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  Chapter one








Unexpected Homecoming


There was a rhythm to construction sites, but every jobsite had its own heartbeat. Here, at the Ross lake house, it thudded in polyrhythms of memory and anticipation, anxiety spiking every time the wind shifted and carried the smell of sun-warmed lake water through the shell of my morning. The air was thick with sawdust and the shriek of an orbital sander, punctuated by the yells of men who’d we finally been forced to hire because of our timeline and the amount of work left. 
I’d become fluent in the dialect of project deadlines, three-eighths lag bolts, and managing guys who only responded to cursing or pay bonuses. If I closed my eyes, I could almost pretend I was sixteen again, standing in the raw frame of my father’s first house-flip, fresh blisters on both hands, craving approval I’d never get.
But I kept my eyes open, and the house in front of me was pure Ross: stately as a beached galleon, battered by a century of lakefront winters and family summers, its bones old but unbreakable. We’d gutted and rebuilt the interior over June and July, fast and precise, working sunrise to exhaustion, but the exterior was the hard part—making it look like it hadn’t been rebuilt at all.
Somewhere up the slope behind me, a gas generator coughed to life. The men on the scaffolding started another round of pounding, their boots clattering against the old-growth beams as if to remind the house who was in charge. I checked the schedule on my phone for the fifth time that hour. Four weeks left until the wedding. One week to finish siding, two for porch and deck, one for landscaping and the new outbuilding—if nobody fucked up, and if it didn’t rain, and if Bella or Riley didn’t change their minds about materials for the third time.
I wiped sweat from my brow and chewed a splinter off my thumbnail, surveying the heap of lumber delivered that morning. It was a brand new day, one of those bright, blinding ones that threatened to expose all your unfinished work.
I didn’t notice the SUV pull up the driveway until its tires crackled over the gravel just behind me. At first, I thought it was a supplier or maybe Riley, come back early from her supply run. I didn’t look up, too absorbed in measuring the stack of cedar planks and wondering how many boards would end up crooked after the crew’s second coffee break. It wasn’t until the engine cut and the car door slammed—a tentative, soft sound out of place among the male aggression—that I let myself glance up.
She stepped out into the dazzle of morning, and for a moment I couldn’t see her face, only the outline: slim waist, fitted white sundress, honey-blonde hair falling in loose waves down her back. I’d seen that silhouette a thousand times, but always from a distance, through the shifting lens of adolescence. Even now, even after all the years and all the women, my heart lurched like I was seventeen and mortified again, sweaty and tongue-tied, nursing a feverish crush on the older girl who once read to me on rainy afternoons.
She stood there on the dirt drive, holding a paper bakery box in both hands like a peace offering, uncertain in the way of someone who’d arrived too early to a party. I knew her walk. I knew her scent before the breeze even changed: almond, vanilla, and something powdery soft, like the echo of a childhood blanket. I knew the freckle on her collarbone, the sharpness of her jaw, the way her knees had always been slightly too knobby for her own self-image.
Lily Ross.
Her eyes swept over the half-finished facade and the swarming workers, searching for her sisters or maybe just for an anchor. I didn’t move. I didn’t have to. She found me. Her gaze snagged mine from across the yard, and she froze.
The whole construction site went soundless in that split second. All I heard was the thud of blood in my ears. For five years she’d been a rumor, a postcard, the legend of the one who got away. The last time I’d seen her, I was seventeen and drunk off my ass at the lake, watching her vanish into the rearview of her mother’s car, the outline of her hand pressed to the window. I’d spent the better part of college pretending I didn’t care, pretending she was a relic of another life, a harmless ghost in my rearview. It was easier than confronting the truth: that I wanted her, always, in ways I didn’t have the language for.
Lily’s lips parted. She looked stricken, like she’d forgotten how to breathe. I expected her to walk away, to hide behind her sisters, to pretend she hadn’t seen me. Instead, she set the box down on the hood of the car and started toward me, sandals squelching in the mud, her movements jerky and awkward, like the gears of her body were out of sync with her heart.
“Matt?” she called out, her voice thin and windblown. “Is that—are you—” She tripped over the word “real,” like she couldn’t decide if it belonged.
I set down my measuring tape, wiped my hands on the seat of my jeans, and stood in place, braced for impact.
She closed the distance faster than I was ready for, then stopped two feet from me. Her gaze scanned my face, then dropped to my hands, then flicked up to my chest, as if cataloguing every new line and scar. She shook her head slowly, then broke into a soundless laugh—a sound made out of disbelief and nostalgia—and then, abruptly, she flung herself into my arms.
I caught her because I always did. She slammed into my chest with a force that left me off balance, her arms tight around my ribs, her face pressed to my collarbone. The smell of her was overpowering, weaponized, and her body trembled against mine in the old, familiar way, like she’d been holding herself together with baling wire and finally let go. And those breasts. God, help me those breasts.
“You’re here,” she whispered, words muffled against my shirt.
I managed a breath. “I’m here.”
She pulled back only enough to look at me, her hands bracketing my jaw with surprising strength. She stared at me like she was waiting for me to flicker out of existence. Then she ran her fingers across my cheek, up to my hairline, tracing the faint scar above my right brow from the time we’d tried to build a treehouse and I’d missed a rung.
“Your hair got dark,” she said, frowning. “And short.” Then, “Your eyes are the same.”
I swallowed, throat gone rough. “So are yours.”
She reached for my hand and squeezed, her fingers slotting perfectly between mine, her grip greedy and desperate. It would have looked romantic if we weren’t both adults and if she wasn’t, apparently, engaged to someone else. There was no hesitation in the way she clung to me, though. Like five years apart had compressed her longing into a tiny, irresistible singularity.
I looked down and realized she was crying—just a little, just enough to sparkle at the corners. Lily had never been good at hiding her feelings.
“I didn’t know you’d be here,” she said, and her voice quivered. “I mean—I knew Riley and Bella had someone doing the renovation, but I thought—” She trailed off, then let out a laugh that was one part joy, one part humiliation. “Oh my god. I look ridiculous.”
“You look beautiful,” I said, before I could stop myself.
She rolled her eyes, wiped her tears with the heel of her free hand, and exhaled. “Still the worst liar.”
She kept holding my hand, her grip possessive. I realized, with a jolt, that my body had gone half-rigid against her, adrenaline and memory playing havoc with my dignity. She must have noticed—she always noticed everything—but she said nothing. Instead, she reached up and pushed a stray strand of hair off my forehead, her thumb lingering just a beat too long.
For a moment, the world narrowed to just the two of us. All the noise—hammers, shouts, power tools—fell away. There was only Lily, smelling like almond pastry, eyes bright and unguarded, fingers laced in mine as if we’d never been apart. I wanted to say something that would break the spell, but my tongue felt thick and traitorous.
She seemed to sense it. “Can we just…” She shook her head, searching for words, “not ruin this moment with an explanation?”
I nodded, afraid to trust my voice.
She let out a soft, broken laugh. “Good.” Then, “Don’t let go.”
I didn’t.
We stood there, hand in hand, two adults pretending there wasn’t a five-year crater between us or a wedding looming on the calendar. I was vaguely aware of the crew watching, grinning like idiots. I didn’t care.
Eventually, she remembered the box she’d abandoned by the car. “Shit—hold on.” She let go, instantly cold, and jogged back to retrieve it. She returned, presenting it to me with a flourish and a wobbly smile.
“It’s yours,” she said. “Don’t ask what’s in it. It’s a surprise.”
I took the box. It was still warm on the bottom, fragrant with cinnamon and something richer. My hands shook a little as I accepted it. “Thank you.”
She smiled. “I hope you’re hungry.”
I was. But for what, I couldn’t say.
She slipped her hand back into mine, casual this time, her thumb stroking the side of my index finger as if she had every right to. There was nothing tentative in the gesture. If anything, it was a statement—a claim, or maybe a dare.
I didn’t know what to do with that. I didn’t know what to do with any of it. All I knew was that the sun had finally crested the roofline and painted her hair with gold, and I felt like a boy again, stunned and helpless and cracked wide open.
I wanted to ask her what she’d been doing all these years, what brought her back, why she’d stayed away. I wanted to ask if she ever thought about me, if she remembered the summer we spent together, if she regretted my leaving. But I was afraid the answers would ruin something sacred, so I kept my mouth shut and just watched the way her lips moved when she smiled.
The wedding was a month away. The interior was done, the exterior was chaos, and my whole plan for the day—hell, my plan for my life—had been derailed by a five-foot-seven force of nature who had once broken my heart without ever knowing it.
She squeezed my hand again, looked up at me through her lashes, and said, “Let’s get out of the sun. You’ll burn.”
I laughed, and it sounded foreign in my throat. “Still the boss.”
She grinned. “Some things never change.”
We walked toward the shadow of the house, her shoulder pressed to my bicep, both of us pretending this was normal. My heart was a live wire, my pulse a jackhammer. I didn’t know how to want her quietly. I never had.
But if I’d learned anything from the Ross family, it was that even the oldest houses could be rebuilt, beam by beam, from the inside out.
She stopped just before the porch, turned to face me, and squeezed my hand so tightly it hurt.
“I missed you,” she said, voice barely audible.
I wanted to say it back. I wanted to say more. But all I could do was nod, terrified that if I spoke, I’d never stop.
So I stood there in the shadow of the lake house, holding her hand, memorizing the weight of her fingers and the curve of her smile, the way her eyes wrinkled at the corners and the way her hair glowed in the sun.
She didn’t let go, and neither did I.
We hadn’t even made it to the porch when the front door banged open and Riley barreled out, barefoot, flanked by Bella and a pair of fair haired sisters, Fiona and June. Riley was all legs and riotous, sun-bleached hair, sloshing coffee over her knuckles as she froze mid-stride, staring at Lily and me as if she’d caught her older sister making out with the pool boy.
Next to her, Bella’s lips curled up in a sphinx smile, imperious and clinical. If you squinted, you could see the high-powered litigator under the faded summer dress. She wore power like perfume, even here.
Fi and Sunny stood a half-step behind, silent and almost out of focus, like they’d been photoshopped in from a higher class of garden party. Fiona’s hair was spun gold and fell in immaculate sheets over her shoulders, framing a face that belonged on currency. June, slightly taller, wore her fiery red mane up in a loose chignon and eyed me with academic curiosity.
Riley found her voice first. “Holy shit, Lily, you’re early!” Then, realizing the spectacle: “And… Matt’s here.” She glanced at our clasped hands and smirked. “Guess you two found each other.”
Lily let go, slow, as if unpeeling a bandage. She blushed hard enough to match the sunburnt apples of her cheeks and set her hands behind her back, caught in the act.
Bella nudged my hip with hers, a smirk tugging at her lips. “You’re not wearing that shirt to dinner, are you? I only let you get away with it on the jobsite.”

“Complaints go to HR,” I shot back, wiping sweat on my jeans. “And I’m pretty sure you’re HR.”

Riley, balancing the bakery box on one hand, leaned in to whisper, “If you come inside like that, you’re getting hosed down first.” She winked, her energy infectious as ever.

Fiona strolled over, looping her arms around my neck and pressing a quick kiss to my cheek. “You promised me a tour of the gazebo after you finished the footings.”

June, ever the voice of reason, handed me a water bottle. “Don’t let him skip lunch,” she told the others with a conspiratorial grin. “You know how he gets.”

Bella caught Lily’s eye, the kind of look only sisters share, wordless and knowing.
Fiona clapped her hands, redirecting. “Should we do a tour? I’m dying to see the outbuilding. The dock looks amazing, by the way.” She flashed me a smile. “Did you re-pour the foundation, or did the old one survive?”
“Two new footings and a steel crossbeam under the deck. I can show you after we check the framing on the gazebo.” I sounded like a salesman and hated myself for it, but it was easier than dealing with the weird static in the air.
“Please,” said Fiona. “Lead the way.”
Riley slid an arm through Lily’s, the bakery box now balanced on her other wrist, and the girls followed me along the edge of the porch, weaving between stacks of flagstone and bags of topsoil. I heard snippets of conversation behind me:
“I’m telling you, the whole place is going to look like a country club when he’s done,” Riley whispered, loud enough for me to hear.
“I’m not sure country club is the vibe,” Bella said, sotto voce, “but it’ll at least look expensive.”
Fiona and June traded a glance, telepathic.
At the gazebo footprint, I laid out the blueprints on a sheet of plywood balanced on two sawhorses. The sun pressed down, and my T-shirt clung to my back. Lily hung close, just inside my periphery, watching every move like she was memorizing the steps for a later exam.
“We reused the original columns in the main house,” I explained, “so we’re adding new ones, and the substructure’s all new. It’s rated to hold, like, thirty people for a reception. Riley wanted a wraparound deck, so—” I pointed to the penciled lines, but Riley was already hopping up onto the beams, balancing with circus-performer grace.
“Is it weird I want to live out here instead of the house?” she called, stretching her arms wide.
“Only if you want to battle mosquitoes for dominance,” Bella said. “And I’m pretty sure Mom’s ghost still haunts the main floor, so, points for the dock.”
Lily knelt next to the blueprints, her dress pulling tight over her knees, her deep cleaving pulling at the front of the top, leaving the swell of her golden breast exposed. She tapped a spot on the page. “Is this… a ramp?” Her tone was careful.
“ADA compliant,” I said. “In case anyone’s wheelchair-bound. Or strollers, for future generations.” The words tumbled out clumsily; I felt the gaze of six women boring through me.
Riley giggled. “Matt’s always thinking ahead.”
Fiona nodded. “It’s rare. Most men can’t see past the next weekend.”
Bella made a small sound, like a single piano key struck in a minor chord.
Fi and Sunny floated over to the edge of the site, discussing finishes in soft, conspiratorial tones. I watched as Lily trailed a finger along the paper, absorbed, her lower lip caught between her teeth. Her hair slipped forward, veiling her face, and my hand itched to tuck it behind her ear the way I’d once done, back when everything was a secret.
Riley, restless, jumped down and pointed to the newly framed outbuilding—a four-walled skeleton just beyond the gazebo, its trusses already setting a geometric silhouette against the sky. “Can we go look?”
I walked the group over, giving the hard-hat version of the next steps. The sisters orbited me, radiating different flavors of curiosity: Riley, bouncy and direct; Bella, cool and distant; Lily, soft and intent. Every time I glanced at her, she was already watching me, and every time our eyes met, she pretended not to notice.
As I explained the layout, Lily lingered by the doorway, running her palm over the rough pine studs, feeling the grain as if reading braille. She closed her eyes, inhaled, and I knew she was picturing it finished—filled with light, with laughter, with people she loved.
“You remember the time you hid in the crawlspace during that thunderstorm?” she said, not quite looking at me.
I did. I’d been twelve, too scared to come out, and she’d crawled in after me with a flashlight and a sleeve of Oreos, refusing to leave until I felt safe. “Yeah,” I said, the memory a sharp twist in my gut. “You were the only person who came looking.”
Her smile was small but real. “You always did the same for me.”
Bella leaned against a stud, arms folded—not judging, just claiming her space. “You know, most guys would have run screaming by now. Guess we trained you too well.”

I grinned, catching her eye. “Not a chance. You’re stuck with me.”

Riley looped her arm through mine, pressing her cheek to my shoulder. “We wouldn’t have it any other way.”
Lily looked away, busying herself with a stray splinter.
I’d worked through the past with Bella and Riley. For Lily this was all fresh, and I could only imagine a million questions running through her mind.

Fiona and June slipped off to inspect the stonework by the pond, their voices low and soothing. Bella watched them go, then turned to check on her phone.

Lily lingered, tracing the grain of a nearby board. After a pause, she looked up at me, her voice barely above a whisper. “So, what was it like? France, I mean.”
I blinked, caught off guard. “France?”
She gave a small, self-conscious smile. “I mean, you spent the last five years there, and even brought someone special home with you,” she said, alluding to either Fiona or June. “You must have an opinion.”
I rubbed the back of my neck and smiled. “Yeah. I love it there. Fiona and I… she came back with me first. June followed a few weeks later.”
She nodded, her fingers worrying a loose thread on her dress. “I went too. Culinary school. I guess we were both looking for something.”
My jaw dropped a little. “You went to France?”
Lily’s eyes flickered away. “For a while.”
The world seemed to tilt, all the missed chances and parallel lives hanging in the space between us.
Riley piped up, “She’s a total badass chef now, but she doesn’t brag.” She poked her sister in the ribs, and Lily actually smiled, shy and brief.
I realized in a rush that I hadn’t known any of this. I didn’t know what Lily had done after college, or who she’d become. It felt like the floor dropped out under me—a whole parallel life I’d never glimpsed.
I tried to ask, “So, what was it like?” but the words came out too quiet.
Lily shrugged, twisting a loose thread on her dress. “Different. Lonely sometimes. Beautiful, too.”
A shout from the yard broke the moment: one of my guys had dropped a sheet of plywood, and swearing echoed off the lake.
Bella turned to Riley, “Why don’t we get drinks started? Mom’s gin is still in the pantry, right?”
Riley nodded. “Lily, you want to come?”
For the first time, Lily hesitated. She looked at me, then at her sisters, then back at me.
“I’ll help Matt finish the walk-through,” she said. “Catch up in a minute.”
There was a beat—a fraction of a second where Riley and Bella both clocked what was happening and chose, with the grace of lifelong siblings, to pretend it wasn’t.
“Don’t be long,” Riley called over her shoulder, already skipping up the steps.
When the others were gone, silence bloomed between us, heavy as the humidity.
I pretended to study the blueprints again. Lily hovered at my side, close enough that I could feel the warmth of her skin through my shirt. Neither of us said anything for a while.
Finally, she asked, “Do you like working here? I mean… after all this time?”
“Sure,” I said. “It’s complicated, but—yeah. This place has so many amazing memories. I shouldn’t have stayed away.”
It was an admission, even if a minor one, that I had truly fucked up. It wasn’t a full-throated apology, but it was a start.
She tucked her hair behind her ear. “You look good.”
“So do you.”
Her smile didn’t reach her eyes. “It’s weird, seeing you again. After so long. You’re a man now.” Her cheeks turned a bright shade of pink. “It’s just weird.”
I chuckled softly. “Yeah,” I said. “It is.”
She rocked on her heels, then looked up at me. “Did you ever…?” She stopped herself, blushing. “Never mind.”
“What?” I pressed, needing her to say it.
She shook her head. “Nothing.”
I let it hang. Sometimes silence was the only safe way to keep a secret.
She walked the perimeter of the outbuilding, stopping at the open window frames, peering out at the lake. I followed her, or maybe she led me. At the far side, hidden from the house, she turned and leaned back against the beam, crossing her arms under her chest.
“You ever think about what would’ve happened?” she asked, voice low. “If we’d… I don’t know. Talked more. Or if you hadn’t left.”
My mouth was dry. “All the time.”
She laughed, not unkindly. “Liar.”
“Swear to god.”
She reached out, fingers skimming mine, then stopped. “I’m getting married in a month.”
“I know.”
She nodded, chewing her lip, then stepped closer, until our chests nearly touched.
“I shouldn’t have hugged you back there. I’m sorry.”
“You don’t have to apologize. It felt natural.”
She did anyway. “It’s just… I see you and it’s like, all the years go away. And I’m still the stupid girl with a crush on the guy who always needed fixing.”
My neck burned. She had a crush on me? That was news. Maybe it was better she kept that tidbit to herself as if the past wasn’t complicated enough already.
I snorted. “Never needed fixing. Just someone to keep me from drowning.”
She laughed softly, then looked up at me through her long, golden lashes. “I don’t know why I’m telling you this.”

“I do.”

“Yeah?”

“Because you know I’d never tell a soul.”

Her shoulders relaxed, some invisible weight sliding off. “Thanks, Matt.”
We stood there, alone but not alone, the smell of cedar and cut grass swirling in the air. I didn’t trust myself to touch her, so I kept my hands in my pockets. But I wanted to. God, did I want to.
She wiped her eyes, then took a long, steady breath. “I should go help. They’ll get suspicious.”
“They already are.”
She laughed again, this time for real, and it sounded like sunlight.
“See you at dinner?” I asked.
She nodded. “Please.”
And just like that, she was gone, walking up the hill, her dress bright against the raw wood and green.
I watched her until she disappeared inside the house. Only then did I let myself sit on the porch step, head in my hands, trying to stitch myself back together.
Across the water, a boat’s wake shimmered. The house behind me stood solid, its walls humming with all the things we never said.
I had no idea how I was going to survive the next four weeks. I only knew that for the first time in years, I was fully awake, and every nerve in my body was on fire.
Dinner that night was supposed to be a celebration—a soft opening of the newly finished dining room and a dress rehearsal for the coming wedding. In practice, it felt like the final meal before an execution.
The lake house interior was unrecognizable. The old walls had been scrubbed down to a clean white, the moldings replaced, the original wood floors sanded and oiled to a honeyed glow. Edison bulbs in exposed brass fixtures burned warm and low, casting everyone in the light of a curated lifestyle magazine spread. Riley had set the table with mismatched antique china, napkins folded into origami lilies, and a runner of hand-picked wildflowers. She’d always had a knack for making things beautiful and a little bit tragic.
The guest list was simple: Riley, Bella, Lily, Fiona, June, me, and a lot of unspoken baggage. June had prepared a salad of bitter greens with candied pecans and slices of blood orange, while Fiona roasted a duck so perfectly the entire house smelled like Christmas in Paris. For dessert, Riley commandeered the bakery box Lily had brought and sliced it into even rectangles of sticky, golden pastry. Nobody talked about the groom. Nobody said the word “fiancé.” It hung between us, a ghost at the end of the table.
I'd been assigned the head of the table, mostly because I was too big to fit anywhere else without my knees knocking into someone. Lily slid into the seat beside me, the whisper of her thigh almost grazing mine, close enough that I could feel heat radiating between us. She wore a pale blue dress that clung to curves I'd spent years trying to forget. With her hair swept up for the first time all day, the nape of her neck was exposed—a tender vulnerability I wanted to taste with my tongue. Every time she turned to speak, her lips parted just before the words came, and I caught the glint of silver at her throat, drawing my eyes down to the hollow where her pulse visibly quickened.
Bella sat opposite, a glass of wine in one hand and her phone in the other, thumbing through emails even as she traded quips with Riley. Fi and Sunny, ever the models of composure, glided in and out of the kitchen with refills and fresh bread, their French accent notes thickening as the wine bottles emptied. Nobody sat at the other head of the table. Maybe that was for the missing groom, or maybe it was just easier not to assign him a seat.
The first half hour was a masterclass in polite avoidance. Riley steered the conversation through safe waters—college stories, old lake legends, the perennial saga of “whatever happened to that one guy”—while Bella played sommelier, topping up glasses and inserting the occasional dry barb. June and Fiona took turns explaining how to debone a duck and why French wine was better than Napa. The only time the subject drifted toward anything real, it was Lily who took the lead:
“So,” she asked, chin propped on her fist, “what’s the plan for the gazebo lighting? Last I heard, there was talk of running everything off solar.”
I cleared my throat. “Yeah, we’ll have enough panels on the outbuilding roof to power the whole dock, plus garden lights. It should be—”
“Efficient and gorgeous,” Riley cut in. “Matt’s secretly an eco-warrior.”
I grinned. “Only because you threatened to castrate me if I put in another halogen flood.”
Lily laughed, a real laugh, her eyes shining as she covered her mouth. “You always did have strong opinions about lighting.”
The next few minutes passed in a flurry of technical jargon, Lily pushing me for specs and installation timelines, the others chiming in with jokes and horror stories about the lake’s ancient wiring. I found myself relaxing, forgetting for a moment the tectonic tension, just happy to talk about a project that wasn’t a metaphor for impending disaster.
But even the best meal couldn’t hold a siege forever. With the duck bones scraped clean and the dessert plates cleared, the wine did its work. Riley’s giggle grew reckless. Fiona slouched in her chair, eyes half-closed, fingers idly tracing the rim of her glass. Bella poured one last round, then set the bottle down with a sharp click.
"So, Lily," Bella said, her tone silky and surgical, "what's next after the wedding? Back to your bakery in Indianapolis, or…?"

