we’re not tearing it down. We’re saving it—just in a different form.”
Nobody spoke for a beat. Then Riley, as always, said what everyone else was too cautious to say: “Fuck it. Let’s do it.”
We all looked at Bella, the de facto decider.
She hesitated, then shrugged. “It’s just a gazebo,” she said, but there was a crack in her voice. “Better that than lose the house.”
June exhaled, long and slow. “We’ll need every hour. If we start at dawn, we might pull it off.”
I felt the adrenaline settle into my bones. “We will. And when Lily sees the beam, she’ll love the story.”
Fiona clapped, then leapt to her feet. “I’ll make a fresh batch of coffee. If we’re going to save the world, we need caffeine.”
As the group drifted back toward the kitchen, Bella hung back. She knelt beside me, picked up a shard of rotten wood, and turned it over in her hands. “You’re sure this’ll work?”
I nodded. “It’ll be beautiful. And the beam will last another hundred years.”
She set the wood down, then leaned in and kissed my cheek. “For what it’s worth, I’m glad you’re the one fixing it. Not Dad, not me, not anyone else. You.”
The moment caught me off guard, but I squeezed her hand, then rapped my knuckles on the dead beam. “Next time, pick a house that’s less dramatic.”
She laughed, stood, and headed for the kitchen, her bare feet quiet on the new wood.
I lingered, sketched the new plan on the back of a utility bill, and listened to the distant sounds of my accidental family preparing for war. The anxiety in the air had changed—not fear, but something more kinetic, a sense that whatever happened, we were in it together.
Three days to save the house.
Three days to prove, once and for all, that nothing built on love and desperation ever really dies.
I looked out the window one more time, watched the wind play with the weather vane, and smiled.
Let’s see what you’ve got, old friend.
We hit the gazebo at first light. I’d expected resistance—whining, procrastination, maybe a staged protest in defense of “historic architecture”—but when I came downstairs with the toolbox, the others were already on the porch, half-dressed and caffeine-loaded, staring out at the waterlogged structure with the same grim determination you see in crime scene photos.
Fiona was first to speak. “It’s almost romantic, isn’t it? Dismantling your own history to make room for something new.”
Riley snorted, already pulling on her gloves. “That’s not romance, that’s therapy.”
“Either way,” I said, “we’ve got about six hours before the sun turns us into jerky, so let’s get moving.”
Bella lagged behind, arms crossed, her gaze fixed on the copper weather vane. For a second I thought she might stage a sit-in, but she just sighed and followed us down to the shore, shoulders set like she was bracing for a hurricane.
The structure itself was less grand up close. The paint had peeled decades ago, and every baluster was either loose or missing outright. Vines had snaked up the supports, hiding a thousand carpenter ants and at least one family of field mice. But the posts—those ancient, rough-hewn beams—were still rock solid, just begging for a new life.
I did a quick circuit, tapping each support with a mallet, listening for the right pitch. “We’ll take the east side first. If we cut here and here—” I pointed, “—we can drop the rail whole, then pull the posts clean.”
Riley nodded, eager. “Want me to start clearing the dirt from the base?”
“Yeah. There’s a Bobcat in the barn. Grab it and see if you can get under the footings. We’ll need them exposed before we can pull.”
She took off at a jog, ponytail bouncing, leaving a wake of kicked-up sand. I watched her go, then turned to the others.
“Bella, you’re on demo. I’ll cut, you haul. Fiona, can you sort anything salvageable for trim?”
Fiona grinned, her teeth white and ready. “I was made for sorting.”
We set to work, sweat beading on our foreheads before the sun even cleared the trees. I guided the sawzall through the railing joints, careful not to splinter the old wood, while Bella followed behind, tossing each freed section into a growing pile. She did it with more care than I’d expected, brushing off the dust and laying the slats in neat rows.
“Did you ever hang out here as a kid?” I asked, trying to lighten the mood.
She shrugged. “Sometimes. Mostly when Dad was in a good enough mood to barbecue. Riley and I would sneak wine coolers under the floorboards and watch the fireworks.”
I glanced at her. “You want to take a piece of it for yourself? As a keepsake?”
She barked a laugh, but it wasn’t mean. “You keep thinking I’m sentimental, Mattie. I’m not.”
But she lingered on the last section of railing, running her fingers over the peeling paint before setting it aside.
By midmorning we’d cleared the east rail and exposed the four main posts. I ran a chisel along the joinery, amazed at the craftsmanship—dovetails so tight I had to hammer them apart. Whoever built this thing had been a real bastard for details.
Riley rolled up in the Bobcat, waving from the cab. “All set! You want me to start digging?”
“Go slow,” I called. “There’s probably a hundred years of roots and trash under there.”
She grinned and dropped the bucket. The engine’s growl was a comfort, drowning out the shrill of cicadas. As she worked, Bella and Fiona sorted the scrap into piles: “good,” “meh,” and “fuel for the fire pit.”
Sweat ran down my back, pooling at the waistband of my shorts. My arms ached from the sawing, but there was a meditative calm to the work—cut, brace, haul, repeat. Every now and then I caught the girls watching me, or each other, or the way the dust motes danced in the beams of morning light.
The air changed when the post finally gave. The crack was loud—a dry gunshot echoing across the water. Riley killed the Bobcat and hopped down to help, her face streaked with dirt and victory.
“That’s one down,” I said, steadying the beam as it toppled onto a tarp.
Fiona gave a little clap. “I think this one should be named after you.”
Bella just shook her head, but I saw the flicker of pride.
We repeated the process three more times. Each post came out easier than the last, and by noon we had them all lined up, ready for the sawmill. I wiped my face, sucked down a whole bottle of water, and squinted up at the naked frame of the gazebo.
“Nice work,” I said. “We can take the rest apart tomorrow. For now, let’s get these up to the house and—”
The sound of metal scraping metal cut me off. Riley, still playing in the Bobcat, had started trenching around one of the old corner footings. She reversed, then eased forward, and the bucket caught on something. The engine coughed, then stalled out.
She shut it down, hopped out, and peered into the hole. “Um, Matt? You might want to see this.”