The air went thin. Lily's fingers curled around her napkin, knuckles whitening against the linen as she straightened in her seat.

"I haven't decided," she said. "It depends on… a lot of things."
“Like what?” Riley asked, too quick.
Lily shot her a look—an older-sister warning that I remembered from childhood. “Like whether Ethan’s firm needs him in Chicago, or if we’re staying in the city. Or if I’ll have time to finish my cookbook.” She smiled, small and rehearsed. “Nothing’s written yet.”
Bella swirled her wine, watching the dark red spiral. “That’s the thing about weddings,” she said. “They’re all about the future, but everyone’s too busy managing the present to think about what happens after.”
Riley nudged my foot under the table. “So, superstar, when the dust settles, are you planning on taking a break—or are we shipping you off to the next big project?”

I grinned. “Depends if you all still need me around here.”

June, ever the diplomat, tried to redirect. “I’m sure there will be plenty to keep us busy—especially if the reception goes off without a hitch.”

I thought I saw a flicker of gratitude cross Lily’s face.
But Bella was relentless. She leaned forward, elbows on the table, voice dropping to a confidential murmur. “I guess what we’re all wondering, Matt, is if you’ve told Lily about your… situation?”
My pulse hammered. “What situation?”
She smiled, all teeth. “Your arrangement with Fi, Sunny, me, and Riles.” She let it hang there, the implied italics thrumming in the silence.
It was Lily’s turn to freeze, fork poised in midair, eyes wide and unblinking.
“What’s she talking about?” Lily asked, the words flat and sharp.
Riley went pale. “Bells—”
“No,” Lily said, setting her fork down with a controlled click. “I want to hear it from Matt.”
Every face at the table turned toward me, waiting.
I swallowed. “It’s… complicated.”
Lily didn’t blink. “Try me.”
I took a breath, slow and measured. “I’m seeing them. Riley, Bella, Fiona, and June.” The words felt thick and unreal. “We’re… together.”
Lily’s face was unreadable. She nodded once, as if filing the information away. Then, “Are you in love with them?”
“Yes,” I said, because there was no other answer.
She nodded again. Her fingers twisted in her lap, white-knuckled. “And does everyone know about this? Or was it a secret?”
Riley’s voice was a whisper. “It’s not a secret, Lils. We just… didn’t want to make things harder for you. With the wedding and all.”
Lily blinked, her jaw flexing. She looked at me, then at Riley, then at Fi and Sunny in turn. “So this is real? You’re all just… okay with it?”
Fiona’s expression softened. “We chose it, Lily. Nobody forced anyone.”
June nodded, voice gentle. “It works for us. I know it’s hard to understand.”
Lily stared at the table, silent, her thumb running back and forth across the edge of her napkin. When she spoke, it was so quiet I almost missed it: “I guess I just thought I knew everything about you, Matt. And I never saw this coming.”
I wanted to say something, to explain how nothing about my relationships had changed how I felt about her, how she had always been the axis of every longing since I was seventeen, how my stupid, traitorous heart still pined for her even as I tried to move on. But the words wouldn’t fit.
She looked up, eyes rimmed red but bright. “Congratulations,” she said, voice brittle. “I hope you’re happy.”
Before anyone could reply, she stood, excused herself, and left the table. Her footsteps were light but deliberate as she vanished down the hall.
Nobody spoke for a full minute. I could feel the eyes of the entire room pressing into me, each person measuring their words.
It was Riley who broke the silence. “Should I go after her?”
“No,” said Bella, voice surprisingly soft. “She needs time. That’s how she is. She’ll be fine in the morning.”
Fiona cleared her throat, suddenly shy. “Is there… anything we can do?”
I shook my head, staring into my empty glass. “I don’t think so. She just needs to process.”
Riley reached for my hand, squeezing it under the table. “You did nothing wrong. She’ll understand. She always does.”
I wanted to believe that, but all I could picture was Lily in the dark, alone with her thoughts, turning the last few hours over and over in her mind like a stone she couldn’t put down.
I excused myself as soon as it was polite, mumbling something about needing air, and slipped out onto the back porch. The lake was black and flat, reflecting the stars like a pane of obsidian. I sat on the top step, hands hanging between my knees, and tried to unknot the mess inside my chest.
After a long while, I heard the door creak. Lily stepped outside, hair loose again, face washed clean of makeup but not of feeling. She sat next to me, not touching but near enough to sense her heat.
Neither of us spoke for a while.
Finally, she said, “I always wanted to be the girl who could handle anything.”
I looked at her, but she stared out at the water.
“I’m not mad at you,” she said. “I just… I don’t know what I am. Sad, maybe. Or just embarrassed that I thought we were still the same people.”
“We aren’t,” I said, voice rough.
She laughed, low and bitter. “Obviously.”
I tried again. “Nothing about that changes how I feel about you.”
She looked at me, skepticism and hope wrestling in her eyes. “And what is that, Matt? After all this?”
I swallowed. “I think it’s always going to be you.”
She closed her eyes, exhaled, then looked away. “You know, I always react slow. Like, I don’t feel things until hours later. But when I do, it’s like getting hit by a truck.”
I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just waited.
After a while, she spoke again. “I’m staying here. Until the wedding.” Her tone was cool, decisive.
“Of course,” I said. “It’s your house.”
“No,” she said, turning to face me fully, eyes hard as sapphire. “I’m staying here, Matt. With you. I don’t care if it’s awkward, or if your girlfriends hate me. I just… I need to be here.”
I met her gaze. “You can have whatever you want. I mean it.”
Her mouth twitched up, a little. “We’ll see.”
She stood, dusted off her dress, and left me on the steps, a little more broken and a little more in love than before.
I watched her disappear inside, every step a promise and a warning. I knew I’d never be able to untangle myself from her, not even if I tried.
Above the lake, the first fireflies of summer sparked into being, and for a moment the darkness felt almost beautiful.






  
  Chapter two








Unspoken Truths


The kitchen was a crime scene. Not the splashy, cinematic kind with blood or broken glass—no, it was subtler than that. The counters still gleamed from Riley’s relentless wipe-downs, the plates were stacked neat and tight in the drying rack, but the air held a static charge that no amount of lemon-scented Lysol could erase. 
I lingered in the doorway, unwilling to intrude but unable to look away. Riley, in her natural habitat, hovered over the sink, twisting a damp dishcloth in her hands until it nearly bled water. Bella was at the island, arms folded in a way that said “touch me and lose a hand,” her gaze fixed on the bottle of Pinot she’d just uncorked. Lily was there, too, standing rigid and too close to the action, hair still damp from the shower and framing her face like an accusation.
It was supposed to be a team effort—clear the table, debrief, move on. But nobody spoke. Even Riley’s usual banter had dried up, replaced by the rhythmic strangulation of the dishrag and the occasional sigh. I waited for the moment to snap, and sure enough, it was Lily who drew first blood.
She gripped the counter edge, knuckles pale against the veined granite, and turned to face her sisters. “So,” she said, voice paper-flat, “how long were you planning on keeping it from me?”
Riley’s head jerked up, dishcloth going limp. “What—”
“Don’t,” Lily cut in, eyes cold. “You know what I mean.”
Bella arched a single brow, elegant and icy. “If you’re referring to Matt—”
“I am.” Lily’s lip trembled, just for a second, before she caught it and pressed on. “You said nothing. Not even a text. Was it fun? Watching me show up here like an idiot, waiting for the big reveal?”
The words dropped into the silence like buckshot. I should have stepped in. I should have said something. Instead, I just stood there, a ghost at the family drama.
Bella shrugged, poured herself a half-glass, and set the bottle down with a thud. “It wasn’t like that. Riley thought it would be easier this way.”
Riley made a strangled sound. “Don’t put this on me. You agreed!”
Lily’s voice spiked. “I agreed to nothing. I was the last to know, as usual.” She looked at me, and for a heartbeat the whole world telescoped to the two of us. “How long have you been back?”
I found my tongue. “About eight weeks. I—”
“Eight weeks?” The phrase landed between incredulity and heartbreak. “You’ve been here two months and nobody thought I might want to know?”
Riley bit her lip, eyes swimming with guilt. “We wanted to… surprise you.”
“Surprise me?” Lily laughed, raw and ugly. “You think I’m a fucking child, Riley? That I can’t handle seeing him?”
Bella stepped in, always the tactician. “That’s not it. You know how you get, Lils. If we told you in advance, you’d—”
“What? Have feelings?” Lily’s grip on the counter tightened. “Sorry, Bells, but I’m not the one who leaves my family every time things get difficult.”
Bella’s jaw flexed, but she didn’t flinch. “At least I come back.”
“Long enough to boss everyone around and keep your secrets.” Lily’s voice turned brittle. “God, it’s like you two want to keep me in a box. Wrapped up and safe, so I don’t embarrass the family.”
Nobody moved. Even the fridge stopped humming, as if the house itself was holding its breath.
Riley finally broke the stillness. “That’s not fair.”
Lily ignored her, zeroing in on me. “Why didn’t you call, Matt? Or write? Five years, and nothing.”
She looked so much like the girl I’d left behind, only all the softness had been sanded off. I tried to meet her stare and failed.
“I wanted to,” I said, throat tight. “But it felt like—like maybe I’d just make things worse for everyone. I didn’t know how to reach out without… messing everything up.”
The answer didn’t land like I hoped. “You thought I didn’t care?”
“No,” I said. “I thought you were happy.”
“Bullshit.” She straightened, and in that instant I saw the steel in her. “You were gone, and every night I lay in bed telling myself you’d write. Just once. But you didn’t.” Her throat worked, and when she blinked, tears wet her lashes. “I cried myself to sleep over you for a year. Did you know that?”
I tried to speak, but nothing came out.
She wiped her cheeks, furious at the show of weakness, and slammed her palm on the counter hard enough to rattle the glasses. “You all decided I was too fragile to handle the truth. Even now, you make decisions for me.”
Riley reached across, eyes pleading. “Lily—”
“Don’t touch me.” Lily pulled back, hands curling into fists. “You kept him for yourselves. That’s what this is. You want him, you want each other, and you don’t want me in the way.”
Riley recoiled like she’d been slapped. Bella just watched, lips pressed white.
Lily pressed on, her words sharp as scalpels. “Did you even consider what it’d be like for me? Coming back here, thinking we could be sisters again, and realizing I’m just an afterthought? A what… sixth wheel?”
Riley’s voice broke. “That’s not true.”
“It is,” Lily said, softer now but more lethal. “You’re all so happy together, like I was never part of it.”
Her gaze cut to me, raw and pleading. “Why didn’t you fight for me, Matt? Why did you just… vanish?”
I swallowed, each word a stone in my throat. “I thought it would hurt less for both of us.”
She nodded, slow and bitter. “Well, it didn’t.”
The three of them stood locked in a triangle of pain, each unable or unwilling to reach across the distance. I watched as the old, unspoken hierarchy reasserted itself: Bella as the remote monarch, Riley as the people’s princess, Lily as the martyr. And me, always the outsider, always the reason.
It was Bella who finally tried to break the circuit. She set her glass down, moved around the island, and placed a hand on Lily’s shoulder.
“We were trying to protect you,” she said, voice low and almost gentle. “From disappointment. From yourself. You have a habit of falling too hard, Lils. We didn’t want you to get hurt again.”
Lily shrugged her off. “I’m not a child.”
“Then stop acting like one,” Bella snapped, mask slipping just enough to let the hurt show. “You’re getting married, for fuck’s sake. What do you want from us?”
Lily’s eyes burned. “I want you to stop making my decisions for me. I want you to treat me like an equal. For once.”
She looked down at her hands, knuckles bone-white, and let out a shaky breath. “And I want him,” she whispered. “But that’s not allowed, is it?”
The words hung between us, radioactive.
Nobody dared move.
After a long silence, Lily looked up, her face naked with longing and fury. “Go ahead,” she said. “Tell me to get over it.”
Riley crossed the distance, ignoring her own tears, and hugged Lily from the side, fiercely, as if trying to squeeze all the pain out in one motion.
“We’re sorry,” she said into Lily’s hair. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”
“It doesn’t matter,” Lily said, not hugging back. “He’s not mine.”
“You’re family,” said Riley, voice muffled but sincere. “We’re still sisters. We’ll figure it out. We always do.”
Lily let herself be held, just for a moment, then pulled away. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, composure returning like armor. “You’re not off the hook,” she said, glancing at Bella and then me.
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I managed, my own voice ruined.
She almost smiled, then turned and left the kitchen, head high and shoulders squared, the slow click of her sandals echoing down the hall.
Riley slumped against the island, spent. Bella just stood there, staring into the middle distance, glass untouched on the counter.
I should have left. I should have said goodnight. Instead, I moved to Riley, wrapping my arms around her from behind and resting my chin on her shoulder.
“You okay?” I whispered.
She shook her head. “I fucked up. We all did.”
“No,” I said, squeezing her tight. “You did what you thought was right.”
She spun around, eyes wide and red-rimmed, and kissed me with a desperation that bordered on savage. I tasted salt on her lips, and something like grief, and something like hunger.
Bella watched us, face expressionless. For a second, I saw her mask slip, too, and what lay underneath wasn’t anger—it was regret, pure and simple.
“Don’t let her go,” Bella said, not quite to me and not quite to herself. “She’s the best of us.”
I nodded, though I had no idea how I was supposed to save anyone, least of all Lily.
The kitchen was silent again. The only evidence of the battle was the shattered calm and the wet streaks on the granite where Lily’s tears had landed.
I walked out into the dark, alone and rattled, the echo of her words trailing me like a curse.
Why didn’t you fight for me?
I didn’t have an answer, then or now. All I had was the knowledge that, somehow, I’d have to find a way to make it up to her. To all of them.
Even if it killed me.
In the morning, the kitchen looked the same, but nothing was the same. The clean lines of the counter and the industrial glow of the Edison bulbs made it feel like a film set after the actors had left. I was the first up, or so I thought, but Bella was already there in her pressed navy robe, making slow work of a grapefruit. She carved it with the deliberation of someone slicing up an enemy.
She didn't acknowledge me at first, and I didn't press. I poured myself the dregs of the French press, the bitterness welcome. I wanted the caffeine to burn a hole through the memory of the night before, but all it did was etch it deeper.
Riley stumbled in next, hair in a wild ponytail, pajama shorts barely hanging on. She looked like she'd lost a fight with her pillow and the pillow had won by submission. She poured orange juice and eyed the pastries on the counter like she might cry if she had to pick one. She settled on a croissant, then broke it into pieces she didn't eat.
The room was thick with unsaid things, but the fuse was already lit. It was just a question of who would blow first.
It was Lily, as always, who couldn't stand the stalemate.
She entered in a haze of perfume and early-morning adrenaline, her dress too crisp for breakfast, her makeup already precise. She saw me, then Riley, then Bella, and set her jaw. She didn't go for the coffee or the food—she just walked up to the island, knuckles drumming a silent code against the marble.
"So, what's the plan today? More lies, or just silent treatment?"
Her tone was clinical, almost bored, but the tremor in her hands said otherwise.
Bella sighed, set her spoon down with a sharp clink. "We're not doing this again, Lily."
"Oh, but I think we are." Lily smiled, thin and dangerous. "Because the last time I checked, middle sisters don't get to stage-manage my life, no matter how many times you say it's for my own good."
Riley shot me a look, pleading for help. I shook my head, barely perceptible. This was a minefield I couldn't navigate.
"You make it sound like we locked you in a tower," Bella said, voice arching with sarcasm. "We tried to spare you the drama."
"Spare me? You mean like when you torched my college applications because you didn't want me moving out of state?"
Bella stiffened, color rising in her cheeks. "That was different. You were seventeen and dating a guy who thought U-Hauls were romantic gestures."
"Or what about junior year, when Riley crashed my car because she didn’t want me driving to the hospital to see Mom during chemo?" Lily shot back, smile broadening. "So much for letting me make my own mistakes."
Riley paled, hands fisting at her sides. "That was an accident, Lily. You know that."
"Sure," Lily said, voice dropping. "Just like this was an accident. Me showing up and finding out my fiancé is a punchline and my sisters have been screwing my childhood crush behind my back."
I flinched. The words had a weight I hadn't expected, like she was testing them for truth before using them to club us all. Again, her admission — that I was her childhood crush — rocked me to the core. She was my dream girl. She always was, and I had been too scared to make a move.
"We didn't screw you over," Bella said, composure fraying at the edges. "You were gone. You left first. You always do."
"Because you make it impossible to stay," Lily said, and her voice cracked for the first time. "You act like I can't be trusted with anything. Like I'll break if you don't cushion every blow."
"You break things," Bella said, soft and lethal. "Like every relationship you've ever had. Like Dad's heart. Like the only friendship that ever mattered."
Riley made a noise, half-protest, but Lily just squared her shoulders, spine snapping straight.
"I'm not a child," she said, voice quiet but razor-edged. "I don't need you to shelter me."
Bella's eyes glistened, but she didn't blink. "Then prove it."
Lily turned on her heel, hair whipping over her shoulder, and left the kitchen so fast the door almost hit the wall.
Nobody moved. The air vibrated with what had just happened.
Riley sat down hard, head in her hands, breathing ragged. Bella picked up her spoon and resumed carving the grapefruit, but I could see her hand shaking.
For a while, the only sound was the tick of the wall clock and the refrigerator compressor kicking on.
I wanted to say something, to offer some olive branch, but every word felt like an intrusion. I didn't belong in this moment. I was both the cause and the observer, both the bomb and the blast radius.
So I just stood there, watching the women I loved try and fail to keep from bleeding out, and wondered if there was any way to put the pieces back together.
Eventually, Bella's eyes lifted to mine, flat and unreadable. "Go after her," she said, the words hanging somewhere between command and plea. I stood frozen, coffee mug clutched so tight my knuckles whitened against the ceramic. The kitchen felt suddenly airless, crowded with ghosts of things we couldn't say.

"She's wearing another man's ring now," I said finally. "That door is closed."

"Open it anyway," Bella countered.

Riley nodded. "For once, I agree with Bells."

"All this time," I said, voice rough, "and neither of you thought to mention she felt something for me?"

Bella's laugh was a brittle thing. "What exactly should we have said, Matt? 'Please abandon your glamorous life to come fix our sister's broken heart'? You left us all behind." She looked away. "Some roads take more than good intentions to repair."

I exhaled slowly. "Fitting. I tear things down, build them back up. It's all I know how to do."

Riley's arms snaked around my waist from behind, her cheek warm against my shoulder blade. "She'll circle back," she murmured. "Lily always does. But when she's ready, you better have the right words waiting."

Fifteen minutes later, Lily reappeared—battered, sticker-plastered Moleskine in one hand, a rainbow of Sharpies in the other. Her hair was yanked up in a high, no-nonsense ponytail; her dress, a crisp white shift; her eyeliner, flawless. She marched to the island, flipped open her notebook, and uncapped a pen with her teeth.
"We have to lock in the gazebo design by tomorrow," she said, not looking up. Her voice was steady, pitched a hair too bright. "Otherwise, the florist can't order what we need for the pergola."
Riley glanced up, blinking, still in her pajamas. "You sure you want to talk shop, Lils?"
Lily flashed her a smile, empty of all the previous night's venom. "Time and tide wait for no bridezilla, Roo." She clicked her pen a few times, the sound crisp and insistent. "If we can sort the layout today, I’ll call the vendors and get the ball rolling."
Bella set her grapefruit aside and joined at the counter, arms folded, eyes narrowed. She studied Lily’s face for a long beat, then nodded. "Okay. What do you want?"
"Three sets of tables," Lily said, turning her notebook to show a hand-drawn plan. "One here, for the wedding party. One here, for family. And a circle of four-tops around the outside for everyone else." She outlined each segment with a different color, neat and clinical. "Dance floor is here. Cake here. We’ll do the toasts by the south stairs, with a view of the lake."
She was operating at a frequency only the truly manic can reach. It wasn’t even 8 AM and she’d already mapped out every variable.
Riley peered at the sketch, then at Lily. "Did you sleep last night?"
Lily didn’t answer. She just underlined a section labeled ‘emergency umbrella location’ and scrawled a note about wind direction. "Matt," she said, finally glancing up at me, "can you have the deck platform done by next Friday? Or is that impossible?"
I nodded. "It’ll be done. I’ll pull extra guys if I have to."
Lily smiled at that—a real smile, not the brittle kind. "You’re the best."
Bella eyed me over the top of her coffee. There was something dangerous in her look, but I didn’t flinch.
"Anything else?" I asked.
Lily consulted her to-do list, then started delegating tasks like a general prepping for siege. Riley would call the tent rental company and confirm square footage. Bella would double-check permits and coordinate with the caterer. My job was to finish the entire exterior and get the new outbuilding up to code before the wedding. It was insane, but the way she said it made you believe it could be done.
For the next hour, the kitchen transformed from war zone to mission control. Each sister locked into her role: Riley the affable runner, Bella the unyielding tactician, Lily the benevolent dictator. And me, the grunt laborer, happy to follow orders if it meant keeping the peace.
But the truce was a delicate thing. Every time Lily’s pen skipped or her hands shook, every time her voice hitched on a word, the memory of last night seeped in like floodwater. Bella moved with surgical precision, but her eyes never quite softened. Riley defaulted to jokes and one-liners, though her laugh was always a shade too loud, a beat too quick.
Only Lily pretended everything was back to normal, and the more she did, the more obvious it became that nothing was.
After the others scattered to their tasks, Lily lingered at the counter, closing her notebook and organizing the pens by color.
I approached her, careful not to spook the animal she’d become overnight.
"You okay?" I asked, softly.
She didn’t look up. "Fine. I just need to keep moving."
I hesitated, then reached across and touched her wrist. Her pulse was rapid under my thumb.
"You don’t have to do it all yourself, Lils. Let us help."
She exhaled, then finally met my eyes. The fury and sadness were gone, replaced by an exhaustion that was almost physical.
"I know," she said. "But if I stop, I’ll fall apart. And then it’ll be real."
I nodded, because I understood. Sometimes the only way to survive was to outpace the pain.
She squeezed my hand. "Thanks for not hating me."
I smiled. "You’re impossible to hate."
She laughed, and for the first time in a long time, it sounded like sunlight.
"I’ll make sure everything’s ready," I promised.
She let go of my hand and closed the notebook, the gesture final.
"Good," she said. "Because I want this to be perfect."
She left then, moving with the efficiency of someone who’d already mourned what she’d lost.
I watched her go, already planning the entire week in my head, calculating which corners I could cut and which details mattered most. I’d finish the deck, the outbuilding, the gazebo. I’d make it flawless.
I’d give her the one thing nobody else could: a day without disappointment.
Maybe that would be enough.
Or maybe it would kill me trying.