I jogged over, brushing dirt from my hands. At the base of the trench, about a foot below the old concrete, was a glint of rusted iron.
“What’d you hit?”
She pointed. “Looks like a box. Maybe an old drain, or—” She frowned. “No, it’s not hooked up to anything.”
I hopped down, landing in a plume of clay and sand. The box was bigger than I’d first thought—maybe two feet long, a foot wide, heavy as hell. The top was curved, with a seam running down the middle, and what looked like a latch, fused shut with a hundred years of neglect.
Bella appeared at the edge of the trench, wiping sweat from her brow. “Did you find another mouse nest?”
“No,” I said, hands already reaching for the edge. “It’s a safe. Or maybe a lockbox.”
She squatted, her interest piqued. “You gonna open it?”
I grinned. “Not before I get tetanus, apparently.”
Riley fetched a pry bar from the pile, and I wedged it under the latch. With a little force and a lot of luck, the rusted metal gave, popping open with a sigh of stale air and rot.
Inside was a mess of fabric and paper—old, yellowed, and brittle as communion wafers. I dug in, careful not to tear anything, and lifted out the first layer.
Letters. Hundreds of them, bundled in twine. Some stamped, some hand-delivered, the ink faded to a bluish ghost.
Fiona called down from the top of the trench. “Time capsule?”
I held up the letters, then reached deeper. There was a small journal, bound in cracked leather. A handful of photographs—sepia-toned, faces locked in impossible smiles. Underneath, a stack of official-looking papers, each one folded and re-folded until the creases were soft as silk.
Bella was the first to climb down beside me. She grabbed a photo, squinted at the image. “That’s the old house. Pre-fire.”
Riley, not to be outdone, snatched a handful of letters and started paging through. Her face went still, then—slowly—she looked up at Bella.
“These are about our great-grandparents,” she said, voice small.
Bella frowned, took a letter, and read. Her jaw tightened, eyes scanning the faded script. “It’s a love letter. From someone named Elizabeth.”
“Isn’t that—” Riley started.
“Our family legend?” Bella finished.
Fiona knelt at the lip of the trench, eyes shining with curiosity. “What’s the story?”
Bella laughed, a sharp, surprised sound. “It was always a joke. Supposedly our great-grandfather ran off with the neighbor’s wife. Nobody ever believed it.”
It hit me then that Bella didn't know about old John Ross's unconventional arrangement. The family legend—the one we'd all laughed about over beers last summer—of how he'd kept both Violet and Elizabeth under the same roof, fathering a dozen children between them. Those children had grown into the Ross family line that led directly to Riley, Bella, and Lily. History had a way of echoing forward; here I was, two centuries later, with my own complicated web of relationships. The letters would confirm everything she'd dismissed as gossip. We'd need to let her read them soon.
I leafed through the documents, feeling like a trespasser. Marriage certificates, dated 1906. A deed to the original Ross property. Photos of two women standing arm in arm on the porch, the house pristine and new behind them.
I handed the documents to Bella, who accepted them with a reverence I’d never seen. Riley clung to the letters, paging through them one by one.
Fiona reached down and plucked the journal from the box. She flipped it open, thumbed through the first entries, then gasped.
“What?” Bella said.
Fiona turned the book so we could all see. The inside cover read, in a looping, confident hand:
Property of Violet Monroe and Elizabeth Ross.
She closed the book, hugged it to her chest, and smiled. “It’s a love story.”
For a minute, nobody spoke. The only sound was the distant churn of the lake, the gentle creak of the gazebo’s skeleton, and the wind hissing through the trees.
I looked at the box—at the cache of secrets and confessions and family myth made real—and realized that the best part of any restoration wasn’t the finished product, but the stories you unearthed along the way.
“We should probably put it away for now,” I said, sensing the weight of the moment. “Finish the house first. Then… maybe read it together.”
Bella nodded, but I saw her slip a single photograph into her pocket before we packed the rest back into the box.
Riley kicked the dirt, her smile brighter than the sky. “I can’t believe we found that. We should bury our own box with our own photos under the new beam. Like a blessing.”
I grinned. “Deal. First thing tomorrow.”
We hoisted the box out of the trench, careful not to drop it, and carried it up the path toward the house. The girls fell in behind me, arms full of beams and secrets, their laughter floating ahead like a promise.
By the time we hit the porch, the sun was high, our shirts stuck to our backs, and the stack of salvaged timber gleamed in the light. Tomorrow we’d shape it, sand it, and give it a new home. But for now, we sat on the steps, sweat-soaked and filthy, and let ourselves believe for a minute that some things—maybe even people—could survive anything.
I watched Bella thumb the photo in her pocket, saw the way her eyes lingered on the old gazebo, and thought: Maybe the best way to honor the past is to let it evolve.
The wind rattled the weather vane, spinning it toward the future.
We sat there until the shadows stretched long and the hunger in our bellies beat out the ache in our muscles.
Then, together, we went inside.
The last seventy-two hours were a blur of sweat, caffeine, and sheer, uncut desperation.
We worked in shifts, napping in brief, hallucinatory intervals on drop cloths and packing blankets, eating whatever Fiona could assemble in ten minutes or less. I lost track of time except for the strict increments marked by the buzz of my phone alarm. Every hour counted, and every hour, some fresh minor disaster appeared: a warped floorboard, a blown circuit, a delivery truck that ghosted us for six hours straight. By the third day, my hands looked like they’d been sandpapered raw, but the wood was smooth as glass.
The new beam—the one we’d pulled from the skeleton of the gazebo—fit perfectly, almost like it was made for the house and not the other way around. We sanded it, planed it, then set it in place with the care of a surgical team. When it locked in with a gentle, satisfying thunk, the whole group let out a collective breath. Even Riley, who had openly doubted we could finish in time, ran her palm along the grain and whispered, “That’s fucking beautiful.”