  
  Chapter three








The Fiancé's Arrival


By mid-morning the scaffolding was already slick with my sweat, and the sheet metal flashing in my hand was hot enough to sizzle a fingerprint. The lake’s surface burned a fevered blue, mirror-flat and empty—no one sane would swim in this heat, not even Riley with her amphibian genetics. I’d lost myself in the repetition: measure, trim, fasten, seal, the rhythm almost meditative except for the constant pulse of unfinished work behind my ribs. 
That’s when the Audi arrived.
Not the discreet, midwestern dealership kind—the one that slid up the gravel drive was the blackest thing I’d ever seen, detailed to a blinding shine and purring like a shark hunting the outer perimeter of a reef. I tracked it without moving, watching the smooth stalk of its tires as it came to rest ten feet from the foundation pit. The doors remained closed just long enough to make a point: someone important was inside, and the rest of us were background.
Lily emerged first, wearing a sundress so fresh it looked like she’d stepped out of a dry-cleaning bag. She moved faster than I’d seen her since the bakery fiasco, bare legs flashing over the dusty gravel. She didn’t even glance up at the construction zone; her entire vector was locked on the driver’s side. The relief on her face was its own kind of heartbreak—she looked lighter, almost feverish, like she’d been holding her breath all summer for this single moment.
He got out and unfolded himself from the car with the coiled precision of someone who never had to wait for anything. Ethan Parker was taller than I expected, or maybe just broader—his build spoke of personal trainers and a grim devotion to protein, the kind of fitness that happened in glassed-in city towers, not wrestling two-by-fours in a crawlspace. He wore a white linen shirt with the sleeves rolled back to the exact midpoint of his forearms, expensive sunglasses, and the kind of shorts that cost more than a month of my car insurance. No tan lines. No sweat. He didn’t look at the lake or the house or the workers crawling the eaves like carpenter ants. His gaze found Lily and did not let go.
She collided with him—no other word for it—and buried her face in his chest. He wrapped her up so completely she seemed to shrink inside the circle of his arms, his chin resting heavy on the crown of her head. It was choreographed, practiced, not a wasted motion or awkward limb between them. I felt it like a slap, a reminder that sometimes love was just about showing up, and sometimes it was about who had the stronger arms.
I returned to my work, hands suddenly thick and stupid. But I couldn’t help tracking every movement: the way Lily held on a few seconds too long, then stepped back, her face open and defenseless. Ethan’s hand slid to her lower back, his fingers splayed possessively, and only then did he deign to scan the rest of the scene.
His gaze flicked up the scaffold and found me with surgical precision. I saw the glint of recognition, the half-smile that said, “We both know who wins this game.” We may have never met, but he seemed to know who I was all the same. He nodded, just once, the barest acknowledgment. I went back to hammering, but my pulse thrashed.
Below, my crew had noticed the Audi, too. The foreman, a guy named Doug with hands like spades, nudged his partner and muttered something. The rest slowed, almost imperceptibly, the way wild animals do when a new predator enters the territory. The air grew viscous, every word and gesture weighed for meaning. These guys had seen money before, but not like this—never so eager to be seen, so sure of its place in the pecking order.
Ethan led Lily toward the porch, his hand never leaving her waist, and she walked like she’d already surrendered every choice in advance. He paused just before the shadow line, letting the sun hit him full in the face, then took off his sunglasses and scanned the jobsite with the studied interest of someone about to make an offer on the entire operation.
“Nice work,” he called up, voice loud enough to carry but modulated to sound casual. “Looks like you’ve made a lot of progress since the last photos.”
I glanced down. “Thanks. We’re ahead of schedule, so long as nobody changes the specs again.”
He grinned, a perfect flash of white. “That’s what I like to hear.” Then, to Lily, softer but still meant for the room: “You picked the right guy for the job.”
Her laugh was brittle, but she tilted her head up at me, half-apology and half-dare. I gave her nothing. If she wanted a reaction, she could come and get it.
Ethan steered her around the perimeter of the foundation, examining the forms and rebar like a property developer. His hand traveled from her waist to her elbow to her shoulder, always in motion, always marking territory. He nodded to Doug and the other guys, then asked, “Is this the crew you’ll have for the rest of the month?”
“Mostly,” I said. “Unless someone gets heatstroke.”
He smiled, but there was no warmth in it. “You running this solo, or is there a project manager on-site?”
“I am the project manager.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Impressive. I didn’t realize you’d gotten your GC.”
“Last year. Did my hours in France, finished the cert stateside.” I didn’t mention Riley or Bella, or the reason I was even here. Let him guess.
He adjusted his sunglasses, a deliberate pause. “Lily told me you’ve done a lot of these.”
I shrugged. “Enough to know not to cheap out on the footings.”
He laughed, genuine this time. “I’ll defer to the expert.” He gave Lily’s shoulder a squeeze that looked affectionate but landed as a warning.
She drifted away from Ethan and hovered at the base of the scaffold, hands fluttering in nervous arcs. “Ethan, want to see the inside? Matt can show you what he’s done.”
“If you’re not too busy,” I said, like I had anywhere else to be.
Ethan spoke up. “We have a reservation at noon, so let’s make it quick.”
I wiped my palms on my shirt and clambered down, boots gritting over the rungs. Lily met me at the landing, her face open but twitchy, the edges of her smile blurring. She looked amazing, but more than that, she looked exposed—like she was waiting for me to play along, to help her keep the peace between old life and new.
We entered the cool dark of the foyer, our footsteps echoing off the refinished floors. Lily fell in step beside me, her hand hovering at my arm but not touching.
“You look good,” she whispered.
“So do you,” I replied, my voice sticking in my throat. “Are you… happy?”
She exhaled. “Yes. No. I don’t know. It’s just… complicated, you know?”
“Yeah,” I said. “I know.”
She touched my wrist, a flicker of contact so brief I doubted it happened. “He wanted to see everything you’d done. He’s—he likes to check things out for himself.”
I glanced at her, but she was already looking away.
We did the walkthrough, same as always. Ethan trailed a half-step behind, his presence huge and magnetic, sucking up all the air in the room. Every time I pointed out a detail—custom millwork, historical trim, the new wiring runs—he nodded, made a note on his phone, and offered a “suggestion.” Sometimes they were relevant (“Are you running a subpanel to the outbuilding, or pulling a dedicated line?”), but mostly they were the kind of shit you say when you want to make sure everyone remembers who’s got the biggest checkbook.
When we hit the main room, he stopped dead, taking in the view of the lake through the wall of windows. “You did this?” he asked, voice low.
“Had to open up the sight lines. Structural steel under the floor. Bella insisted.”
He nodded, slower this time. “Looks like you spent some real money here. Hope the family appreciates it.”
Lily’s smile froze.
Ethan turned to her, something hard in his eyes. “Do you, babe?”
She looked down. “It’s perfect.”
He kissed the top of her head, a showy gesture, and whispered, “I want you to be happy.”
She made a noise, not quite agreement. I felt my hands curl into fists, then forced them open.
We wound through the rest of the house, Ethan taking photos, measuring random distances with a tape he’d brought himself. At one point he set the tape end on Lily’s shoulder and drew it to the doorframe, marking her height with a pencil. She laughed, but the sound was hollow. He did the same to me, then glanced at the results and muttered, “Expected as much,” before snapping the tape shut.
We finished in the kitchen. The island gleamed under the new pendant lights, every surface polished to a mirror. Doug and the other crew guys drifted in, sensing a break. Ethan eyed them, then turned to me.
“So, what’s next?”
“Porch, deck, gazebo, landscaping. All on schedule unless there’s an inspection fuckup.”
He nodded, then turned to Lily. “Do you want to grab lunch before it gets too late?”
She brightened. “There’s a new place in town. I can drive.”
He held up his keys. “I’ll drive. You’ll get lost.” He winked, but there was an edge to it.
They said their goodbyes—Lily hugged me quick and tight, all electricity and apology, then ducked away before I could speak. Ethan shook my hand, squeezing just a little too hard.
“Good work,” he said. “Don’t let the heat slow you down.”
He led Lily back to the car, his hand once again on her back, steering her like a prize. They pulled away, dust billowing behind them.
I watched until the taillights vanished, then returned to the scaffold, arms numb, heart thrumming with caffeine and bitterness.
Above me, Doug spat over the edge and said, “You know that guy’s an asshole, right?”
I grinned, cold and sharp. “He’s not so bad. I’ve worked with worse.”
Doug snorted. “Bet he pays worse, too.”
I shrugged. “Don’t know. He’s not signing my checks.”
Doug’s mouth twisted in a smirk. “You want me to put a few crooked nails where he’ll see ‘em?”
“No,” I said, though the thought lingered. “But if he shows up again, make sure the porta-potty’s freshly painted.”
He barked a laugh. “Will do, boss.”
The rest of the day passed in a haze of heat and work, but the equilibrium was broken. Every hammer swing, every joint or splice, felt like it might be the one that brought the whole thing down. I wondered how many more times I’d have to watch her run to someone else, how many more perfect men I’d have to measure myself against before I learned to stop hoping.
But even as the sun dropped behind the ridge, I kept looking up the driveway, waiting for the next car to come, the next test to fail.
After Lily and Ethan returned from lunch, he stuck around.
Not in the casual, drop-by-for-an-update way. He made a point of pacing the jobsite like he owned the dirt beneath our boots, holding court at the porch steps and dispatching little errands for Lily—water bottles, phone chargers, a vegan salad from the town over—while keeping a running audit of my every decision. If Lily drifted out of his line of sight, he’d scan the property until he located her, eyes narrowing with a proprietary glint.
By two, the heat was brutal enough to send most of the crew hiding in whatever shade they could find, but I kept hammering on the far side of the gazebo. It was the only spot where I could ignore the drama without looking like I was ignoring the drama. Of course, the universe had other plans. I was halfway through setting the rim joists when Ethan’s shoes appeared just below the beam—a pair of white designer sneakers, the kind I’d have to destroy just to make them worth the price.
He craned his neck to catch my eye. “You mind coming down? I’ve got a question about the foundation.”
I gritted my teeth, slid down the scaffold, and landed on the packed earth. He handed me a folded printout—a change order, but one I hadn’t authorized.
“Lily says you’re pouring the footings tomorrow. I thought we’d agreed on helical piers, not concrete. Am I missing something?”
I took a long, slow breath. “Helical won’t support the load we’re planning. Soil’s too sandy, even with a bell cap. Doug tested it last week.”
He tapped the paper. “But it’s cheaper, faster. More sustainable. Isn’t that the whole point?”
I folded the printout and held it out to him. “Not if the gazebo ends up in the lake after the first big storm.”
He smiled, lips pressed thin. “You sure about that? I’ve read a lot of specs—”
I interrupted, voice quiet but firm. “Then you know it’s not your call.”
A muscle jumped in his jaw. “You run a tight ship, Ford. I respect that. Just want to make sure nobody’s cutting corners.”
“Then trust me to do the job Riley hired me for.”
He didn’t answer. Instead, he walked the perimeter, hands in his pockets, scrutinizing every square and line as if daring me to call him out.
From behind, a shadow fell over both of us. Fiona, luminous in cutoff shorts and an old Princeton T-shirt, carried a tray of iced water bottles and set them down on a sawhorse with unnecessary force. “Break time,” she announced, her French accent stronger in the heat.
I reached for a bottle, grateful for the cold, but she intercepted my hand and pressed it to my chest before twisting off the cap herself. The gesture was too intimate to be accidental. “You need to hydrate, mon coeur,” she murmured, then turned a gaze of uncut diamond toward Ethan. “Would you like some too, Monsieur Parker?”
Ethan smiled, the practiced kind that belonged to boardrooms and fundraising galas. “Thank you, Fiona. Very thoughtful.”
She watched him drink, eyes narrowing almost imperceptibly, then rotated her body so that her hip grazed my thigh. It was a small territorial move, but Ethan caught it, and his smile shrank by half a watt.
We stood in tense silence, the drone of cicadas rising like static in the absence of conversation. I could feel the sweat tracing the spine of my shirt, could hear Fiona’s breathing, fast and shallow. Ethan’s presence seemed to warp the air—he was the kind of man who made every room a cockpit, no matter how many bodies were in it.
June appeared next, red hair twisted up, clipboard in hand. She wore an engineer’s frown, and she addressed me in rapid French: “Tu as vérifié le béton? L’inspecteur passe demain.”
“Oui, c’est prêt,” I replied, matching her speed. “On coule à six heures.”
Ethan’s eyes darted between us, a flicker of irritation showing through. “Care to let the rest of us in on the conversation?”
June smiled, razor-sharp. “Matt and I were just confirming your foundation will be up to code. I’m sure you want nothing less than perfection for Lily’s big day.”
Ethan’s gaze lingered on June, then Fiona, then me. “I appreciate the attention to detail.”
He didn’t move, though, just stood there, shoulders squared, surveying the three of us as if calculating the cost of every breath we took.
A few yards away, Doug and the other guys had stopped working altogether, their body language a mix of amusement and anticipation. They sensed a showdown coming and wanted front-row seats.
Ethan circled back to the gazebo, staring down at the forms. “Looks like overkill,” he said. “You’re not building a bomb shelter.”
Fiona’s hand found my shoulder, squeezing gently. “He knows what he’s doing,” she said. “You should see the houses he built in Lyon. Whole villages still standing after a hundred years.”
Ethan looked her up and down, gaze sticky. “You lived in France?”
If Fi’s French accent wasn’t a dead giveaway, I didn’t know what was. But it was possible he was just talking to me through Fi.
She smiled, all teeth. “We both did.”
He let that hang, then shot a glance at me. “I hear it’s… liberal over there.”
I shrugged. “Depends on where you go.”
He smiled, the temperature of dry ice. “Must have been a hell of an education.”
Behind us, June snorted. “You have no idea.”
He focused on her, eyes raking over the line of her legs, then up to her face. “You all seem very… close.”
June didn’t blink. “We are.”
The tension was thick enough to cut, but Ethan just adjusted his sunglasses and pulled out his phone, thumbing through emails like he’d already moved on to the next annoyance.
I turned back to the blueprints on the table, trying to re-center, but my hands trembled with anger. I hated that he got to me, hated that he could undermine me in front of my own people. I hated, most of all, how Lily seemed to shrink whenever he was near, her light dimmed by the shadow of his presence.
It all came to a head just after four, when the crew was wrapping up for the day and Ethan stood in the driveway, holding court for an audience of nobody. He leaned against his Audi, arms folded, and called out to me as I packed up the tools.
“Hey, Ford. Tell the guys they did a good job today. Best labor I’ve seen in a while.”
Doug heard it, of course. So did everyone else.
I walked over, boots heavy on the gravel. “They’re professionals, Ethan. Not day laborers.”
He shrugged. “Sure, but let’s be real—it’s all about the management, isn’t it? Some guys have what it takes to lead. Others just… do the work.”
There was a dead silence.
From the house, the front door banged open. Bella stepped onto the porch, a stemless wine glass in her hand, hair up in a precise twist, and a look on her face that could strip wallpaper.
She approached, heels stabbing into the soft earth, and fixed Ethan with a smile so cold it steamed in the air.
“Ethan, darling,” she purred. “You do realize Matt has a master’s in civil engineering, right? He’s a licensed general contractor. Twenty-three houses under his belt.”
Ethan’s smile faltered, just a touch. “Impressive résumé.”
She took a sip of her wine, slow and deliberate. “We’re lucky to have him. I can’t imagine what we’d do without his expertise.”
He held her gaze. “I’m sure you’d manage.”
She laughed, the sound bright and brutal. “Maybe. But then again, not everyone can afford to fake it until they make it.” She let the words settle, then added, “If you’d like to produce your diploma, we’d all love to see it.”
Doug, from the edge of the work zone, snorted so loudly he nearly choked.
Ethan’s jaw set. “Spirited defense, Bella. Always admired that about you.”
She drained her glass, eyes never leaving his. “Good. Then you won’t mind if I ask you to leave the project decisions to the professionals.”
He lifted his hands in mock surrender. “As you wish.”
He lingered just long enough to make sure everyone saw him walk away, then got into the Audi and drove off, tires kicking up a rooster tail of gravel behind him.
Bella watched him go, then turned to me. “Sorry you had to deal with that.”
I shrugged. “He’s not the worst I’ve ever had.”
She smiled, small but real. “You handled it.”
She didn’t say more, just drifted back to the porch, glass swinging from her fingertips, queen of her castle.
I stood in the afterburn, surrounded by the traces of the day: the thud of hammers, the sting of sweat, the memory of Lily’s hand on my wrist. It was almost enough to drown out the sound of Ethan’s engine, but not quite.
I promised myself that next time, I wouldn’t just hold my ground.
I’d win.
Dinner was at seven, and by then the heat had mellowed into a syrupy dusk, the lake bruised purple and the porch lights winking on in a slow relay. The newly finished dining room looked like an ad for a Scandinavian design catalog: reclaimed wood table, black matte pendant lights, everything staged to absolute, antiseptic perfection. Riley had arranged the place settings with surgical precision—her way of reclaiming some tiny patch of order from the chaos of the day.
Ethan was already seated at the head of the table when I walked in, phone cradled at his ear, voice low and insistent. Lily perched at his right, pouring water into tall glasses and offering him bread as if they were the only two people in the world. The rest of us trickled in, some more ready for battle than others. Bella wore a navy silk blouse and a look of cheerful detachment; Fiona was radiant in a cobalt dress, her hair pulled back tight; June glided in with a notebook and a half-smile. Riley wore a sundress and no shoes, eyes bright and searching.
I took the last seat at the far end, and the second I settled, I felt a current pass through the room—something electric and expectant, the kind of tension you could taste.
Ethan finished his call, snapped his phone shut, and flashed a politician’s smile. “Sorry. Client emergency.” He placed the phone facedown, deliberately. “Thanks for waiting.”
Bella raised her glass, her smile lazy and lethal. “We live to serve.”
The first ten minutes were an exercise in polite warfare. June recounted the day’s progress, Riley brought up a new café that opened by the boardwalk, and I tried to keep my eyes off Lily, who looked everywhere but at me. Whenever conversation flagged, Ethan swooped in, steering it toward wedding logistics, the “importance of tradition,” or the future of the Ross estate. If I so much as opened my mouth about the construction, he cut in with a “contractor’s perspective” or corrected my terminology, as if reciting from a script he’d memorized that morning.
The kicker was that he never once used my name. I was “the laborer,” “the builder,” “the man on site.” He’d throw a glance my way, nod with feigned respect, and keep talking like I wasn’t even in the room.
The women, though, did not play along. Every time Ethan made a play for dominance, they countered with a move of their own.
Fiona would interrupt his monologue to ask me about concrete curing times, leaning in close enough that her perfume fogged my head. June would lapse into French, dragging me into the conversation and leaving Ethan blinking, excluded. Riley giggled at my jokes, then stroked the back of my leg with her toes under the table, the secret touch making me choke on my wine. Bella, when she bothered to engage at all, would drop surgical questions that Ethan clearly couldn’t answer, then smile as he blustered his way out.
But the worst, the part that nearly broke me, was how Lily just sat there, absorbing it all, her hands folded in her lap, her mouth set in a line of exhausted perfection. Every time Ethan cut her off, every time he corrected her (“What Lily means to say is—”), I watched the life fade from her eyes, replaced by a glaze of compliance that looked like something out of a horror movie. She never contradicted him, never said what she really thought. She just let him steer.
At one point, as I reached for the salad, Ethan spoke up: “Let the contractor have first pick. He needs to keep his strength up.”
It was supposed to be a joke. Maybe it even sounded like one. But the way he said it, with the entire table looking on, made me want to put a fork through his hand.
I met his gaze, held it for a long, silent beat, then served myself with a steady hand. “Appreciate the concern,” I said, voice even.
Fiona poured my wine before topping off Ethan’s. It was a tiny gesture, but Ethan noticed. So did everyone else.
He reset, going for the big guns. “So, Matt,” he said, finally saying my name like it left a bad taste. “You’re a busy guy. How do you find the time to… entertain so many clients at once?” His eyes flicked from Fiona to June, then to Riley and Bella, lingering just a fraction too long on each.
I shrugged. “You make time for what matters.”
Riley grinned, teeth sharp. “He’s always been good at multitasking.”
June chimed in, “It’s a French thing. Efficiency and pleasure, both at once.”
Ethan’s eyes narrowed, but he forced a smile. “Must get confusing, all those entanglements.”
Fiona’s fingers found mine under the table, squeezed hard. “Only if you make it complicated.”
He started to reply, but Bella cut him off. “Speaking of complicated,” she said, “are you still having the rehearsal dinner at the country club, or have you found a venue with less… toxic air?”
Ethan’s lips curled. “I think we’ll stick to the original plan. It’s the only place around here with a proper wine list.”
Bella raised an eyebrow. “Wine is easy. Taste is harder to come by.”
For a moment, the only sound was the clink of forks and the steady tick of the grandfather clock in the hall. Lily sat, stone-still, her eyes fixed on her plate.
Then, out of nowhere, Ethan reached for her hand and patted it, the move so paternal and dismissive I almost vomited. “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” he said. “Once this is all over, we’ll get you back to real civilization.”
Lily didn’t respond. She just kept staring at the table.
I couldn’t take it. I opened my mouth, but Riley beat me to the punch. “Lils, do you remember the old rope swing? We should do that tomorrow. For old times’ sake.”
Lily looked up, startled. For a second, her face brightened—just a little. “Yeah,” she said, voice tiny. “That’d be nice.”
Fiona leaned in. “We could all go. A picnic on the dock.”
Ethan snorted. “Sure. If you want to give the laborer a break.”
I snapped. “It’s Matt. My name is Matt.”
He smiled, teeth bared. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to offend.”
But he had. And the table knew it.
Riley changed the subject, fast. “Did you ever finish that French poem, Lils? The one you wrote in high school?”
Lily blinked, color coming to her cheeks. “I… haven’t thought about it in years.”
“Bet you still know it,” said June.
Lily hesitated, then recited the opening lines. Her accent was flawless. The words were pure music, so clear and soft the whole table leaned in to hear. For the first time all night, she looked alive.
When she finished, Fiona clapped, and Riley whooped. Even Bella smiled, slow and genuine.
Ethan? He just stared, glassy-eyed, then said, “Cute. But it’s not exactly a marketable skill, is it?”
The silence was nuclear.
Fiona turned to him, eyes cold as frost. “Some things are worth more than money, Ethan.”
He rolled his eyes. “If you say so.”
Dinner wound down, but the battle lines were set. I cleared the table, and as I passed Lily, she grabbed my wrist under the cover of the plates.
“Thank you,” she whispered.
“For what?”
“For seeing me.”
I didn’t answer. I just squeezed her hand, once, and let go.
After dessert, Ethan insisted on a nightcap alone with Lily—“private time,” he said, as if the rest of us were a contagion. She followed him out onto the porch, her head bowed.
Inside, the women closed ranks around me. Riley hugged my arm, face pressed to my bicep. Fiona cleaned up with a furious grace, hands moving twice as fast as necessary. Bella poured herself another glass of wine and watched the door like she could will Ethan into spontaneous combustion. June set up coffee for the next morning, her face a mask.
Nobody spoke until the last dish was done, the counters wiped clean, the lights dimmed to a hush.
Riley broke the quiet. “I hate him.”
“Join the club,” said Fiona.
June nodded. “He’s poison.”
Bella just smiled, but it was the kind of smile that boded poorly for anyone on her shit list.
I glanced out the window, watching Lily and Ethan on the porch. He was talking, hands in constant motion, but she was utterly still—like she was listening from the bottom of a well.
Riley tugged me down until I sat, then crawled into my lap, her arms winding around my neck. Fiona settled beside us, her thigh pressed to mine, and June perched on the armrest, fingers in my hair. Bella took the seat across, legs crossed, and raised her glass.
“To us,” she said.
“To us,” they all echoed.
We sat that way for a long time, a living sculpture of defiance and longing, until Lily finally came back inside, eyes red but clear.
She didn’t say a word. She just joined us, folding herself into the circle, and rested her head on my shoulder.
I wrapped my arm around her and let the moment settle, all the jagged edges smoothing out until nothing remained but the simple, unspoken fact of belonging.
Ethan was still out on the porch, talking to nobody. But the house was ours.
It always had been.






  
  Chapter four








Anchors in the Storm


Icouldn’t sleep. 
Even after the house went dark and the cicadas dulled their chorus, I lay awake in the low blue glow of my phone, mind grinding the same five thoughts to dust. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Ethan’s knuckles at the stem of his wine glass, the way his hand hovered over Lily’s, staking silent claim. I saw her smile, forced and frozen, and I heard the echo of his laughter—anesthetized, indifferent, calibrated to land just beneath the threshold of contempt.
Fiona was next to me, but not asleep. Her breathing was too shallow, too staged. I could sense her watching me in the half-light, waiting for me to say something I couldn’t even name. When I finally spoke, my voice was sandpaper against the hush.
“Are you awake?”
A long silence. Then: “Always.” Her accent crept in around the edges, the French vowels warm and round.
I turned to her, propped on my elbow. “Was it just me, or did tonight feel like a hostage negotiation?”
She smiled, small and tired. “It was worse than that. At least hostages get a choice.”
I let out a sound, half-laugh, half-growl, and thumped my head back into the pillow. “He’s going to break her, Fi. I can see it already. She acts like she’s fine, but—”
“She is not fine,” Fiona agreed, and her hand slipped across the space between us to settle over my chest. “But you are not allowed to save everyone, mon amour. Not even her.”
I stared at the ceiling, heart pounding against the memory of Ethan’s voice, his dismissals, the way he erased me with a glance. “He’s poison. She’s better than that.”
“Maybe she does not know how to want better,” Fiona said. Her hand kneaded at my pec, thumb tracing a circle around the scar where I’d once caught a roofing nail. “Or maybe she does not know she is allowed.”
I turned my head. In the moonlight, her hair fanned over the pillow, an aureole of gold spun with mercury. She was watching me, face unreadable, her eyes bright and endless as the lake. “And you?” I asked. “Do you know you’re allowed?”
She didn’t answer, but her palm flattened against my chest, pressing into the knot of muscle over my heart. “You are burning up,” she said, voice soft. “You will not sleep like this.”
“I’m fine,” I lied.
“You are not fine,” she countered, and pushed me gently onto my stomach.
I hesitated, but she had already moved, straddling the backs of my thighs with her knees. Her hands found my shoulders, fingers digging in with the practiced force of someone who knew exactly where pain lived inside a body. She worked the knots with ruthless efficiency, thumbs burrowing into the corded muscle along my spine. My jaw unclenched on the first exhale; by the third, I was half-melted under her weight, surrendering inch by inch.
“See?” she whispered, breath warm against my ear. “Let me help.”
I let her. I let her take the rage and work it into something almost bearable. Her hands slid over my scapula, digging at the places where tension pooled and festered. She leaned forward, letting her hair brush over my skin, and her mouth found the ridge of my shoulder blade.
The first kiss was almost clinical—a simple press of lips, as if sealing a wound. The second was deeper, her tongue flicking against salt and skin, the warmth of her breath grounding me in the present. By the third, her kisses followed the line of my traps, lingering at the root of my neck until I shivered.
“You are too hard on yourself,” she murmured, and nipped me, sharp enough to make me hiss. “You want to be the hero for everyone, but it is okay to break a little.”
I shifted under her, the heat in my gut crawling lower, filling me with a need I’d tried to throttle all night. I reached back, found her thigh, squeezed it. She rewarded me by raking her nails down my back, the sting sharpening my awareness until all that existed was the twin focus of pain and pleasure.
She slid off me and coaxed me onto my side, then onto my back. Her hands moved to my jaw, tracing the stubble, cupping my chin so I had to look at her.
Her hair was a golden river over her bare shoulders; her lips, parted and glossy, beckoned. I reached for her, but she pinned my wrist to the mattress with a single, practiced twist.
“Patience,” she said, her eyes gleaming. “You always want to fix things. Let me have this.”
She unbuttoned my shirt, one slow pop at a time, fingers deliberate. When she reached the last, she pushed the fabric aside and ran her nails over the exposed skin, from clavicle to navel. My cock throbbed against the fly of my shorts, aching for her, but she ignored it, intent on her own pace.
She leaned down, hair brushing my face, and kissed me—soft, then harder, her tongue tracing the seam of my lips. I opened for her, and she took control, deepening the kiss, moaning into my mouth as if she were starved.
When she broke away, I tried to grab her again, but she caught both wrists, pinning them above my head with a strength that surprised me. “You do not get to be in charge tonight,” she purred. “You are mine.”
She straddled my hips, and I felt the wet heat of her pussy through the thin cotton of her shorts. She rocked against me, grinding just enough to make me groan, then leaned down and bit my earlobe.
“You want to talk about Ethan?” she whispered, teeth grazing skin. “You want to think about Lily?”
I shook my head, and she smiled—a slow, wicked curve.
“Good,” she said. “Because tonight, you are going to think about me.”
She released my wrists and sat up, yanking her own tank over her head in one clean motion. Her breasts tumbled free, perfect and heavy, nipples flushed and tight. She caught me staring and laughed, low and throaty.
“Look all you want, mon loup.” She took my hand, guided it up to cup her breast, and I squeezed, thumb circling the stiff peak until she shuddered.
She leaned down, kissed me again, her hair falling around us like a tent, shutting out the world. I slid my hand to the small of her back, drawing her down so her nipples dragged over my chest. She arched into me, sighing, then started kissing her way down my jaw, my throat, my chest—nipping, licking, worshipping every inch.
When she reached my navel, she paused, mouth hovering just above the waistband of my shorts. She met my eyes, then, and without breaking contact, undid the button and dragged the zipper down, slow enough to make me curse.
She peeled me out of my shorts and boxers, freeing my cock, which sprang up, flushed and leaking. She stroked the length with both hands, then lowered her mouth and took me in, lips sealing around the head, tongue swirling in slow, lazy circles.
I fisted the sheets, desperate not to buck into her mouth, but she sensed my restraint and teased me for it—pulling off with a loud pop, then licking me from base to tip, then sucking me back in, deeper each time.
“Fuck, Fi,” I gasped, hips lifting off the bed.
She grinned with something close to triumph, her eyes glimmering with mischief as she let my cock rest against her cheek, the tip wet and twitching with need. Then, without breaking eye contact, she opened her mouth wide and slid her lips down the entire length, swallowing me completely in a single deliberate motion. The sensation was so overwhelming, so perfectly obscene, that my vision went white at the edges; for a second, all I could process was the heat and pressure and the slick, living grip of her, my fists clenched so tight in the sheets they left crescent moons in my palms.

But even as I hovered on the edge—already tasting that helpless rush, already losing to the heat and her—Fiona drew back. She held me on the precipice, letting my cock slip from her lips with a practiced, almost cruel slowness. She smirked, mouth glossy with spit, and ran her tongue in a slow spiral around the head, never looking away. Each flick, each brush of her breath, was a calculated act of mercy and torture.

She dipped lower, kissing along the sensitive underside, mouthing my balls one by one, her hands roaming the planes of my stomach, my hips. She raked her nails up my thighs, then dug her thumbs into my hipbones, pinning me to the mattress. I tried to thrust—couldn’t help it, couldn’t not—but she pressed me down, refusing to give me that last inch, that final permission.

“Fi, please,” I groaned, not even sure what I was begging for. The sense of being unraveled, undone, was a kind of exquisite suffering, a humbling I’d never admit to anyone but her.

She hummed a laugh, vibrating my cock, and then took me in again, this time slower, savoring every millimeter. When I twitched in her mouth, her eyes danced. She released me again with an audible pop, lips swollen, cheeks flushed.

“You are close,” she taunted, stroking me with one hand. “But not yet.”
She climbed back up my body, kissed me, and I tasted myself on her tongue.
She guided my hands to her hips, then slid out of her shorts, tossing them aside. Her pussy was shaved bare, wet and glistening, the lips parted and begging. She hovered over me, lining me up, and then she sank down, slow and tight and impossibly hot.
We both groaned at the stretch, and she rested there, taking me to the hilt, rocking in small circles to savor the fullness. Her tits bounced with every movement, and I cupped them, thumbing the nipples until she gasped.
She started to ride me, at first slow and deliberate, then faster, her nails digging into my chest, her hair wild around her face. She clenched around me with every stroke, eyes locked on mine, and I couldn’t decide whether I wanted to watch her or just give in and lose myself in the sensation.
She fucked me hard, grinding her clit against my pubic bone, panting in French, words too fast to catch but urgent, hungry. When she got close, she slammed down and held me inside, her pussy pulsing around my cock as she shuddered through her orgasm, crying out and biting my shoulder.
I tried to move, to thrust up into her, but she pinned me again, holding me in place, squeezing every last aftershock from her climax.
Then she rolled off, yanking me with her, and flipped onto her hands and knees. “Now,” she said, looking over her shoulder, “I want you to ruin me.”
I knelt behind her, grabbing her hips, and pushed in, burying myself deep. She was wetter than ever, and I slid in and out with ease, the sound of our bodies obscene in the silence of the room.
I buried myself in her, every stroke a declaration, my hips colliding with a sharp slap of flesh, her ass cushioning the impact. She braced herself against the headboard, knuckles whitening, and met my every thrust with a fury that bordered on animal. Her back bowed, a perfect curve of surrender and strength, and the sight of her wild and wanting beneath me was enough to scramble what little logic remained in my brain. 

Fiona’s hair whipped around her shoulders, strands sticking to the sweat-sheened skin of her back. She looked over her shoulder, eyes fever-bright, a challenge and a dare in every flutter of her lashes. “Harder,” she demanded, and I gave it to her, driving in with a force that rattled the frame of the bed, the wood groaning in protest. She wanted it rough, wanted to be taken and undone, and I wanted—needed—to lose myself in her, to forget everything else for even a minute. 

She reached between her legs, expert and shameless, fingers finding her clit and circling with a speed that matched the brutal cadence of my thrusts. Each time I drove into her, she moaned, high and urgent, the pitch climbing with every collision. I wrapped a hand around her hip, pulling her back onto me, and the other threaded through her hair, tugging her head up so she had to meet my eyes. 

Sweat dripped off my brow, stinging as it ran into a half-healed cut on my cheek. I felt her tighten around me, her muscles fluttering in time with the shivers racking her whole body. She reached back, nails clawing at my thigh, leaving red trails in their wake. “Do not stop,” she gasped, the words tumbling out between ragged breaths. “Don’t you dare—” 

I slapped her ass again, harder, and she cried out, not in pain but in that feral, desperate way that said more. She was unraveling, and I was going with her, our bodies locked in a shared velocity that erased the world outside. I leaned over her, my chest pressed to her back, mouth at her ear. “You like this?” I growled. “You want more?” 

She answered by grinding back against me, fucking herself on my cock, and the rhythm became frantic, the room echoing with the crash of skin and the raw, needy sounds of two people trying to outlast the other. Every thrust lit up my nerves, every squeeze, every clutch of her muscles, until I was shaking with the effort to hold on. 

She contracted around me in quick, greedy pulses, her breath hitching, and I realized I was dangerously close to the edge. She felt it too, could sense the tension in my thighs, the shudder in my hips. She twisted, arching her neck to bare her throat, and in that gesture of exposed vulnerability, I felt myself tip, just a fraction, toward letting go. 

Fiona’s hand worked faster between her legs, her moans dissolving into near-sobs of pleasure. She was lost to it now, eyes rolling back, head thrown forward as she slammed back into me, each slap echoing like a dare to keep up. The pressure built, merciless and bright, and I knew I couldn’t last much longer. She wanted it that way, needed to see me break before she did. 

I gripped her hips in both hands, holding her steady as I hammered into her, vision blurring, jaw clenched against the howl clawing its way up my throat. She looked back, hair half-obscuring her face, and the open, pleading hunger in her eyes destroyed the last of my restraint. I felt myself start to swell, the pulse of impending release irresistible.

I was right on the edge, fighting to stay in control, but she broke me with a single word: “Please.”
I slammed into her, over and over, until her arms gave out and she collapsed onto the bed, face in the pillow, still rubbing herself as I drove into her from behind.
The moment she came, it was seismic—her scream muffled in the pillow, her thighs quaking, her entire body vibrating along the fault line I’d split open inside her. I felt her clench down, a wet, desperate squeeze that nearly dragged me over the edge. But I wanted more—wanted the full, unshielded spectacle of her unraveling—so I pulled out, even as she sobbed with the aftershocks, and flipped her onto her back with a twist that bordered on savage.

She landed sprawled and boneless, hair matted to her flushed cheeks, breasts rising and falling with frantic need. The look she gave me was pure invitation, all pretense burned away, just hunger and awe and the crackle of something dangerously close to love. I watched her grip the sheets, knuckles white, and for half a second, the urge to slow down and savor her—torture us both with patience—gripped me. But then she reached for me, fingers curling around my cock, slick and trembling, and guided me home.

I plunged inside, both of us so wet the first thrust nearly knocked the breath from my lungs. She gasped, head snapping back, and clawed at my shoulders, pulling me deeper, impossibly tight. Her legs locked around my waist, heels digging in, as if she needed to anchor herself to ride out the storm. Every inch of me felt claimed, possessed by the rhythm of her body and the ragged, choked sounds she made as I fucked her—harder, faster, a pace that bordered on desperate. There was nothing left but the friction and the heat and the certainty that neither of us would ever be the same after this.

I tried to hold back, tried to stretch out the moment, but she was relentless—every shudder, every squeeze, every breathless “yes, yes, Matt, don’t stop” conspired to strip me of self-control. She was crying out again, this time my name, and there was no music or poetry in it, just the raw, animal need to be filled, to be ruined and remade. I felt the headboard slam the wall, heard the bedframe splinter beneath us, and still she rode every thrust, meeting me with a force that made my vision blur. We were both on the brink, dangling above the drop, wanting to fall but terrified of what waited at the bottom.

Then the coil snapped. She climaxed again, spasming so violently I thought she might tear herself apart. The sound she made wasn’t human—it was a keening, wounded thing, as if every secret she’d ever hidden was being forced out with her orgasm. That broke me, finally: I lost the thread of myself, came in a rush of white-hot bliss, so intense I saw stars, my whole body locking up as I pulsed inside her. We clung to each other, both shaking, every nerve ending scorched raw.

For a long time, the world shrank to just the slap and tangle of skin, the frantic staccato of our hearts, the impossible, shuddering pleasure that felt like it would never end. But it did, eventually. The noise died away, leaving only the faint hum of the fan and the thunder of our spent breathing. We collapsed together, tangled in sweat and sheets, our breathing ragged and wild. Her nails traced lazy patterns over my back, soothing the fire she’d lit.
I buried my face in her neck, inhaled the sweet, electric scent of her skin, and for the first time all night, I felt something like peace.
It lasted maybe ten seconds.
Then the memory of Ethan’s laugh crept back, and I tensed, unable to let it go.
Fiona felt it. She pulled my face up, made me look at her. “He is not worth this, Matt,” she said, voice gentle but unyielding.
I nodded, but I didn’t believe her.
She held me anyway, arms around my shoulders, her body wrapped around mine, refusing to let me drift too far from shore.
And that, I thought, was how love was supposed to work.
The room felt different after. The rage that had stalked the edge of my nerves all night was gone, replaced by something raw and trembling—a pulse of need that was all the more dangerous for being unspoken.
Fiona curled into me, her skin warm and damp, our legs tangled in the knot of the sheets. Her head rested on my chest, hair fanned out in a sticky halo, breathing slowing in time with mine. I traced lazy circles on her shoulder, feeling the faint quiver in her muscles as she floated down from her high. She hummed, satisfied, a feline purr that vibrated through the mattress.
For a while, we said nothing.
Eventually, I found words. “Did you mean what you said?”
She shifted, propped herself up on one elbow, and looked down at me. “About what?”
“About me trying to fix everything. Not being allowed to save her.”
Fiona’s eyes softened. She brushed a strand of hair from my forehead, thumb lingering at my temple. “You are not a god, Matt. You cannot heal every wound.”
I let that hang, studying the ceiling. The crack in the plaster above the closet door, the shadow of a dead moth behind the glass of the ceiling light—details I’d seen a hundred times, suddenly new in the pale wash of moonlight.
“My dad used to say the same thing,” I said, voice thick. “But he didn’t believe it. He thought he could control everything, and when he couldn’t, he made us pay.”
Fiona’s hand stilled. “You are not your father.”
“That’s the thing, though,” I said, staring at the ceiling. “Sometimes I think I am. Or that I could be. The way I get when I can’t fix something—how angry it makes me. How I take it out on the people closest to me.”
She shook her head. “You are nothing like him.”
“You don’t know that.”
Her mouth twisted, a sad, knowing smile. “I know you better than you know yourself, Matt. I know your scars. I know your darkness. And I know you would rather tear yourself apart than let anyone you love hurt.”
I swallowed, throat tight. “That’s what scares me.”
She laid her cheek against my chest, lips brushing the notch between my ribs. “Fear is not weakness. It is proof you care.”
I closed my eyes, letting her warmth soak into me. For a few minutes, we floated in the quiet, the house settling around us, the cicadas droning outside like white noise for broken hearts.
When I opened my eyes again, she was watching me. “You love her,” she said, not a question.
“I never stopped.”
“It will be enough,” she promised, voice like a benediction. “You are enough.”
I wanted to believe her.
A soft creak interrupted the silence, and I looked up to see Riley in the doorway. She wore nothing but an old university t-shirt, hem skimming her thighs. Her hair was a blond snarl, face bare and luminous in the darkness.
She didn’t say a word, just padded across the carpet, stripping down to nothing as she came. She climbed into the bed on my other side, and burrowed under my arm. Her naked body pressed against mine, warm and insistent, her hand snaking over my stomach, grounding me in the present.
Fiona shifted to make room, draping a leg over both of us. Riley settled her head on my shoulder, her scent a heady mix of shampoo and sweat and something indefinably sweet.
We lay like that, the three of us tangled together, heat radiating from our bodies, breath slowing to the same quiet rhythm.
Riley spoke first. “I heard you two.”
I flushed. “Sorry.”
She shook her head against my chest. “Don’t be. It was hot as fuck.”
Fiona laughed, and the sound was so bright I felt it in my bones.
Riley’s hand found mine under the sheet, fingers lacing with a gentleness that surprised me. “You’re not alone, Matt. Not ever.”
I exhaled, the last of the day’s tension leaking out of me. The weight of all the things I couldn’t fix, couldn’t save, drifted to the far corners of the room.
For the first time in years, I let myself believe it might be true.
We drifted in and out of sleep, Riley’s breath soft against my neck, Fiona’s thigh hooked over my waist. At some point, Riley rolled over, baring her back to me, and I spooned against her, my cock nestled in the small of her ass. She wiggled closer, a silent invitation, but I was too spent to move, too wrecked and content to do anything but hold her.
Fiona pressed herself to my back, one arm slung over my hip, her breath stirring the fine hairs at the nape of my neck.
In the blue wash of moonlight, I could see the three of us in the mirror across the room—pale skin, blond hair, bodies knotted together in a living sculpture of want and comfort and need.
This, I thought, was all I had ever wanted: to belong, to be wanted in return. To lose myself in the warmth of other bodies, other hearts, and to know I could come back again and again, and always be forgiven.
The night deepened, and the cicadas outside sang us toward sleep. In the darkness, I listened for the echo of my father’s voice, the shadow of the anger I’d carried for so long.
But all I heard was Riley, whispering nonsense words into the dark, Fiona humming some half-remembered French lullaby, and the heartbeat of something I almost dared to call family.
I closed my eyes, and for the first time in years, I dreamed of nothing at all.