We ran out of paint twice. Fiona got creative, mixing leftover whites and yellows until the walls glowed with a color I can only describe as “dawn after a bad decision.” June rewired every switch and outlet on the main floor, teaching Riley how to ground the lines and not electrocute herself. Bella handled the trim work, cutting each piece with such precision that I considered stealing her for my next job in France.
There was almost no time to process what we’d found in the time capsule. The box itself sat on the dining table, a silent judge watching us hustle to finish what Violet and Elizabeth—or whoever they really were—had started over a century ago. Every so often I’d catch one of the girls flipping through a letter or staring at a photo, but nobody said much. It was like we were all waiting for a safer moment to let the ghosts out.
On the night of July thirty-first, we finished at 11:59 p.m.
The living room, once a cave of exposed wiring and plastic sheeting, gleamed under the new can lights. The floors reflected every movement, every footprint. The table—a bastard child of three different eras of Ross family furniture—anchored the space. Even the fireplace, once a crumbling eyesore, now looked stately, bracketed by shelves loaded with old books and mismatched photo frames.
We gathered in the center of the room, not knowing what to do with ourselves. I was so tired my body had stopped registering pain. The girls slumped onto the couch, Riley’s head on Bella’s lap, June and Fiona curled up on the floor. I stood for a minute, not wanting to break the spell.
Then Riley popped up and sprinted for the kitchen. She came back waving a bottle of champagne and a stack of Solo cups.
“Don’t you dare,” Bella warned, but she was smiling.
Riley peeled off the wire and aimed straight for the ceiling. The cork ricocheted off a beam (the new beam, which seemed right), and the spray arced across the air, splattering the just-finished floor.
Everyone shrieked, a mix of horror and glee, and then, as if some critical mass had been reached, we all burst out laughing—deep, chest-crushing, animal laughter, the kind that shakes every loose thing inside you free.
We filled the cups, made a mess of the rug, and toasted each other.
“To the Ross house,” June said, raising her cup.
“To the best damn crew in Indiana,” added Fiona.
“To not dying in a construction accident,” Riley said, winking at me.
Bella looked at the beam, then at her sisters, and finally at me. “To surviving each other,” she said. “May we never be this insane again.”
I raised my cup, drained it, and felt a little piece of me slot into place.
As the celebration drifted toward sleep, I stepped out onto the porch for air. The lake was glassy in the dark, reflecting the low moon. The wind was cool, and for the first time all summer, the air felt less like a threat and more like a promise.
I leaned on the rail, thinking about the last month. The fights, the near-misses, the impossible hours and impossible confessions. There was a time, not long ago, when I’d have done anything to avoid a scene like this—emotional, unpredictable, alive in ways that scared the hell out of me.
Now I didn’t want it to end.
The screen door creaked behind me. Bella stepped out, hair loose around her shoulders, a hoodie draped over her shorts. She stood beside me, arms folded, and looked out at the water.
“You did good, Ford.”
“Couldn’t have done it without you,” I said.
She scoffed. “You would’ve found a way. You always do.”
We stood in silence for a minute, listening to the frogs and the low hum of voices drifting from the living room.
Bella turned, leaned against the rail. “There’s something I should tell you. About Lily.”
I braced myself. “What is it?”
Bella's fingers worked at a fraying thread on her cuff, unraveling it further. "The thing is..." She cleared her throat. "Lily has no idea you've been involved in any of this."
I frowned. “What do you mean?”
“Lily thinks Riley and I did this ourselves. With help from a few locals, maybe, but—” She shrugged. “She doesn’t know you’re part of it. At all.”
I stared at her. “How is that even possible? I’ve been here for a month.”
“She’s been off the grid. First at a culinary retreat in Montreal, then at Ethan’s family cabin. No texts, no calls, just the occasional Instagram post about artisan bread or homemade soap. We figured it would be easier to just… surprise her.”
I tried to imagine Lily’s face when she saw the finished house. “She’s going to kill you.”
Bella’s mouth twisted into a grin. “Probably. But it was Riley’s idea, so you can blame her.”
A flicker of movement caught my eye—Riley, barefoot and tipsy, making her way onto the porch.
She joined us at the rail, her head drooping onto my shoulder. “Did she tell you?”
“She told me.”
Riley giggled. “Lily’s going to freak. You should see her when she’s surprised. It’s like a cat discovering a mirror for the first time.”
Bella laughed. “Except the cat is six feet tall and can bench-press a small car.”
Riley sobered a little, her gaze turning serious. “Matt, I just… I wanted to say thank you. For coming back. For fixing everything. Even us.”
I put an arm around her. “You fixed yourselves. I just held the ladder.”
They both went quiet. In the dark, I could hear the tick of the old porch clock, the faint whine of a mosquito, the laughter inside.
After a while, Riley straightened. “Lily’s coming day after tomorrow. She’ll be here at noon, sharp. You’ll want to be on high alert.”
Bella nudged me. “If she murders us, at least the house will look good for the funeral.”
I grinned, suddenly light. “You think she’ll be impressed?”
“She’ll cry,” Riley said. “Then she’ll yell. Then she’ll probably bake us all something as an apology.”
“That’s Lily,” Bella agreed, smiling.
We stood there, the three of us, watching the moon draw a silver line across the water. For a moment, I let myself forget about the past, the uncertainty, the fear. For a moment, it was just the future, wide open and shining.
Inside, I could see Fiona and June, curled together on the couch, laughing over something in the journal we’d found. The time capsule sat on a shelf behind them, a new artifact for a new generation.
Maybe some secrets were better unearthed. Maybe some families only found each other after breaking apart.
I watched the reflection of the house on the lake—whole and bright and improbably beautiful.
Tomorrow we’d tidy up, hide the bruises, and pray the inspector was in a good mood.
But tonight, for the first time, it really felt like home.
I reached for Bella’s hand. She took it without hesitation.
Riley leaned in, warm against my side.
We stood that way, rooted and alive, and let the world turn around us.
Let Lily come. We were ready.
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A young man’s college adventure leads down a road paved with co-ed gold…