  
  Chapter five








Foundations of Dreams


The day started with a knife of cold. The lake was a mirrored sheet of pewter and the sky above it a bruised, waking blue; dew silvered every blade of grass and the air had the clean, mouth-numbing taste of spring water. I woke to the sound of shovels clinking and the chorus of women’s voices down by the edge of the property. By the time I got out there, the sun was barely cresting the ridge, and the whole estate was painted with an almost religious clarity—shadows sharp enough to cut yourself on, colors so clean they felt invented. 
Bella was the first person I saw, not because she was loud (she never was before coffee) but because she stood at the center of the action with a presence that radiated command. Her hair was up in a brutal bun, and her hands were covered in work gloves that looked more surgical than functional. She was giving instructions to two guys from the landscaping company—a pair of wiry old-timers who’d been doing jobs in the county since before I was born—and the way they listened, you’d think she’d had them shipped in from a military academy.
Behind her, Riley lugged a wheelbarrow filled to the rim with bags of mulch, giggling as she nearly tipped it on a rut. Her knees were already muddy, her hair wild from the wind, but she looked happier than I’d seen her in weeks. She caught sight of me and called out, “Hey, superstar! Didn’t think you’d roll out of bed before noon!”
“Early bird gets the least shit from Bella,” I shot back, and Bella raised a gloved middle finger without looking up from her clipboard.
Fiona floated between them, clipboard of her own, already in deep conference with the head gardener. She wore a sleek black puffer vest and sunglasses, her hair in an immaculate ponytail, the only one on site who looked like she could walk into a boardroom and close a hostile takeover without needing to change shoes. She saw me and smiled, a flash of mischief behind the glass.
“Mon chef d’orchestre,” she called, and crooked a finger to summon me over.
I picked my way across the grass, still damp enough to soak through my boots. The smell of earth and wet bark was so thick it almost made you hungry.
“Walk with me,” she said, linking arms as if we were at Versailles instead of knee-deep in mud and weeds.
“We need to coordinate with the delivery truck,” she said, soft enough for only me. “The flagstone is arriving early, and if we don’t lay the base for the gazebo by lunch, Bella will throw someone into the lake.”
“She’s in a mood,” I agreed, glancing over at the way Bella’s mouth was already set in a perfect line.
Fiona smiled. “She missed you, I think. Or maybe she just misses being the boss.”
“She never stopped being the boss,” I said, and Fiona laughed, head tipped back so the sunlight set her gold hair on fire.
June was already at the staging area, inspecting the shipments that had come in overnight. She’d somehow found a tailored pea coat and wore it like armor, red hair tucked behind one ear as she bent to examine each box for flaws. She looked up, caught my gaze, and gave a half-smile that was equal parts approval and challenge.
“On schedule?” she asked, voice low and elegant, like she was testing the phrase for quality before committing to it.
I nodded. “If nobody messes up the forms.”
She looked out at the line of freshly poured footings for the gazebo and made a small, satisfied sound in the back of her throat. “Strong. Precise. Well done, Matthew.”
I felt myself flush, even as I tried to play it off. “You know it’s just concrete, right? Not a cathedral.”
“Every cathedral begins with a stone,” she said, then pivoted gracefully away to check on the planters. It was the sort of line that would sound ridiculous from anyone else, but with June it landed as intended: a compliment, and a benediction.
We gathered near the big worktable—a literal door on sawhorses, covered in rolls of blueprints and dusted with pollen and coffee stains. I unfurled the plans for the gazebo and smoothed them flat, weighting the corners with my fists.
Bella appeared at my side, arms folded, eyes narrowed in critique mode. Riley was behind her, arms full of rebar stakes, and June and Fiona slid in on either flank. For a moment, it felt like a tribunal, or the last scene in a heist movie when the team huddles for the final briefing.
I cleared my throat. “We’ve got eight hours to set the base, anchor the main posts, and frame the platform. If we do it right, tomorrow we can start decking and prepping for the lattice.”
Riley grinned, hip-bumping the pile of stakes into a clatter. “What’s the record for fastest wedding altar construction?”
“Seventy-two hours, but I think that one caught fire,” I said.
June glanced at the plans, then at me. “You drew these?”
I shrugged. “Lily had a vision. I just… translated it.”
Bella snorted. “You mean you spent six nights getting high on espresso and refusing to let anyone see them until you’d redone every dimension twice.”
Fiona touched my shoulder, her hand cool through the fabric. “It is a beautiful design, Matt. Truly.”
I looked at it through their eyes—a polygonal gazebo, open on three sides, with arched beams that mimicked the curve of the willow branches by the lake. Each post was to be hewn from local oak, hand-planed, then sanded so fine it felt like skin. The floor would be laid in concentric rings, radiating from a sunburst in the center. At the front, a shallow step up to the altar; behind it, an unobstructed view of the water.
For a second, I let myself picture Lily walking down the path, golden in the afternoon sun, flowers in her hair. My throat tightened, and I swallowed hard.
“We’ll do it justice,” I said, voice rougher than I meant.
Fiona squeezed my shoulder. Riley broke the tension by whistling and saying, “Okay, but who’s hauling all this lumber?”
“Divide and conquer,” Bella said, already in motion. “Riley, you’re with me and the muscle. Matt and June, start the layout on the platform. Fi, coordinate with the stone crew—keep them away from the dig site, please.”
“Oui, chef,” said Fiona, clicking her heels together in a parody of a salute.
We broke, the whole team moving with an energy that was almost giddy. For an hour, I lost myself in the mechanics of measurement and line, the thunk of tape measures, the metallic squeal of braces sliding into place. June worked beside me, calm and exacting, marking every cut with a sharp X and triple-checking the levels. The day grew brighter, the sun burning off the haze until the air smelled like nothing but sap and sweat and distant lake water.
It was the kind of work that let your mind drift, so I didn’t notice the figure on the slope until she was halfway down the path.
Lily.
She wore old jeans and a faded shirt, her hair in a thick, messy braid. She carried a pair of gardening gloves and a notebook tucked under her arm. The sun caught her like a searchlight, turning the fine hairs at her temples to white gold. As she walked, every head in the yard seemed to track her progress.
She reached the edge of the gazebo pit and stopped, surveying the chaos with an appraising eye. I thought she’d hesitate, maybe circle the perimeter, but she walked straight to where I was kneeling with a spirit level, June at my side.
She crouched next to me, hands braced on her knees, and for a second I saw the old Lily—the one who used to bandage my skinned elbows, who’d sneak out after dark to race me down the dock, who could make you feel like the most important person in the world just by smiling your way.
“Hey, boss man,” she said, low and private. “You got room for one more?”
I blinked. “Ethan said you—”
She cut me off. “Ethan’s in the city all day. Besides, I told him I’d rather help with the wedding than pick out stationary.”
Her tone was casual, but her eyes flickered to June, then back to me, searching for an unspoken code.
“We’re just about to square the corners,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “Wanna hold the line?”
She nodded, slipped on her gloves, and took the string from my hand. “Point me where you want me.”
It was like riding a bike. Lily and I fell into the old rhythm instantly—she’d read my mind on every measurement, kept the string taut, eyeballed the alignment and called me out if I was even a millimeter off. June watched with a kind of reserved amusement, but said nothing, content to play referee.
By the time we’d staked out the perimeter, the crew had made serious progress. Bella and Riley manned the cement mixer, arms splattered with grey, trading insults about who had the better biceps. Fiona paced the outer edge, overseeing the stone deliveries and occasionally barking orders in rapid French when something wasn’t to her standard.
We met up at the worktable for water and a breather. Riley collapsed onto the grass, panting. “Did you know Lily can deadlift a fifty-pound bag of cement?” she asked the group.
Lily grinned, cheeks flushed. “You should see what I can do with cake batter.”
Fiona smiled at her, warm and real. “I would love to see.”
Bella stripped off her gloves, examining her nails. “If I chip a nail before the board meeting tomorrow, I’m blaming you, Matt.”
“I’ll put in a hazard claim,” I said.
June checked her phone, then murmured something to Fiona, who nodded.
I looked at Lily, sweat shining on her forehead. “You good for another round?”
She met my eyes, steady as ever. “Try me.”
For the next two hours, we worked side by side, sweat and mud and old jokes, the kind of labor that made the hours vanish. Every so often, I’d catch a glimpse of her profile—the high cheekbones, the quick, secret smile—and my chest would seize. Sometimes, our hands would brush, and the contact would linger just a fraction too long. Neither of us commented, but the air between us thickened with every shared task.
It was Bella who finally broke the spell. “Lunch break,” she called, her voice slicing through the noise. “Nobody gets heatstroke on my watch.”
We regrouped at the long picnic table near the house, where June and Fiona had laid out sandwiches and iced tea. There was a convivial hush, the kind that only happens when people have worked themselves past exhaustion into a second, cleaner wind.
Lily sat next to me, arms dusted white, her braid coming loose at the nape. I wanted to touch it, to reach out and retwist the strand, but I kept my hands in my lap.
She nudged me with her elbow, just once. “You’re not the worst foreman I’ve had.”
I snorted. “You only say that because I can’t fire you.”
She rolled her eyes, but smiled. “You’re building something beautiful here, Matt.”
I swallowed, the compliment more than I could process. “It’s for you,” I said, barely above a whisper.
She looked at me then, really looked, and whatever passed between us was too naked to name.
On the far side of the table, Bella and Fiona watched with clinical interest. Riley made a point of not watching at all, but her smile gave her away.
We ate, and the breeze carried the sounds of distant birds and someone playing music in the main house. It was the kind of lunch that felt like the first day of the rest of your life.
When the meal was over, I stood, wiped my hands, and addressed the table. “If we finish the main platform today, we can start the arches tomorrow. Anyone who wants to learn how to cut an oak beam by hand, stick around. The rest of you are off the hook.”
Riley volunteered first, followed by Fiona and June, who exchanged a silent challenge. Bella claimed “executive duties” and went to check on the landscapers. Lily lingered, waiting until the others had cleared out before turning to me.
“You meant it, didn’t you? About building this for me.”
I nodded, unable to say more.
She touched my wrist, gentle and fleeting. “Thank you.”
Her touch lingered long after she let go, a ghost on my skin. I watched her walk back to the house, the sun casting a halo around her shoulders, and I wondered how I’d ever managed to survive five years without her in my orbit.
Behind me, June and Fiona cleared the table, chatting softly. Riley jogged ahead to the worksite, already calling out measurements.
For a minute, I let myself stand in the silence and the sun, the new structure taking shape in my mind, the promise of something solid and lasting at the heart of all this chaos.
I rolled up the blueprints, tucked them under my arm, and headed back to the pit.
The rest of the day was waiting to be built.
If the morning was a prelude, the afternoon was an aria.
The sun burned the dew off the grass and left behind a heat that clung to skin and soaked through shirts, turning every movement into a contest between sweat and gravity. I barely had time to down a sandwich before Bella was barking for reinforcements at the gazebo site, where the soil was turning to packed clay under the treads of the cement mixer.
Riley and I paired off at first, squaring the foundation and staking out string lines for the joists. She handed me a sledge, our fingers overlapping on the rubber grip. “You ever wonder if your hammer is, like, a metaphor?” she said, deadpan, but with a twitch of the lips that gave her away.
I grinned. “If it is, yours is definitely bigger.”
She snorted, and her eyes cut sideways, catching Lily across the pit. “Careful, big guy. Lily’s watching.”
I followed her gaze. Lily stood at the edge of the trench, holding a steel trowel and squinting into the light, her braid a perfect whip over her shoulder. She was close enough that every time I looked up from my work, I found her eyes. Sometimes she’d look away, blush dusting her cheeks, but mostly she held my gaze and dared me to flinch first.
Riley leaned in, her voice dropping. “I like her, you know. I want her to be happy.”
“Me too,” I said, voice rough. “But she’s…”
“Not out of reach,” said Riley. “Just scared.”
She patted my ass with the flat of the sledge and walked off, leaving me with the sudden, shocking clarity that my every move was being scored by a panel of expert judges.
Bella had commandeered the north corner of the project, measuring each cut with a tolerance that would make a Swiss watchmaker jealous. She flagged me over, holding two lengths of rebar in one hand and a tape measure in the other.
“Matt, I need a second pair of hands,” she said, glancing at the lumber pile. “And don’t make a joke about it, please.”
I obliged, bracing the bar while she marked off the cuts. “You run a tight ship,” I said, admiring her precision.
She didn’t look up. “If you let people get sloppy, they start thinking they can get away with murder.” She snapped the tape shut, her fingers brushing mine on the rebar. “Especially with you around. You have a way of—how did Riley put it?—‘making people forget their common sense.’”
“I only weaponize it for good,” I protested.
She smirked. “You keep telling yourself that.” She pressed the Sharpie into my palm, her grip lingering, then turned back to her measurements without another word.
June had been working with the flagstone crew, but she drifted over as the afternoon wore on, elegant as a cat despite her work boots. She offered quiet suggestions—“Move the arch two centimeters left, it will catch the light better”—and handed out water bottles with a courtly flourish. When she did speak, everyone listened.
Fiona floated between groups, clipboard in hand, but her eyes were always on me. Sometimes she’d appear at my elbow, brush sweat from my brow with her sleeve, or lean in close to point out a measurement on the plans, her breath warm on my ear. “You like to be watched,” she whispered at one point, her hand resting just above my ass as we bent over the level. “Or maybe you just like being wanted.”
I didn’t deny it, because she was right. The entire site was charged—every woman orbiting me in her own trajectory, every joke and glance a loaded weapon. Even the crew guys picked up on it, muttering in good-natured envy as I passed. “Wish I had a fan club like yours,” Doug said, smirking over the edge of his shovel. “Don’t blow it, boss.”
By mid-afternoon, we were ready to set the first posts. Riley hauled the heavy oak beams from the delivery pile, flexing for effect. “Need a firmer grip on that?” she taunted, holding it out for me.
I steadied the base, but Lily stepped in beside me, gloved hands bracing the top of the post. “I think he’s got it,” she said, and for a second her chest was flush with my arm, the heat of her body radiating through the cotton.
“Never hurts to double-check,” said Riley, but she backed off, a mischievous twinkle in her eye.
Lily and I worked together, lining up the post and checking for plumb. “You know, you don’t have to do all the heavy lifting,” I told her.
She looked up at me, expression unreadable. “Some things are worth getting sweaty for.”
I felt the words hit me everywhere at once—my face, my gut, my cock. She smiled, just a little, and I realized she was done waiting for someone to tell her what she could want.
We anchored the post, double-checking the level, and she let her hand rest on my wrist a beat too long. “You’re shaking,” she said, her voice low.
I forced a laugh. “I haven’t eaten since lunch.”
She didn’t buy it, but she let me off the hook. “I’ll get you a snack after we set the next one.”
We moved on, the rhythm of the work hypnotic. Sometimes June would call over, offering a correction or a compliment. Fiona would pop by with a question, but always kept her distance when Lily was with me. Bella, noticing the dynamic, delegated more and more of the site management to Riley, then took up a position nearby to observe.
It was a dance, and everyone on site knew the choreography by instinct.
We set the last post as the sun dipped behind the ridge, turning the site into a theater of gold and shadow. Lily wiped her brow, looked at the structure, and let out a long, slow breath. “It’s really happening,” she said.
I nodded. “You okay?”
She nodded, but her voice was tight. “It’s… a lot.”
“We don’t have to finish today.”
She shook her head. “I want to. I want to see it—” She caught herself, then looked away. “Never mind.”
“Say it.”
She pressed her lips together, then let it out in a rush. “I want to see it finished before Ethan comes back.”
There it was. The unspoken time bomb, ticking down the seconds we had together.
“I’ll make it happen,” I promised, and she looked at me like I’d offered her the world.
The rest of the crew gathered for the last big push—lifting the pre-cut joists and bolting them in place. Bella took charge, pairing off teams: Riley with June, Fiona with Doug, me with Lily. As we maneuvered the beams into place, Lily worked wordlessly beside me, sweat streaking her cheek, the muscles in her arms straining as she levered the wood. Every time our hands touched, something primal and electric sparked through me.
“You’re strong,” I said, half teasing.
She glanced at me. “You have no idea.”
We set the beam and moved on to the next, sweat turning the back of my shirt into a second skin. At one point, I wiped my brow and caught Lily watching me, her lips parted, breath shallow. The look wasn’t lust, exactly; it was hunger, something deeper and more desperate.
Riley brought over a canteen, offered it first to me, then to Lily. “You two need a cold shower,” she said, loud enough for Bella to hear.
Bella rolled her eyes. “At least finish the deck first, then do whatever you want.”
Fiona drifted by, glanced at us, then met my eyes. She smiled, small and secretive, and mouthed, “Enjoy her.”
The sun dropped lower, turning the lake into a rippling sheet of copper. We hammered in the last nails, checked the line, and stepped back to admire the work. The skeleton of the gazebo stood at the edge of the yard, stark and perfect against the evening sky.
I stood next to Lily, our arms touching, and for a second the rest of the world fell away. She looked up at the frame, then at me, and smiled.
“It’s beautiful,” she said.
“You helped build it.”
She shook her head. “You built it for me.”
For a second, I wanted to tell her everything. How I’d spent years drawing her in blue ink, how every good memory I had seemed to point back to her, how I was terrified of losing her again. But the words stuck in my throat, too raw to risk.
Instead, I reached for her hand. She let me take it.
We stood like that until the rest of the team trickled over. Riley and June, arms slung around each other, both grinning like idiots. Fiona, always poised, hanging back but watching with a satisfaction that made me want to show off. Bella, at the front, holding a tape measure like a scepter, declaring us “within two millimeters of perfect.”
Doug whistled. “Never thought I’d see the day. You people work like you’ve done this before.”
Riley whooped, “That’s because we’re awesome!” and June offered a dignified “Bien joué.”
Bella grinned, her mask of efficiency slipping for just a second. “Celebrate, you animals. You’ve earned it.”
We collapsed onto the grass, sweaty and filthy, everyone talking at once. June opened a bottle of wine she'd hidden somewhere, Riley passed out water, and Fiona made a toast in French—something poetic about foundations both seen and unseen. I caught every word but pretended not to notice when she slipped in a line about the way my hands moved on the wood.
Lily sat next to me, her thigh pressed to mine. She looked up at the unfinished gazebo, then leaned her head on my shoulder. I closed my eyes and listened to the sound of her breathing, the laughter of the women around me, the slow hush of the lake beyond.
For the first time all day, I didn’t want to move.
I didn’t want it to end.
But when I finally opened my eyes, it was Bella who caught my gaze, her expression equal parts warning and approval. She saw everything, and she wasn’t about to let me forget it.
Tomorrow, there would be more work, more chaos, more chances to mess things up. But right now, there was only the golden hour and the slow, certain pulse of want beneath my skin.
And Lily’s hand, warm and sure in mine.

      ***By three the next afternoon, the world had contracted to a circle of sweat and sawdust. The gazebo’s skeleton rose from the packed dirt like the ribs of a whale, every beam sun-bleached and true. I walked the perimeter, checking levels and bracing the uprights, but my real focus was on the six bodies moving in the orbit of my voice.
Setting the first corner post was a show—deliberate, almost ceremonial, the way I dug the spade in and flexed my arms for the watching crowd. Not because I was an asshole, but because I’d been outnumbered and outgunned by women my whole life, and sometimes the only way to contribute was to make it look good.
Lily matched me stroke for stroke, shoveling the earth in with a rhythm that felt less like competition and more like foreplay. Her shirt was streaked with sweat, plastered to her back, and when she bent over to steady the post, her jeans rode low enough that the curve of her lower back was a dare. I caught Riley’s eye across the worksite; she waggled her brows and pumped a fist in the air, like we were on ESPN.
We slotted the beam into place, and Lily leaned her weight against it, bracing as I packed the earth around the base. I felt the tension in her body—muscles tight, breath shallow, every cell straining to keep the line dead straight. Our hands touched, just for a second, fingers grazing in the cool damp of the posthole, and it felt like a live wire.
“Perfect,” I said, more to her than to the structure.
She flushed, but didn’t look away. “I have a good teacher.”
We worked side by side for the next hour, moving from post to post, each task a new excuse to touch or glance or brush against one another. Sometimes June would join us, her presence quiet but reassuring, making tiny adjustments that turned “good enough” into “exceptional.” Fiona circulated with snacks and water, but lingered every time she passed us, her eyes darting from Lily to me and back again.
The real star, though, was Riley. She darted from group to group, keeping everyone laughing, making lewd jokes about “erecting” the beams and offering impromptu shoulder rubs to anyone who looked close to tapping out. At one point, she tackled me from behind, arms around my waist, and yelled, “Heave ho!” as if we were on a pirate ship. I staggered forward, nearly toppling the entire assembly, and Lily laughed so hard she dropped her mallet.
Bella pretended to be annoyed, but every time I glanced her way, she was smiling. Not the cold, calibrated smile of a courtroom, but the soft, round one that made her look like a real person and not a sculpture. She and June finished the cross-bracing and started laying out the next day’s work with an efficiency that should have been intimidating, but somehow just made the rest of us try harder.
As the afternoon wore on, we fell into a rhythm so tight it felt choreographed. Lily would hand me a length of lumber before I asked, Riley would fetch the right wrench as if she could read my mind, Fiona would whisper in my ear when I was about to make a mistake. We communicated with hand signals and shouts and the occasional thrown object. We sweat through our clothes and smeared dirt on each other’s faces, and every time we finished a piece, we’d stand back and admire it like a new baby.
It was in the last hour—when the sun was just beginning to soften, when the shadows on the lawn stretched long and blue—that I realized how much of this was about more than wood and nails. Every inch of progress felt like a secret handshake, a promise that we could build something beautiful even if none of us had ever done it before.
We set the final foundation beam together. Riley and June braced the far end, while Bella held the center, arms locked and jaw clenched. I motioned to Lily, and she took her place next to me, hands already chalky from the lime. We lifted together, and for a second our faces were close, breath mingling in the space between. I caught the glint of sweat on her lip, the pulse at her neck.
“Ready?” I asked.
“Always,” she said.
We dropped the beam onto the bolts, and it seated with a satisfying, shuddering thunk.
The group exploded into applause and cheers. Riley wolf-whistled, and even Bella joined in, clapping her hands over her head. June popped the cork on another bottle of wine, spraying it in a glittering arc. Fiona grabbed a sleeve of Solo cups and poured generous servings for everyone.
We gathered at the center of the new platform, all six of us, sweat-soaked and filthy and laughing. I slung my arm around Lily’s shoulders, and she leaned into me like it was the most natural thing in the world. Riley wrapped herself around my other side, and Fiona sandwiched in beside her. Bella and June stood at the edge, arms linked.
June raised her cup. “To us,” she said. “And to what we are building.”
“To the best crew I’ve ever had,” I added.
“To love and sawdust!” Riley yelled, and everyone drank.
For a few minutes, we just stood there, basking in the heat and the buzz and the pride of a job well done. The gazebo was still a skeleton, but it felt solid—something real and undeniable, a frame around the impossible tangle of feelings that had been growing all summer.
Lily turned her face up to mine, her cheek bright with color. “Thank you,” she said, and there was nothing casual or joking in her voice.
“For what?”
“For not giving up. For letting me help. For this.”
She tilted her head toward the house, the lake, the circle of women around us. It took me a second to get it, but when I did, I wanted to say something profound—something worthy of the moment.
Instead, I just kissed her, soft and quick, not caring who saw. She smiled against my mouth, then broke away, her eyes luminous.
Riley leaned in, her lips at my ear. “She’s never been happier.”
“Me neither,” I whispered back.
The sun was sinking now, the sky gone full Technicolor, the surface of the lake a riot of oranges and violets. We lingered, not wanting to go back inside, not wanting to break the spell. Even the crew guys from the landscaping company stuck around, trading stories and cracking beers as if they’d always been part of this strange, perfect family.
Fiona squeezed my hand, her voice low. “We should do this every day.”
“We will,” I promised.
And as the dusk settled over the new structure—our structure—I believed it.
We stayed until the light was gone, until the bugs started biting and the wine ran out. Only then did we drift back to the house, arms around each other, already planning what we’d build next.
And in the empty air behind us, the gazebo stood sentinel, the first true home we’d ever made.






  
  Chapter six








Echoes of the Past


After dinner, after the laughter and the wine and the long, sticky-sweet hours of sweat, I found myself orbiting the empty porch, unsure if I was supposed to clean up, collapse, or just fade into the dark like some polite ghost. The house was quiet, the crew gone, the world holding its breath between the last shout of daylight and the first breath of stars. 
I checked the railings on instinct, fingers brushing the newel posts for cracks or slivers, double-checking my own work even when I knew it was fine. The old wood still had a cool memory of afternoon sun, a scent of resin that clung to my shirt and the hair at my wrists. From the lake came a low hush, the water slapping quietly at the dock, a lullaby for the exhausted and the almost-happy.
Lily was already there, sitting at the far end of the porch bench, knees pulled up, toes wiggling in the air like she was testing each gust of breeze for news from another world. Her hair—unbound and wild, for once—spilled over her shoulders in a way that made my brain misfire. She wore an old, soft knit top in a washed-out blue, the kind that looks like it cost nothing but turns heads anyway. It fell loose and open at the neck, a little careless, and in the moonlight the fabric was thin enough that her skin seemed to glow through it.
I stood in the doorway a second longer than necessary, willing myself not to stare at the triangle of gold at her throat, the line of her collarbones, or the gentle press of her chest against the soft cotton. It was the most naked I’d ever seen her, and all she’d done was change clothes.
She saw me, or maybe just sensed me, because she shifted over, making a space on the bench. She didn’t say anything, just patted the spot next to her and then tucked her hands between her knees.
I sat. Close, but not quite touching. I could feel the warmth of her body, though, like a low-voltage current, just enough to keep me from relaxing.
We watched the lake for a while, the two of us framed by the blue glow of bug-zappers and the drift of porch light from the window behind. It felt wrong to talk, like we were both waiting for the universe to tell us who should go first.
Eventually, she did.
“Hell of a day,” Lily said, eyes still fixed on the horizon.
“Hell of a crew,” I replied. “Don’t know how you kept up.”
She made a face. “I’m dead. My arms are going to fall off.”
I tried to laugh, but my chest felt tight. “You were the best helper I’ve ever had. Don’t tell Riley.”
She grinned at that. “You always say the right thing.”
“Not always,” I said, and surprised myself with how true it sounded.
We lapsed back into silence. Somewhere behind us, the fridge compressor kicked on. Out front, fireflies blinked in a random Morse code above the grass.
She glanced at me, just once. “You’ve got sawdust in your hair.”
I ran a hand through it, embarrassed. “Probably everywhere.”
She leaned in, reached up, and brushed a few flecks from my temple. Her fingers were cool and gentle, and when she drew back, she let her palm rest on my shoulder for a second too long.
“I used to think you were allergic to manual labor,” I teased, trying to deflect the panic rising in my chest.
She laughed, low and soft. “No, I just hated getting dirty in front of you.” She blinked, as if the words surprised her, then looked away. “You know, because you were so… you.”
I waited. When she didn’t elaborate, I asked, “What does that mean? Me?”
She picked at the loose threads of her sleeve. “You were always so together. Even when you weren’t. I’d come home from college, and there you were, fixing a door or building a bookshelf, or just… existing. I felt like a mess, next to you.”
The idea floored me. “You were five years older, Lils. I was just a dumb kid.”
She smirked. “You’ve never been a dumb kid, Matt.”
I studied her profile, the sharp line of her nose and the way the porch light made a silver shadow along her jaw. I tried to think of something smart to say, some way to explain the ache that pulsed behind my ribs every time I looked at her, but the words tangled together.
She saved me from the silence. “Remember that summer you got mono?”
“Because of Riley,” I said, a little too fast. “She got it first.”
Lily laughed, the sound rolling out over the porch. “I know. But you never complained. You slept for two weeks straight and then built a treehouse the second you could stand up.”
“I remember you bringing me soup,” I said. “You spilled half of it on the stairs.”
She nudged me with her knee. “Because you made me laugh so hard I dropped the tray.”
We shared a smile, the first easy one in a while.
She sighed, then let her legs stretch out, bare feet pointed toward the lake. “I liked those days,” she said, voice gone quiet. “I liked… all of it.”
I swallowed. “Me too.”
Her hand found the bench, resting just inches from mine. The space between us shrank by millimeters, but it felt like an event horizon.
“You ever wonder what would’ve happened if—” she started, but then bit off the rest, shaking her head.
“If what?” I asked, more desperate than I wanted to sound.
She didn’t answer right away. Instead, she lifted her chin, staring out at the water like it might whisper a clue.
“If we hadn’t left. If none of the drama happened,” she said. “If you’d just… stayed.”
I tried to picture it. The idea was intoxicating, but impossible.
“I don’t know,” I said, honest for once. “Maybe you’d have gotten sick of me. Or maybe I’d have fucked up even worse.”
She turned, then, eyes bright in the half-dark. “You never fucked up, Matt. Not with me.”
I looked down at our hands, the backs of her fingers brushing the side of my thumb. “I wanted to tell you something, but I never had the guts. Not when it mattered.”
Her breath caught. “What?”
I flexed my hands, then flattened them against the wood, as if bracing for impact.
“When I was seventeen,” I said, and the words stuck, so I tried again. “When I was seventeen, and you came home for summer break, I was so in love with you I thought I was going to die.”
The silence that followed was the loudest thing I’d ever heard.
Lily’s lips parted, then closed. She blinked, slow, her lashes heavy with disbelief.
Back in those days, I practically lived at the Ross’s house. I even had my own bedroom and spent more nights at the Ross’s than I did at my own home across the lake. After Mr. Ross’s passing, Mrs. Ross told me that she felt safe having a man in the house.
“I used to time my showers so I’d run into you in the hallway,” I said, the words tumbling out now, beyond saving. “I’d wait up all night just to see if you’d sneak into the kitchen for ice cream. I watched you every second I could, because you were… everything. I knew it was impossible, I knew you’d never look at me that way, but—”
She cut me off, her voice a whisper. “You never told me.”
I shook my head, heat burning up my neck. “You were twenty-two. I was a kid. And you were perfect. So I kept it to myself.”
She was quiet for a long time.
When she finally spoke, her voice was trembling. “I was never perfect.”
I wanted to take it back, to fix the way her shoulders curled in, but I didn’t know how. “You were, to me.”
She laughed then, but it was a broken, fragile sound. “I never knew. I always thought you just tolerated me because Riley made you.”
“That’s not true,” I said. “You were… my first everything.”
She turned her face toward me, close enough now that I could smell the faint vanilla of her shampoo, the salt of her skin.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “If I’d known—”
“Nothing would have changed,” I said, a little too quickly. “I couldn’t have— It was just a crush.”
She studied me, her eyes searching for something I couldn’t name.
“You’re still bad at lying,” she said.
We both laughed, and the tension broke just a little.
Lily’s hand moved to the railing, covering mine. Her skin was soft, cool, but her grip was fierce.
“I wish you’d told me,” she said. “I wish I’d known.”
I felt the weight of all the lost years in that moment—every missed chance, every silence, every time I told myself it was better to want her from a distance than risk losing her completely.
She squeezed my hand, and for a second, neither of us said anything.
From the water came the call of a night bird, shrill and wild. The wind picked up, cool against my bare arms.
Lily shifted closer, so close that her thigh pressed against mine, warm and insistent.
“Why are we like this?” she whispered.
I swallowed, the words thick. “Because we never learned how to stop.”
She let out a breath, shaky and real.
In the window behind us, a light flicked on, then off, the others moving around inside. From the kitchen, the faint clink of glassware.
But out here, it was just us and the impossible, ancient ache that tied me to her, and her to me.
She rested her head on my shoulder, her hair spilling over my chest. I put my arm around her, light as I could, as if the slightest pressure might break whatever spell was holding us together.
We stayed like that, two idiots on a bench, the lake breathing below us and the sky wheeling above. For once, there was nothing to fix, nothing to rebuild, nothing to do but exist.
It was enough.
For now.
But I knew tomorrow, or the day after, or some terrible day down the line, one of us would have to say goodbye.
Maybe that was the price of being seventeen forever.
Or maybe, I thought, not quite ready to let go, it was just the cost of loving someone you never learned how to want properly.
Either way, I would take it.
Every time.

      ***It took me a minute to realize she was crying.
Not the big, dramatic kind—no gasps or mascara rivers or quivering lips—just the quiet, stubborn leak of someone who’d sworn she wasn’t going to break. Her hand never left mine, but I felt her fingers flex, then curl, then settle with a heaviness that had nothing to do with gravity.
“Hey,” I said, soft. “You okay?”
She let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “No. I mean, yes. God, I’m so stupid.”
I tried to make her look at me, but she stared at the lake, blinking hard.
“Lils?”
She wiped her cheek with the back of her wrist, smudging a tiny crescent of eyeliner. “Sorry. Just—what you said. I didn’t think you remembered any of it.”
I squeezed her hand. “I remember everything.”
She risked a glance at me, eyes wet and shining. “Even after you left?”
“Especially then.”
She smiled, sad and wry. “I must’ve been unbearable, huh?”
I shook my head. “No, you weren’t. I was the one who ran.”
She laughed, the sound low and bitter. “You’re still too nice. I was a mess, Matt. And I always worried you—” She broke off, twisting the hem of her shirt between her fingers. “You deserved better than all that.”
I wanted to protest, to tell her she was wrong, but she pressed on.
“There’s something I never told you,” she said, her voice gone very small. “About your eighteenth birthday.”
I blinked. “What were you planning? A surprise party?”
She shook her head, biting her lip. “Nothing like that.”
I turned toward her, knees knocking. “What do you mean?”
She let out a shaky breath, the words coming slow and careful, as if each one had to be checked for sharp edges before it left her mouth.
“I was going to take you out. Just you and me. I had this whole thing—I was going to drive you to the lake after dark, and we’d have cake and beer and just… talk.” She blushed, cheeks bright even in the moonlight. “I was going to tell you then. That I—” She bit off the end, then started again. “That I felt the same.”
My brain short-circuited.
“You did?” I asked, the words barely more than a whisper.
She nodded, still not meeting my eyes. “I always did. But you were so young, and I was supposed to be the adult, and… I was afraid. I told myself it would be creepy. That you’d freak out and tell Riley, or hate me, or—” She laughed again, short and broken. “Mostly, I was scared you’d say yes.”
I stared at her, not trusting myself to speak.
She went on. “But then, that morning, the day you left… I had an appointment in the city and then… I never got to do it. I never got to tell you.”
A silence stretched out between us, filled with the slow pulse of the lake and the night sounds, the hum of a thousand tiny lives carrying on in the dark.
I tried to picture it—the two of us, at the lake, the cake, the beer, her telling me everything I’d ever wanted to hear. It felt like something out of a different life, a kinder timeline.
“You should have told me,” I said, my voice ragged.
She met my eyes, finally, and the look there nearly leveled me. “So should you.”
We stared at each other, the weight of all those years pressing in, and for a second I thought maybe we’d say fuck it and just give in, right there on the porch, consequences be damned.
But Lily wasn’t done.
“I spent the next two years trying to find you,” she said, her voice hushed and urgent. “Even in France. I’d be walking down a street, and I’d see a guy with dark hair and broad shoulders, and I’d think it was you. I’d duck into a café and imagine you’d be at the back, reading or sketching something on a napkin.” She laughed, softer this time. “Once, I actually chased a guy two blocks, just because he had your walk.”
I grinned, stupid and hopeful. “Did you catch him?”
She rolled her eyes. “Of course not. Nobody walks like you. It’s a mixture of confidence and wanting to disappear.”
I barked a laugh, then sobered. “Why didn’t you just call?”
She picked at her sleeve, voice suddenly very small. “I didn’t want to mess up your life. I thought you were happy. You left for… reasons.” She let the word hang then looked up at me, her eyes raw. “Were you? Were you happy?”
“Not really,” I said, struggling for honesty. “I missed you—missed all of you—every day. But… there were good times, too.”
She studied me, as if she already knew.
We sat in that fragile peace, not talking, just listening to the world move around us. Her hand was still on mine, and every so often she’d stroke the side of my thumb with hers, absent, like she was soothing a dog.
“I missed you,” I said.
She smiled, rueful. “I missed you, too.”
For a while, the only sound was the water and the wind, and the static charge of all the things we weren’t saying.
Then, out of nowhere, Lily said, “Did you know I almost got married in France?”
I blinked. “No.”
She nodded, the motion small and measured. “His name was Luc. He was a chef. I met him at school.”
I braced for the punchline, but she just sighed.
“He was good to me. He made me feel safe. But… I could never stop thinking about home. Or you. So I left him, and I came back here, and I still didn’t know how to say anything.”
I turned to face her fully, desperate to bridge the gap. “You don’t have to say it, Lils. I get it.”
She shook her head, emphatic. “No, you don’t. You still think you’re the only one who ever loved someone too much to bear it.”
I blinked, the words hitting like a gut shot.
She reached up, brushed the side of my face with her palm. “I’m telling you now. I loved you then. I love you now.”
My heart stuttered, then surged.
“Je t’aime,” I said, the words out before I could stop them.
She grinned, switching to French as naturally as slipping off her shoes. “You always sound different in this language.”
I smiled. “Feels different, too. Almost like being someone else.”
Her laughter was soft and familiar, the two of us falling into the easy rhythm we’d both learned far from home.
Her bright smile touched her beautiful blue eyes and she spoke, her voice switching fluidly to French. “Tu es vraiment bête, Matt.” You really are a dummy.
I grinned right back, answering in the same tongue. “C’est toi qui es bête, Lily.” You’re the dummy.
We traded insults for a minute, falling into the rhythm of it, both of us grinning like idiots. There was a pleasure in it—a secret, a code only we knew, a way to be honest and playful and young again, even if just for a few minutes.
Lily’s hand slid back to mine, her fingers twining with mine in the old, familiar way.
“You know,” she said in English, amusement flickering in her eyes, “if we keep talking in French, Bella and Riley are going to get jealous.”
I leaned in, our faces inches apart. “Roo is already jealous. She’s been on a kick, trying to learn the language. Me, June, and Fi are teaching her.”
She bit her lip, then closed the gap, her mouth soft on mine. It was a kiss like the first time, all nerves and hope and trembling. It didn’t last long, but it left my brain ringing.
She pulled back, eyes searching mine. “I’m still scared,” she whispered.
“So am I,” I said, honest to the bone.
We sat there, bodies tangled, hearts finally lined up after all those missed connections.
The night thickened around us, the sky a spatter of white against infinite blue, and for the first time in years, I felt like maybe the world wasn’t set up to break people. Maybe, every so often, it let them come back together again, even if it took a decade or two and a million words left unsaid.
She leaned her head on my shoulder, and I rested my chin in her hair.
And as the bugs sang and the air cooled and the lake kept its secrets, I realized I didn’t have to say anything else.
For now, it was enough to just listen, and let her breathe against my skin, and hold her hand in the dark.
But tomorrow—tomorrow, I thought, I might just try to make up for every word I’d left unspoken.
And maybe, for the first time, I’d say it in a language we both understood.

      ***The rest of the house fell silent before we did.
From inside, I heard the last of the footsteps, the echo of laughter from upstairs, a muffled shout from Riley as she wrangled a towel snap on her way to bed. The porch, though, was a different country—warmer, softer, more honest. The moon hung low, a chipped plate in a sky so clear it felt staged. Every breath I took tasted like night-blooming flowers and the ghost of wood smoke.
Lily hadn’t let go of my hand. Our fingers were twined together, and every so often she’d squeeze, just to reassure herself it was real. The long bench had shrunk us together; our thighs brushed, knees a study in parallel lines, our shoulders tight enough to pass secrets without a word.
We spoke in French for a while, not to hide from the world but because it felt like a layer of insulation—two kids building a pillow fort in the dark, safe from the edges of the real. We traded favorite words, inside jokes, lazy insults dressed as compliments. At some point, I called her “ma belle étoile,” and she laughed, rolling her eyes, but then repeated it back to me, softer: “Mon étoile.”
My hand drifted from the bench to her knee, casual, then a little more than that. She didn’t pull away. I started tracing circles on her skin with my thumb, the gesture as instinctive as breathing.
“You’re good at this,” she said in French, voice low and a little dangerous.
“At what?”
“Making me forget.”
“Forget what?”
She nudged me with her knee, eyes bright. “That everything is complicated.”
I wanted to say that nothing was complicated, not really, but the words died in my throat. Instead, I leaned my head back, looking up at the stars, and tried to pretend that we were the only two people left on the planet.
For a while, that worked.
The lake was a black sheet, glossy and motionless, the kind of surface that promised if you dove in, you’d never hit bottom. The air carried the shiver of distant insects, the last, stubborn whine of mosquitoes orbiting our ankles. Above us, the sky wheeled in slow motion, uncaring and infinite.
We drifted, our conversation slowing until it was just fragments. Names of constellations, half-remembered song lyrics, confessions too small to matter but too big to keep. She told me about a night in Lyon, about a boy with a guitar, about a fire escape and a bottle of something cheap and local. I countered with a story about a midnight swim, about almost drowning, about how the only thing that pulled me out was thinking about her.
She made a sound—half laugh, half sob—and squeezed my hand so tight I almost felt the bones grind.
It was perfect, until she looked down at her left hand, at the band of gold glinting under the porch light. She didn’t say anything, just spun it around her finger, again and again.
The world contracted. The night got smaller, meaner. My thumb stopped moving.
“Does he make you happy?” I asked, the words so quiet I wasn’t sure I’d spoken.
She looked at the ring, then at me, her expression unreadable. “He tries.”
“Do you love him?”
She hesitated. “I thought I could.”
A thousand answers crowded my throat, but I bit down on them. Instead, I stared at the water, wishing the wind would pick up and take the question with it.
She touched my jaw, turning my face to hers. “Matt,” she said, “I don’t know what I’m doing. I keep thinking I’ll wake up and it’ll be easy, but—”
“But what?”
She kissed me. Not the soft, slow kind we’d traded earlier, but something messier, urgent, desperate. I opened for her, met her halfway, the two of us tangling in the dark. Her hands found my neck, my chest, the hard edge of my ribs. My hands found her waist, the delicate curve of her back, the small of it where her shirt had ridden up and her skin was hot and alive.
It lasted forever, or maybe just a second, but when she pulled away, she rested her forehead against mine, both of us breathing hard.
“I’m getting married in three weeks,” she whispered.
I nodded. “I know.”
She let out a shuddering breath. “What if I don’t want to?”
I looked her dead in the eye, and for once, didn’t flinch. “Then don’t.”
She laughed, the sound half-mad. “It’s not that simple.”
“It is,” I said. “You just have to want something more than you’re scared of it.”
She stared at me, eyes wide and wild. “And what if what I want is impossible?”
“Want it anyway.”
She bit her lip, then kissed me again, this time softer, her lips trembling against mine.
We stayed there, tangled up, until the porch clock chimed midnight. She was the one who finally stood, shaking the circulation back into her legs, wiping her eyes and laughing at herself.
“I’m a mess,” she said, looking down at her feet.
I stood, too, and pulled her into a hug. “You’re perfect.”
She buried her face in my chest, breathed in deep, then pulled away.
“Walk me to the door?”
I nodded. We crossed the porch together, her arm looped through mine, the two of us moving in step like we’d rehearsed it all our lives.
At the door, she stopped, one hand on the knob. She looked at me, really looked, and for a second I thought she was going to say something huge, something that would shift the planet off its axis.
Instead, she just squeezed my hand, let go, and slipped inside.
I watched the door close, then sat back down on the bench, staring at the lake until my eyes burned.
The stars spun overhead, silent and uncaring, but the air still smelled like her, and the spot on my hand where her fingers had been was warm for hours after.
I didn’t know what would happen tomorrow, or the day after.
But tonight, for the first time, it felt like maybe—just maybe—some things were worth wanting, even if you never got to keep them.
I sat on the porch until the last of the moon dipped below the ridge, thinking about Lily, and the taste of her on my lips, and the sound of her laughter echoing into the dark.