Nineteen-year-old Matt Parker was a late bloomer. After growing up as the runt of the litter, left out and left behind, Matt experienced a growth spurt that made him unrecognizable to all but his best friend, Luke Monroe. 
After years of personal tragedy, Luke’s family took Matt in and gave him a home where he spent the last two years preparing for college.
Two years where Matt thrived and blossomed, growing from an undersized ninety-eight-pound weakling into a muscled hunk ready to take college by storm.
But his troubles are only beginning when a blown dorm assignment leaves Matt homeless. But Luke’s mother, Nora, won’t feed Matt to the wolves. The round and curvy mother of four rounds up her three daughters to brainstorm alternate living arrangements for Matt.
The dorm isn’t Matt’s only problem. He’s spent the last two years dodging Luke’s gorgeous college-aged sisters, and now it’s time to make amends.
First, Matt comes face-to-face with the oldest Monroe daughter, his former babysitter, Bella. The onetime homecoming queen is now the president of her sorority. When she meets Matt, the lithe, raven-haired beauty, doesn’t recognize him and neither does Mia, the middle Monroe sister, who is as beautiful and busty as she is sweet and innocent.
The youngest Monroe sister, fiery, golden-haired Zoe, isn’t as forgiving as her sisters. During high school, Zoe and Matt were best friends until Matt ghosted her.
It’s up to Matt to make good with Zoe and solve his housing crisis while traversing the raging rapids of the Monroe’s sister’s sibling rivalry, as they each lay claim to Matt’s heart.
Harem University follows nineteen-year-old, Matt Parker, as he settles in at college and builds the harem of his dreams!
This full box set contains the entire Harem University trilogy including Tempting Tutor, Co-Ed Comfort and Day Trip!