  
  Chapter seven








Tightening Reins


The sun didn’t rise so much as leap the fence and land, hard, on the lake house by noon. By two, the air had turned to soft glue. Every breath stuck in your chest a little too long. Sweat salted the neck of my shirt before I even made it halfway across the gravel drive. On the south side of the house, the Ross sisters attacked the garden like a team of condemned prisoners—each on hands and knees, hair pinned up in a thousand different colors, faces slick with sunscreen and spite. 
It was a vision of some classical punishment, only with better shoes and more arguing. Riley knelt by the hydrangeas, flicking dirt onto Bella every third trowelful. Bella, in a tank top and a pair of barely-there yoga shorts that looked legally sprayed-on, bared her teeth and barked corrections in a monotone, one eyebrow constantly cocked. Lily, queen of the morning, moved between them in a floaty white dress, barefoot, skin already scorched pink across her shoulders. Her hands were deep in the earth, arranging roots and bulbs with the care of a woman placing organs back in a chest cavity.
For a solid half hour, I just watched. The way they bent to the work, the way they snapped at each other, the way Lily’s braid bounced at the nape of her neck every time she reached too far down the bed. It was the closest I’d ever seen them to their childhood selves—untethered, a little wild, delirious with exhaustion but determined to finish the job.
They were so deep in the rhythm of it that they didn’t even hear the Audi until the last second. The engine growled up the drive, the sun glancing off the obsidian finish in blinding shards. Ethan Parker’s car wasn’t just black; it was so black that it looked like a negative burned into the landscape. He parked, door opening with a whisper, and stepped out with all the pageantry of a late-stage Bond villain.
He wore white linen again, this time paired with black slacks and sunglasses that cost more than most lawnmowers. He checked his phone before even looking up, thumbs flicking across the screen. When he did finally glance at the garden, he didn’t wave or call out—he just smiled, thin and precise, as if the whole tableau had unfolded exactly as he’d planned.
Lily saw him first. Her hands froze in the dirt, a chunk of mud hanging from her palm. The other two followed her gaze, Riley’s expression morphing instantly from smug to a tight, wary smile. Bella didn’t even bother to mask her frown.
Ethan crossed the lawn with a fluid economy, never breaking pace or stride, a leather folio tucked under one arm. He stopped a meter from the flower bed, sunglasses sliding down his nose just enough to reveal the cool, blue-white cut of his gaze.
“Ladies,” he said. “Are you running a labor camp, or just prepping for the apocalypse?”
Riley, who once survived three semesters of improv, was first to recover. “Same thing, different fertilizer.”
Bella grunted. “We’re two weeks behind thanks to the county. Lily wants the flowers in before the next frost.”
Ethan turned to Lily, softening his voice. “You always were an optimist.”
Lily didn’t answer right away. She brushed the dirt from her hands and stood, the fabric of her dress catching on her knees. “Hi, Ethan,” she said, voice deliberately neutral.
He closed the gap between them, airbrushing her with the scent of expensive aftershave and a cologne that must have been imported by diplomatic pouch. “I brought you something,” he said, and slid the folio from under his arm. “Open it.”
Lily’s hands shook—just a little—as she unclasped the leather and fanned out the contents. Inside: a stack of wedding appointment cards, each with its own color-coded tab. I caught the glint of metallic ink: “Final Dress Fitting: Tuesday, 3:30pm.” “Dessert Tasting: Thursday, 10:00am.” “Officiant Rehearsal: Saturday, noon sharp.”
Ethan tapped the schedule with a single, manicured finger. “I’ve locked in the last three vendors, and I rescheduled your hair trial so it won’t interfere with the family brunch. You’re welcome.”
Lily blinked, once, twice. “You didn’t have to—”
“Nonsense,” he cut in. “It’s my job to make things easier for you.” He smiled, perfect and predatory. “I know how much this means to you, Lil.”
Riley and Bella exchanged a look. Not the rolling-eyes, here-he-goes-again look, but something tighter, brittle at the edges. Riley started to say something, but Bella kicked her, hard, under the mulch.
Lily stared at the cards for a moment, then tucked them back into the folio with a careful precision. “Thank you,” she said. Her voice was soft, barely there.
Ethan slipped an arm around her waist, steering her away from the garden like a private tour guide. “Walk with me? I want to show you something by the driveway.”
Lily shot a look over her shoulder at the flower beds—at Riley, at Bella, at me—before letting herself be led. The two of them vanished around the side of the house, their shadows long and fused together in the light.
For a while, nobody spoke.
Then Riley said, “He is so fucking weird.”
Bella wiped her brow, leaving a brown streak. “He’s an asshole, but you can’t say it out loud or Lily gets defensive.”
I watched the gap in the hedge where they’d disappeared, the silence settling like silt in the hollows of my chest.
I wanted to run after her. I wanted to punch Ethan. I wanted to rewind the morning to a point where Lily was just Lily, hands dirty and hair wild and laughing in the sun, and not already halfway gone.
Instead, I dug my own hands into the soil and kept planting, hoping that maybe, when she came back, the garden would look enough like home to remind her who she really was.
They returned fifteen minutes later, Ethan’s hand resting casually on the small of Lily’s back. She looked dazed, eyes bright but unfocused, her lips pressed into a line so straight it hurt to see.
Ethan halted at the edge of the flower beds, scanned the three of us as if cataloging livestock, then addressed the air in general. “I’ve got to take some calls, but I’ll be inside if anyone needs me.”
He pivoted, phone already at his ear, and strolled into the house without another word.
Lily watched him go, then crouched back down beside the hydrangeas. She picked up her trowel, but her hands just hovered over the dirt, not moving.
Riley finally broke the silence. “What’d he want to show you?”
Lily stared at the ground. “He changed our wedding hashtag. Said the old one was too generic.”
Bella snorted. “That’s literally it?”
“And he hired a photographer to follow me around all week. ‘For social content.’”
Riley’s jaw dropped. “What, like paparazzi?”
Lily nodded, voice small. “He said it’s the new thing. ‘Organic marketing.’”
She pressed her hands into the soil, but her fingers didn’t dig. They just rested there, as if trying to root herself in place.
Bella reached over and squeezed her shoulder, the gesture rough but genuine. “You don’t have to do any of it, you know. If you don’t want to.”
Lily closed her eyes. “It’s fine. I can handle it.”
But I could see the way her nails dug little crescents into her palms, the way her breath sped up and then slowed, the way she didn’t look at any of us.
“Need help?” I asked, hoping to break the mood.
She looked at me, the old Lily flickering back for half a second. “Always.”
I knelt beside her, handed her a flat of baby marigolds. Our knees touched, and for a moment the world shrank down to just the two of us, the heat and the dirt and the possibility that, if we planted enough flowers, everything would bloom right again.
The rest of the afternoon passed in a blur. We finished the beds, scrubbed the tools, drank a gallon of iced tea and collapsed in the shade. From the window, I could see Ethan pacing, phone glued to his ear, his silhouette tall and sharp against the pane.
Lily watched him, too. Not with love, not even with anger—just a flat, gray sadness.
She caught me looking. “I’m okay,” she said, before I could ask.
But when she reached for her glass, her hands shook so hard she spilled half of it down her front.
And then she laughed, that old, indestructible Lily laugh, and said, “God, I’m a mess.”
We all laughed with her, the way you laugh when you’re out of other options.
For a while, it was enough.
But the flowers we planted that day never did take root.
Not really.
They just sat there, bright and beautiful and doomed, waiting for someone to remember what they were for.

      ***By late afternoon the heat had turned vindictive, pooling under the gazebo like a curse. The air shimmered over the lumber pile; every nail felt hot enough to burn a thumbprint. We worked with shirts peeled to our waists and water bottles stashed in every patch of shade, progress measured in how many times we had to rehydrate before someone’s vision started to go blurry.
We’d started setting the main crossbeams on the gazebo, working off my new blueprints and a three-dimensional model Riley had jury-rigged from popsicle sticks and chewing gum. Doug manned the north side with a foreman’s eye, while the rest of us braced and steadied and hammered. Even with Riley and Fiona in the mix, the energy was off—a little slow, a little flat, as if half the battery had drained overnight.
It took me twenty minutes to realize why.
Lily, who’d made herself the unofficial crew chief for all things exterior, was missing. Not just “ran to the kitchen for lemonade” missing, but vanished from the site entirely.
I caught the first glimpse of her through the window: seated at the dining table, head bent over a pile of pastel envelopes. Even from across the yard, I could sense the tension in her shoulders, the way her jaw set when she was concentrating on something she hated. She didn’t look up, not even when Riley lobbed a joke through the open door or when Bella started cursing about the wrong type of mulch.
I hammered in a brace, motioned to Fiona for a level check, and wiped my hands on my shorts. “Anyone seen Lily?” I asked, casual as I could.
“Prisoner of war,” said Riley, rolling her eyes. “Ethan’s got her on wedding invite duty.”
Bella sneered. “He won’t let her get dirty anymore. Says it’s bad optics.”
Doug, never one for subtleties, spat into the dirt. “She’ll be back. That one’s too stubborn to quit.”
But I wasn’t so sure.
I kept working, the hours stacking up in sawdust and sweat. Every so often, I’d catch a flicker of Lily at the window—always seated, never moving, her hands working a stack of cards with robotic precision. Sometimes Ethan hovered behind her, pointing at something on the page, or talking on his phone loud enough to broadcast through the glass. Every time Lily reached for her phone, he’d shake his head and tap his watch, or slide her a fresh stack of invitations like she was a child who needed constant distraction.
By five, the site had gone quiet, the crew scattered for an early dinner. I lingered on the porch, cleaning tools and trying not to stare at the empty garden.
It was then that I saw her. She’d slipped out the side door, barefoot, a pale blue cardigan draped over her dress. She tiptoed down the walk, glancing behind her as if she expected someone to call her back. Her hands were empty—no notecards, no lists, no folios. For a minute, I thought she’d finally shaken him, that she’d come to see the progress on the gazebo or just breathe the evening air.
She made it halfway across the lawn before Ethan appeared, silent as a hawk. He called her name—soft, but impossible to ignore. Lily halted, her back straightening, her arms folding over her chest.
He walked to her, all smiles and apology. He kept his distance, didn’t touch her, but the effect was the same: her body language folded in on itself, the light in her face flickering out.
“I need you for a phone call,” he said, loud enough that even I could hear it from the porch.
Lily nodded, turned without another word, and followed him back to the house.
I watched the scene play out with a cold pit in my stomach.
When Riley and Fiona returned from their break, I told them what I’d seen.
“He’s got her on a leash,” said Riley, face red from sun and rage.
Fiona’s mouth was a tight line. “He controls her time. Her choices. Even her words.”
I nodded, because I’d seen the same thing. Because I hated it. Because I knew, in some small, shitty way, what it felt like to be trapped in a script you didn’t write.
“Maybe she wants it,” I said, hoping someone would argue.
Fiona shook her head. “No one wants that. They just get used to it.”
We worked the rest of the evening in silence, the only sounds the clatter of tools and the low hum of bugs in the grass. When the sun dipped behind the ridge, I locked up the site, washed the sawdust from my arms, and wandered toward the house.
Inside, it was air-conditioned and too quiet. The dining table was a war zone: envelopes stacked in neat pyramids, place cards sorted by font and color. Lily sat at the head, her face blank, her hands sorting and sealing with mechanical speed.
Ethan lounged on the far side, phone cradled at his ear, eyes never leaving the screen. Every so often, he’d glance at Lily, then back to his phone.
I watched from the doorway for a long moment.
Lily caught my eye. Her lips parted, like she wanted to say something, but then Ethan gestured to the invitations and she bent her head, pretending not to notice me at all.
I wanted to cross the room. I wanted to take her hand, drag her outside, show her the deck we’d built and the way the light hit the water at sunset. I wanted to break something. I wanted to fix her.
But I did none of those things.
Instead, I retreated to the porch, watched the lake burn orange and then blue, and waited for the night to do its work.
Later, after the ladies had retreated to our bedroom to watch the latest episode of Love Island, I found her in the kitchen, rinsing ink from her hands at the sink. She looked tired—bone-tired, the kind of tired that seeps into your joints and never leaves.
“You okay?” I asked, the words lame even to my own ears.
She turned off the water, dried her hands on a towel. “I’m fine,” she lied.
“You don’t look fine.”
She laughed, the sound thin and flat. “What does fine look like?”
I shrugged. “Like you did this morning. Happy. Like yourself.”
She bit her lip, stared at the floor. “I’m just tired, Matt.”
I nodded. Waited.
She said nothing else, just stood there, towel clenched in her fists.
Finally, I asked, “Want to see the gazebo?”
She hesitated, glanced at the clock. “Ethan—”
“He’s on a call,” I said. “Come on. It’ll take five minutes.”
She gave in, just enough, and followed me out into the dusk. The garden was quiet, the beds in shadow, the air heavy with the scent of earth and new growth. We reached the gazebo, the frame rising from the dirt like a promise.
Lily stepped inside, spun in a slow circle, arms outstretched. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered.
“You made it happen,” I said. “I just did the math.”
She smiled, but the sadness was still there, hiding at the corners.
We stood in silence, listening to the sounds of night, the brush of wind through the willows, the faint slap of water against the shore.
After a while, she said, “I miss this. Being out here. Being part of something.”
“You are part of it.”
She shook her head. “Not anymore.”
We stood there until the mosquitoes forced us back inside.
At the kitchen door, she paused. “Thank you,” she said. For what, I wasn’t sure.
I watched her go, watched the light click on in the dining room, watched her silhouette shrink and disappear behind the mountain of place cards and lists.
For a long time, I just stood in the dark, the unfinished gazebo behind me, the ache in my chest growing with every passing minute.
And I wondered how many more times I’d have to watch her walk away before I learned to let her go.

      ***The day bled out in slow, syrupy layers, sky draining from blue to dull orange. By seven, the temperature had dropped ten degrees, but the air was so thick with humidity it felt like breathing through a towel. The gazebo’s ribs cast long shadows over the lawn, scaffolding the only thing holding the whole sorry mess upright.
The crew—me, Riley, Fiona, even Bella—moved slower now. Nobody said it, but we all felt it: the hollowed-out space where Lily’s energy used to be. We hammered and measured and pretended it didn’t matter that she was missing, but even Doug, hardass that he was, only cursed at half volume. The whole build limped, out of rhythm, waiting for a beat that might never come back.
As I double-checked the joist spacing on the north side, I heard the telltale crunch of footsteps on the gravel walk. At first I thought it was Riley, come to tease or badger, but the gait was too light, too careful. I turned to see Lily, hair pulled up in a high, messy bun, dress wrinkled and streaked with water from where she must have spilled something. She hovered at the edge of the site, hands locked in front of her, shoulders tense as steel cables.
Behind her, Ethan emerged from the shade, crisp and spotless, the eternal phone call finally over. He called to her, voice smooth as lacquer, and she stopped, back straightening like she was bracing for a shot. He closed the distance with a few steps, keeping his distance but never letting her out of his sight.
“Lily, wait,” he said, and there was something in the way he said it—a forced calm, the tone a parent might use with a frightened dog.
She didn’t turn around. “I’m helping,” she said, and her voice had an edge I’d never heard before.
He stepped closer, glancing at me as if I were the one who’d invited the trouble. “You really don’t have to, sweetheart,” he said, words wrapped in cotton. “Let the guys handle it. You should rest.”
She half-turned, arms still locked to her sides. “I want to be here. I want to finish what I started.”
Ethan’s jaw twitched, the muscles tight and white along his cheekbone. For a second, he just stood there, a glitch in the program, and I realized he wasn’t used to being told no.
He smoothed a hand over his hair, then tried again, this time with the sales-pitch smile. “You know I’m only thinking of you, right? It’s just… not safe. You could get hurt.”
Lily shook her head, stubborn. “I’ve done it before.”
He blinked, then looked at me, as if waiting for backup. I met his gaze and shrugged, refusing the invitation.
Ethan’s smile vanished. “We’ll talk inside,” he said, voice low, and for a moment the air went electric.
Lily took a shaky breath. “No,” she said, and the word hung in the air, louder than any shout.
She turned her back to him, walked straight to the gazebo, and picked up the nearest tool—my tape measure.
Ethan stood there, frozen, the mask dropped for a bare second. His eyes flashed, all calculation, and I saw him recalibrating—measuring the risk, weighing the cost, plotting his next move.
He pasted on the smile again, called after her, “Whatever makes you happy, darling,” but this time it came out flat and colorless.
She didn’t answer. She just started measuring and marking, lips pressed in a line so tight it must have hurt.
After a minute, Ethan turned and stalked back to the house, footsteps sharp and angry on the path.
For a while, it was just Lily and me under the half-built frame, the world shrinking down to the thunk of the tape measure and the pencil marks she made, precise and deliberate.
I didn’t say anything at first, just worked next to her, watching the way her hands trembled for the first dozen measurements before finally steadying.
Riley joined us, rolling up with a fistful of screws and a grin that could cut glass. “Hey, boss. Want to show me how to run that saw?”
Lily smiled, weak but genuine. “Only if you promise not to lose a finger.”
Fiona appeared with water, pressed the bottle into Lily’s hand, and winked. “It is better with you here,” she said, accent thick in the heat.
Bella watched from the house, then finally came down, hands on hips, pretending to inspect the work but really just there to make sure Lily didn’t vaporize on the spot.
The rhythm returned, slow but certain. We built, and measured, and argued over trivial details. Lily’s laugh, hesitant at first, grew louder each time Riley made a dirty joke or Fiona mangled an idiom. By sundown, the new crossbeams were in, the deck half finished, and the world felt a little less broken.
When we called it for the night, Lily lingered under the gazebo, touching the wood, tracing the grain with her fingertips. I watched her, saw the old light flicker back behind her eyes.
“Thank you,” she said, so quiet only I could hear.
“For what?”
“For not giving up on me.”
I wanted to say something profound, but all that came out was, “Never.”
She smiled, and it was the first real one I’d seen all day.
We walked back to the house together, dusk gathering around our shoulders, the world still hot and heavy but somehow more bearable.
At the porch, Ethan waited, arms folded. He didn’t say a word as we climbed the steps—just watched, eyes blank, smile gone.
Lily paused, then turned to me. “See you tomorrow?”
“Bright and early,” I promised.
She slipped inside, and I caught the faint outline of her shoulders relaxing as she vanished into the light.
For a long time, I stood on the porch, watching the fireflies dance over the finished section of deck, the cicadas buzzing so loud they drowned out every other sound.
The work wasn’t done. The fight wasn’t over.
But Lily was still here.
And for now, that was enough.






  
  Chapter eight








Stolen Moments


After midnight, the world shrank to the purr of insects, the echo of water slapping the dock, and the ragged churn of my own thoughts. I couldn’t sleep, so I did what I always did when I was a kid: snuck out to the lake with a flashlight and a loose plan to just exist until something changed. 
The moon was up—a fat, white smudge on glass—and the entire shoreline glittered with the kind of wet, shaky light that makes you believe in ghosts. Fireflies blinked above the weeds in lazy Morse, and every so often a frog croaked, low and obscene, from the shadowy band of lilies choking the water’s edge. I padded down the path barefoot, jeans rolled, t-shirt clinging cold and damp to my chest. The boards of the dock creaked under my weight, announcing me to the whole world.
At the end of the dock, I sat. Dangled my feet into the warm black of the lake. Breathed. Tried, and failed, not to think about Lily.
I’d have killed for something to do with my hands, but the girls would have noticed if I started hammering anything this late. So I settled for tugging at my split knuckles and watching the moon drift across the water. It was an almost-perfect night, except for the echo in my skull, the one that sounded like Lily’s voice and the scrape of her laugh.
I didn’t hear her at first. She padded down the path silent as a thief, her dress whispering in the weeds. The only giveaway was the hitch in her breath as she reached the dock—like she’d been running, or crying, or both.
She saw me and hesitated. I turned, bracing for an apology or a hasty retreat, but instead she just walked to the end and sat beside me, folding her legs under in a move that probably dusted her whole ass with splinters. She wore a white nightgown thing, thin as tissue, and a battered sweater draped off her shoulders. The moonlight turned her hair silver at the ends, her bare arms paper-pale.
“Couldn’t sleep?” I asked, voice lower than I meant.
She shook her head. “You’re not going to make me go back, are you?”
“Not unless you want to.”
She grinned, a flicker of the old Lily. “I never do.”
We sat in the hush. After a minute, she kicked off her sandals and swung her feet over the edge, toes brushing the black mirror of the lake.
“Water’s warm,” I said.
She nodded, then pulled her knees up to her chest, wrapping her arms around them. “Used to sneak out here with Riley,” she said. “We’d dare each other to swim naked if we thought your window was lit.”
I choked on nothing. “You did that?”
She shrugged, the curve of her back sharp and sad. “Once or twice. Mostly, I just watched you watching us.”
There was no edge to her voice—just honesty, sweet and sick at once. I looked at her, really looked, and wondered how I ever thought she’d needed me to fix her.
She glanced at me, then looked away quick. “Sorry. That sounded—”
“Not as bad as what I was probably thinking.”
She smiled, for real this time, and the light caught in her eyes like she’d stolen some from the moon. We fell quiet again, but it wasn’t uncomfortable.
After a while, she said, “You ever regret anything?”
I watched the wind ruffle the surface of the lake, the shimmer of the moon stretching all the way to the horizon. “I regret everything.”
She shook her head. “Not true.”
“I regret not opening up to you about my dad, and then the way I left without a word. About… all of it.”
She was quiet for a long time, then: “I regret something, too.”
I waited.
She kicked her feet in the water, little ripples jumping out from her heels. “You know, when I was in France, there was this guy—Luc. I told you about him. He was sweet, and funny, and he cooked like a god. He wanted to take me to Morocco, or start a bakery together, or… whatever. I tried to want it. I really did.” She dug her fingernails into her knees, drawing tiny pink half-moons. “But I always thought about you.”
I blinked. “Lily—”
She held up a hand, stopping me. “Don’t. I’m not saying it to make you feel bad. It’s just… true.”
She looked at me then, and her eyes were shining, but not from crying. She looked at me the way you look at something lost and found again, like a memory you thought was gone.
“Even when I was with Luc, even when I said yes to Ethan, I never stopped.”
I tried to swallow, but my throat was made of sand. “Stopped what?”
She looked down, cheeks flushed. “Wanting you.”
The words landed like a hammer, but in the silence that followed, it was my heart that cracked. All the years I’d built walls between us, all the time I’d told myself she was better off—washed out by one midnight, one moon, one stupid, impossible confession.
I reached for her hand, hesitant, but she took it before I even touched her. Her grip was cold, fingers trembling.
“You’re freezing,” I said, voice shaky.
She smiled. “Not really.”
I squeezed, and she squeezed back.
For a while, we just sat, the world around us shrinking down to nothing but skin and sweat and want.
Then, out of nowhere, she said, “You know I’m still a virgin, right?”
I pulled back, stunned. “You and Ethan never…?”
She shook her head, a small, sad motion. “Not even close.”
“Why?”
Her laugh was hollow, but brave. “Because I always told myself I’d give it to you. That’s why I went to France when I did. I couldn’t bear the idea of you turning eighteen and me not being there to—” She trailed off, her face crumpling. “But I was too chicken. Or too stupid. And then you left, and then I left, and I thought I’d just forget it, but I never did.”
I watched her bite her lip, the effort to keep it together visible in every line of her body.
“Lils,” I said, “you don’t owe me anything. You never did.”
She shook her head. “It’s not about owing. It’s about wanting.”
She looked at me then, really looked, and I saw the years stack up in the blue of her eyes, the scar of every goodbye we’d ever said.
“I never wanted anyone but you, Matt. Not ever. Not once.” She switched to French, voice soft and strange and beautiful. “Tu es tout pour moi. Depuis toujours.”
You’re everything to me. Since always.
I reached for her, this time not stopping. My hand cupped her face, fingers sinking into her hair. She shivered, but didn’t flinch. For a second, I thought I’d break—either from wanting her too much or from knowing I didn’t deserve her. But then she leaned in, her lips finding mine, and it was everything I remembered and everything new at once.
The kiss was soft at first, cautious, but it grew, our mouths finding each other in a rhythm older than memory. Her hands slid to my chest, clinging to the fabric, and I felt the heat of her skin through the thin cotton. She tasted like salt and moonlight, her tongue shy but eager, darting out to tease the seam of my lips before retreating.
When we broke apart, she was breathing hard, face flushed.
I brushed a thumb over her cheek. “You sure?”
She nodded, eyes wide and wild. “I’ve never been more sure of anything.”
I tried to say something smart, or comforting, or brave, but all that came out was her name. “Lily.”
She smiled, leaning into my palm. “It’s yours, you know. It always has been.”
The world was silent then, save for the hush of the lake and the whir of insects. Time stretched, holding us in that impossible, perfect moment where nothing existed but the touch of her skin and the want that burned between us.
She shifted, sliding closer, and I felt the heat of her thigh against mine. Her hand drifted to my jaw, fingers tracing the line of my stubble before curling around the back of my neck. She pulled me in, slow and deliberate, and kissed me again, this time deeper, mouths opening, tongues flashing together.
We stayed like that for a long time, lips bruising, hands tangled in hair and cotton and flesh. Every touch was new, but also a memory, a promise kept at last.
At some point, I realized she was straddling my lap, knees braced on either side of my thighs, her dress bunched high. The sweater slipped from her shoulders, and I traced my fingers along the bare skin, feeling her shudder at the contact.
She laughed against my mouth, breathless. “I’m scared.”
“So am I.”
She nodded, biting her lip, and then grinned. “It’s better with you.”
I rested my forehead against hers, eyes closed. “It’s always better with you.”
The world spun a little, then settled. We kissed again, and this time, the kiss felt like falling.
When I finally opened my eyes, the moon had shifted, painting her hair in blue and silver. She looked at me, face open, unguarded, and I knew I’d never loved anyone the way I loved her.
She pressed her forehead to mine. “Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For waiting. For not giving up on me. For being my first everything.”
I kissed her, soft and slow, and we stayed like that, tangled together on the dock, until the moon dropped below the ridge and the world faded to indigo.
We didn’t say another word, but it didn’t matter. Everything had already been said, and everything else would wait for tomorrow.
For now, it was enough to hold her, to feel her heartbeat against mine, and to know that, for the first time in a decade, Lily was here—and she wasn’t letting go.