Includes a brand new, never released bonus scene not available in the original series!
18+ Only!
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One man proves you can come back home again…

Steve Erickson’s life is a mess. Five years ago, Steve moved his family west to build a thriving business. Where his business flourished, his marriage crumbled. But Steve and his beautiful buxom wife Angie, aren’t ready to throw in the towel. On the brink of divorce, the couple agrees on a wild plan. They want to move home where they first fell in love and left behind their old friends.

Eager to rekindle their old flame, Steve and Angie move home, bringing their son, Max, with them. There’s only one problem — their new house isn’t ready.

Steve’s lifelong best friend, multi-millionaire Jim Fields, and his stunning blonde wife, Gretta, open their home to Steve and his family. When Steve arrives, he discovers paradise is exactly what it seems. Now it’s time to heal old wounds and restart old friendships.

But every relationship comes with temptations. For Steve, those temptations start and stop with his best friend’s wife, Gretta, and their three drop-dead gorgeous, college-aged daughters. During a welcome home party, Steve reacquaints himself with bratty blonde Lillie and her sisters Jenna and Becca. Their brazen flirtations make Steve realize he’s treading deep water.

When someone shows up in Steve’s bed in the middle of the night, that deep water threatens to pull him under. Is it his wife Angie who had a few too many cocktails during the welcome home party? Or is the mystery lady Gretta Fields who shares a secret past with Steve? Or is it one of her three daughters, each jockeying for a position to win Steve’s heart? It’s up to Steve to unravel that mystery one lady at a time.

With summer in full swing, the bikinis are on and the pool’s wide open. Can Steve resist temptation? Or will his marriage flame out?

This box set contains all four books in the Back Home Harem series, including Mystery Lady, Dream Dates, Bachelor Auction, and Pageant Princess! Read the entire series from start to finish that follows forty-two-year-old, Steve Erickson, as he comes back home to build his dream life, save his marriage, and build a harem along the way.
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When a young man’s desires burn as hot as an endless Chicago Summer…

For twenty-one-year-old college student, Jack Donovan, the beautiful Hart sisters are way out of his league. After moving in with his older brother and his blonde and busty girlfriend Misha Hart, Jack can’t get her out of his head. And he’s in for a real surprise when he wakes up to find Misha’s fit and firm sister Becca Hart asleep beside him in bed.

For years, Jack’s obsession with the sisters has heated to the boiling point, and now something must give. The only problem is that the once pudgy and nerdy Jack, lacks the confidence necessary to make the move of a lifetime.

But hope comes in the form of Jack’s grandfather, Max Donovan. The retired psychiatrist has some good advice and a few tricks up his sleeve to give Jack the kick he needs to land the first of his dream girls, Becca Hart.

Between Jack’s inexperience and Becca’s raging jealousy, Jack quickly finds himself in over his head. Now Jack must channel his inner alpha male if he has any hope of reigning in the girl who’s out of his league.

This bundle contains the complete five-book series that follows introverted Jack Donovan on his journey from an inexperienced college boy to the alpha male of a pack of dream girls.
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