      ***I don’t remember moving from the end of the dock to lying flat on the rough, splintery boards, but the next thing I knew, Lily was straddling my hips, her knees bracing me in place, her hands tangled in my hair. The night was cool but our bodies ran hot, so hot that steam should have been curling from our mouths. Her lips found mine, hungry, insistent, a heat so new it made me shudder.
We kissed like we were drowning, or like it was the only thing that could save us. Her mouth opened under mine, tongue darting out, tentative at first, then bold, exploring the seam of my lips, then slipping inside. She tasted like salt and adrenaline and the last dregs of whatever hope we had. My hands found her waist, fingers digging into the softness through the thin cotton of her dress.
She broke the kiss, gasping, her forehead pressed to mine. “I want you,” she said, voice fraying at the edges. “I want you now.”
I tried to slow things, to say something—wait, or are you sure, or some other useless thing—but the look in her eyes told me hesitation would only hurt her more. She tugged at my shirt, her hands trembling so badly the buttons slipped through her fingers. I helped, yanking it over my head, tossing it into the dark. Her hands traced my chest, the scar under my ribs, the fresh bruises from last week’s battle with the concrete mixer. Her touch was gentle, reverent, and it made me ache in ways I wasn’t ready for.
She sat back, hands on my shoulders for balance, her breath coming in sharp, shallow gasps. I slid my palms up her thighs, the skin cool and shivering under my touch. Her dress bunched around her hips, and I let my hands rest at the hem, waiting for permission. She nodded, then lifted her arms, letting me peel the dress up and off in one motion. It caught on her hair, static snapping between us, and for a second she laughed, bright and clear, before the sound faded to a low, desperate whimper.
She wasn’t wearing anything underneath. The moonlight painted every inch of her in silver and blue: the slope of her shoulders, the gentle curve of her belly, the sharp lines of her hipbones. Her breasts—larger than I remembered, full and heavy—caught the light in a way that made my heart seize. Her nipples peaked in the cool air, and I wanted to taste them, wanted to taste every part of her, but she leaned down and kissed me again, harder, as if afraid I’d vanish if she let me breathe.
Her hands moved to my belt, fumbling, yanking at the leather until the buckle slipped free. She didn’t ask for help, just popped the button on my jeans, dragging the zipper down. I lifted my hips and she stripped them off, leaving me in my boxers. She hesitated, her hand hovering just above my cock, which was already straining the fabric, then met my eyes, asking without words.
I nodded, and she slid her hand under the band, fingers wrapping around me. I nearly came from that alone—the heat and softness of her touch, the trembling hunger in her grip. She pulled my boxers down and off, freeing me into the night air.
She looked at my cock, then at my face, then back at my cock. “Wow,” she whispered. She blushed, then giggled, then kissed me again, her body folding over mine, breasts pressing into my chest.
I rolled her under me, careful but urgent, my hands tracing every inch of her. I kissed her neck, her collarbone, the swell of her breasts. She gasped when I took her nipple in my mouth, her back arching off the dock. Her hands never left my skin, clutching at my shoulders, my back, my ass. Every touch made me feel more alive than I’d ever been, and less in control.
I trailed kisses down her stomach, pausing just above the soft V of her thighs. She looked at me, eyes wide and luminous. “Please,” she whispered.
I slid down, settling between her legs, and ran my tongue up the length of her pussy, tasting the heat and wetness already there. She cried out, a sharp, surprised sound, and tangled her hands in my hair. I licked her slowly, savoring the newness, the shuddering response of her hips, the way her thighs clenched around my ears. I circled her clit with the tip of my tongue, then flicked it, then sucked, gentle but relentless.
She writhed under me, breath coming faster and faster, her hands tugging my hair, not to hurt but to anchor herself. “Matt,” she gasped, “oh God, Matt, yes—”
I kept going, driving her higher and higher, feeling her body tense and tremble. When she came, it was like the first crack of thunder in a summer storm—loud, sudden, violent. She arched off the dock, her whole body rigid, a strangled cry bursting from her lips. I watched her face as she came, the raw shock and then the bloom of something softer, sweeter, as the orgasm crested and then ebbed.
I slid up her body, kissing her gently, licking the taste of her off my lips. She grabbed my face and pulled me in, kissing me hard, not caring at all.
When she caught her breath, she rolled me onto my back, straddling me. She lined me up with her entrance, paused, then pressed down, taking me inside inch by inch. Her heat was unreal—wet and tight, so hot it bordered on pain. Her eyes never left mine, even as her lips parted in shock.
The dock creaked under us as she started to move, slow at first, her hands braced on my chest, hair falling in her face. I grabbed her hips, guiding her, helping her find the rhythm. She rode me like she was learning to ride a bike—awkward at first, then wild, then desperate. Her breasts bounced with every thrust, heavy and perfect, her nipples standing out hard in the chill.
She picked up speed, slamming down on me, her hair whipping around her face. “Yes,” she moaned, “oh God, yes, yes—”
I gritted my teeth, fighting not to come, wanting to make it last, wanting to give her everything she’d never had. I looked at her, watched the raw hunger on her face, the way she chased her own pleasure with reckless abandon.
She came again, this time harder, her whole body shuddering as she clenched around me. She screamed, not caring who heard, her hands digging into my shoulders, nails breaking the skin. I held her as she trembled and sobbed, her pussy milking my cock, dragging me to the very edge.
When the orgasm passed, Lily melted into me, her body slack and boneless and impossibly soft, her sweat and hair and laughter all sticky against my throat. I felt her pulse thundering through her ribcage, followed by the slow ripple of aftershocks that left her clinging to my chest, nails biting skin, legs trembling around my hips. Her whole body seemed liquefied, as if she was re-forming herself molecule by molecule onto me.
My arms locked around her, cradling her as best I could on the uneven planks. I kissed her hair, her temple, the spot behind her ear that always made her giggle. She made a noise, halfway between a sob and a laugh, and buried her face in the hollow of my shoulder. I stroked her back, hand sliding down to the dimples above her ass, tracing the thin line of sweat pooling there.
We lay there for a few stunned seconds, the lake lapping at the dock, the world spinning wildly off its axis.
Then she roused, lifting her head to look at me, eyes wide and blue as glacier water in the moonlight. “Again,” she whispered, voice hoarse. “Please.”
I couldn’t have denied her if I’d tried. I rolled her over, pinning her with my weight, and kissed her so hard she gasped. Her arms flew up around my neck, holding me as if she were bracing for impact. And maybe she was, because I started to move before either of us could think about what came next—stroking into her, slow at first, then gathering speed, the friction a heady mix of pain and pleasure for us both.
The dock shuddered and thumped beneath us. The wood pressed sharp and uneven against my knees, but I didn’t care; our bodies moved as one, hungry and desperate, like we’d been holding this hunger in for years. I watched her face as I fucked her, watched the lines of tension and release flicker through her jaw and eyelids, watched her mouth open in a silent scream with every thrust.
She met me stroke for stroke, arching her pelvis up to keep me buried as deep as possible, her heels digging furrows into the small of my back. The rhythm was carnal, animal, but also weirdly tender—her hands never stopped touching me, as if she was trying to memorize every inch of my body while it was still hers.
She grabbed my face and kissed me, hard and hungry, her tongue slick with longing. She sucked my lower lip between her teeth, bit down until I tasted blood. It only made me want her more. I thrust into her, harder, rougher, until the dock moaned under our weight.
She broke the kiss with a gasp, eyes wild. “Please, Matt, don’t stop, I need—” Her words collapsed into a whimper as I ground my hips against hers, our pubic bones slamming together, her clit mashed between us. She shuddered, white-knuckling my shoulders, and her pussy clenched so tightly I nearly lost it right then.
I gritted my teeth, fighting the urge to come, wanting to make this last as long as possible, to give her everything she’d ever missed or never dared to ask for. I reached down and thumbed her clit, slow circles at first, then faster, relentless, and she writhed under me, eyes rolling back, mouth open in a soundless plea.
She came again, her whole body locking up, then shaking violently as if she’d been struck by lightning. She screamed my name, the sound echoing across the lake, scattering the resting birds and the ghosts of every night we’d ever spent apart.
When the spasms faded, she melted again, her limbs heavy and limp, sweat pooling in the hollows of her knees and elbows. I slowed, letting her catch her breath, but her hands dragged me closer, deeper, greedy for more.
I rocked into her, the sound of our bodies slick and obscene in the night air. She clawed at my back, pulling me down so our foreheads touched, her breath ragged against my lips. “Never stop,” she pleaded. “I don’t ever want to let you go.”
I felt the hot, irresistible pull in my gut, the tightening at the base of my spine, the warning that I was seconds away from exploding. I tried to pull out—one last futile attempt at control—but she wrapped her legs around my ass, locking me in.
“Lily, I—”
She shook her head, eyes wide and wet. “Non, reste avec moi. Je veux tes bébés.” She was crying, tears streaming down her cheeks, but she was smiling, too.
It built in me like a tidal wave, every muscle straining, my body arching so tight I nearly bucked her off. But she held on, her nails digging bloody crescents into my shoulders, her heels locked around my hips, refusing to let me pull away even if I wanted to. I lost it, coming in one blinding, obliterating rush. My cock pulsed inside her, each spasm wringing a fresh convulsion from her body. She screamed again, but the sound broke on her lips, her throat ragged with exertion and need. I felt the heat and wetness flood between us, pooling where our bodies met, slick and primal and perfect.
I kept thrusting through it, desperate to make it last, but my strength failed—my arms buckled, my chest crashed against hers, and for a heartbeat we were nothing but a single trembling organism, two halves fused at the spine. The aftershocks came in waves, both of us clutching and gasping and sobbing out each other’s names. She clenched around me with every ripple, her body greedy for every last drop I could give.
She was crying in earnest now, tears streaking down her temples and into her hairline. I kissed them away, tried to say her name, but my tongue was thick and useless, my throat too raw. I could only hold her, running my hands over her trembling back, feeling her heart hammer against my sternum, the drumbeat of a thousand unsaid words.
She pressed her forehead to mine, sweaty and salt-sticky, and arched her hips into me, as if to make sure I stayed inside, as if letting me go would mean losing all of this. I felt every inch of her—her heat, her wetness, the fluttering muscles that refused to give up their hold on me. It was more than sex. It was a surrender, a binding, a promise written in sweat and tears on the moonlit dock.
Her breath came in high, thin gasps, and each one seemed to push me deeper into the space between us. She whispered something in French, a tangle of syllables I couldn’t catch, and then she broke down laughing and sobbing in the same instant, her body shaking in my arms.
I tried to still her, but I couldn’t. I was shaking too, my own body wracked with the violence of what we’d just done. We held each other there, knotted together, until the world started to spin at a normal speed again, and I could remember how to breathe.
When it was over, we collapsed together, tangled and sticky, hearts slamming against each other like fists on a locked door.
For a long time, we just lay there, skin to skin, the sweat cooling on our bodies, the air filled with the sound of our breathing and the slow lap of water against the dock. I brushed her hair from her face, kissed the salt from her cheeks, and held her as tight as I dared.
She smiled up at me, her hand on my cheek. “C’était magique,” she whispered, and I believed her.
I was still inside her, softening, but neither of us wanted to move. We lay together, the world falling away, the moon painting our bodies with silver and blue.
She traced lazy circles on my chest, her head resting on my shoulder.
“I’ve waited my whole life for this,” she said, voice almost too quiet to hear.
“Me too,” I said, and meant it.
We stayed like that, wrapped around each other, until the first hint of dawn softened the horizon.
I knew the world would come crashing back in soon, with all its consequences and pain and impossible choices. But for now, on this dock, in this moment, there was only Lily, and me, and the memory of her wrapped around me, refusing to ever let go.

      ***We lay there for a long time, not speaking, not moving, just letting the aftershocks roll over us. Her head was nestled on my chest, damp hair sticking to my skin. I stroked her back, slow and gentle, mapping the curve of her spine, the heat of her, the shiver that would run through her every so often when the breeze picked up off the water.
The night was so still you could hear every tiny thing: the sizzle of bug zappers back at the house, the faint, snuffling grunt of a deer moving through the tall grass, the echo of our breathing as it evened out and synchronized. For once, my brain was empty. I just existed, and so did she, and it was enough.
She shifted, rolling onto her side so she could look at me. Her eyes were rimmed red, but the look in them was pure wonder.
“Did it always feel like this?” she asked, brushing her fingertips across my chest. “Or is it just because it’s you?”
I smiled, throat tight. “Just because it’s us, I think.”
She nodded, like she already knew, and curled tighter against me. “C’était magique,” she said, lips brushing the words against my skin. It was magical.
I kissed her forehead, the tip of her nose, the corner of her mouth. “I love you,” I said, because I couldn’t not.
She closed her eyes, and for a second, she looked completely at peace.
But then she tensed. Just a little—a tiny recoil, a ripple of dread running through her muscles. She sat up, drawing her knees to her chest, arms locked around them.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, propping myself up on my elbows.
She didn’t answer right away. Instead, she stared out at the lake, the surface gone flat and empty now that the moon had dipped behind the ridge. For a minute, I thought she’d gone somewhere else entirely.
Then, in a voice so small it was almost lost to the dark, she said: “I have to marry him, Matt.”
The words hit like a rock through a plate glass window.
I tried to sit up, but my limbs wouldn’t cooperate. “You don’t,” I said, more desperate than I meant.
She shook her head, hair veiling her face. “I do. It’s already done. The venue, the money, the invites, the promises. I can’t just—”
“Yes you can,” I cut in. “You can say no. You can—”
“Stop,” she said, sharper than before. She looked at me, eyes wet but fierce. “If it was just me, I would. But it’s not. It’s my family, it’s Riley, it’s the whole fucking world watching. I can’t just be the girl who calls it off.”
I stared at her, trying to find a crack in the logic, some place to wedge hope.
She saw it, and softened a little. “Please don’t make this harder than it is,” she whispered.
I tried to reach for her hand, but she pulled away, folding in tighter.
“So that’s it?” I said, hating the sound of my own voice. “Last night, this—was it just a goodbye?”
She shook her head. “It was never a goodbye. It was a gift. Just for us.”
She started to get dressed, motions robotic and shaky. She pulled the dress over her head, yanking it down with uncharacteristic violence. Her hands fumbled at the hem, trying to smooth it, but it was pointless—the fabric was stained with grass, dusted with dirt, wet with both our sweat.
“I always wanted you to be my first,” she said, not meeting my gaze. “Always. But I knew I’d never get the chance, not really. So I decided, if I ever did, I wouldn’t waste it. I’d just… do it, and remember.”
She tugged her sweater around her shoulders, knuckles white as she gripped the fabric.
I pulled on my jeans, numb. The words tumbled out before I could stop them. “You’re going to pretend this never happened.”
“No.” She looked at me, her face luminous with tears that hadn’t quite fallen yet. “I’m going to remember every second, for the rest of my life.”
She stood, hugged herself, and stared out at the water.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m so, so sorry.”
This time the tears came, silent and fast. She scrubbed them away with the sleeve of her sweater, then squared her shoulders and walked back up the dock, each step firmer than the last.
I watched her go, the white of her dress fading into the dark, and I realized I didn’t know if I’d ever see her like this again. The air felt colder, the world smaller.
I sat there, half-naked, skin still sticky with her, and listened to the silence she left behind.
When the sun finally started to bleed into the sky, I was still there, waiting for her to come back.
She didn’t.
She never did.






  
  Chapter nine








Confessions


The very next night, the storm found us first. 
Not on the dock, not in the gardens, but here—hissing against the ancient glass of Bella’s bedroom windows as if it wanted in on the action. It must’ve swept in from the far side of the lake, the wind gathering speed and spite until the whole house groaned like a ship at sea. The sky outside was so black that the lightning strobed through the walls, painting the room in brief, brutal negatives: Bella’s face turned silver for an instant, her hair a dark waterfall, shoulders sharp as cut obsidian.
We’d left the shower running, water still sluicing down the tiles like an applause track for what we’d just done. I didn’t bother with a towel, and neither did Bella. She moved through the space unashamed, droplets running down her body, the cold making her nipples stand out bold and perfect, as if she’d been carved just for me. She didn’t look at me at first, just padded over to the window, trailed a finger through the condensation, and watched the storm rage across the black water.
I leaned against the doorway, letting myself stare. There are some things you can only really appreciate after a few years in exile: the way a woman’s back curves from shoulder blade to hip, the muscle that flexes in the calf when she stands on tiptoe, the trick of light that makes every drop on her skin look like quicksilver. Bella had always been an object lesson in sharp edges and soft landings, and right now—bare, backlit, thunder in her bones—she was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.
She must’ve felt my gaze, because she glanced over her shoulder with a half-smile, eyes narrowed like a dare.
“You gonna just stand there, or—?”
Another burst of lightning. I saw the glint of her teeth, the challenge in her stance.
I closed the gap in three strides, winding my arms around her from behind. She let her head drop back onto my shoulder, the wet ropes of her hair catching me across the cheek. She was so warm it felt like she might steam, and her pulse thudded steady against my palm where I splayed it across her ribs.
We watched the storm for a while, bodies pressed together, the window rattling in its sash. She didn’t speak. Neither did I. There was nothing to say that could outdo what was happening on the other side of the glass.
Finally, she turned in my arms, chest to chest, her hands flat against my pecs. She ran her thumbs along my collarbone, then lower, tracing a map of scars and calluses she’d memorized a decade ago.
“You’ve still got that one,” she murmured, brushing the crescent just above my left nipple.
“You gave it to me,” I said, and she laughed, low in her throat.
“Damn right I did.”
She kissed the scar, then my neck, then the hollow just below my jaw. Her lips were soft, but her eyes never left mine, as if she wanted to catch the exact moment I caved.
I let her have it. Let her see everything.
She reached behind herself, tugged me by the hand, and led me to the bed—a ridiculous thing, a fortress of white and blue, old enough that the mattress squeaked even under her weight. She sprawled back, legs open, hair fanned on the pillow, and patted the space beside her.
Thunder cracked so loud the frame shuddered, but I barely heard it over the rush of blood in my ears. I climbed in, pulled the covers over us, and let the warmth knit itself around our bodies. She pressed herself along my side, thigh over mine, arm across my chest, the same way she used to when we were kids and the world hadn’t yet worked out how to break us.
We lay in the hush that follows the blast, just the tap of rain and the slow, deliberate glide of her fingertips over my chest. She drew circles, then lines, then shapes I couldn’t name. I realized, after a minute, that she was tracing words: letters, not random. Her finger spelled out “you’re home,” over and over, until it didn’t matter if she ever said it out loud.
I caught her hand, brought it to my lips, kissed each knuckle, then folded her fingers into mine.
She rested her head on my shoulder, voice muffled against my skin. “I didn’t think you’d come back, you know.”
I stared at the ceiling, watching the blue shadows flicker with each lightning bolt. “I didn’t either.”
She laughed, but there was no joy in it. “Bullshit. You always come back.”
“Not always,” I said, and she stiffened a little, just enough to notice.
She rolled up onto her elbow, looking down at me, her hair a wet curtain around her face. “What happened with Lily?”
I almost flinched. Instead, I closed my eyes, letting the question float between us like a live wire.
“We made mistakes,” I said, and left it at that.
She nodded, not pushing. That was the thing about Bella: she could take your confession, your guilt, your naked truth, and never make you feel smaller for having shown it.
She lay back down, snuggling closer, lips finding my ear.
“You know, everyone else is getting pregnant. I might as well too.”
I laughed, caught off guard. “That’s how you want to tell me?”
She shrugged, her breasts pressed against my side, every inch of her warm and demanding. “Might as well. You think I want to be the last one at the party?”
I turned, propped myself on my elbow, and looked her straight in the face. “You want to have a baby with me?”
She didn’t blink. “Why not? You’re good with your hands. And it’s not like I don’t love you, idiot.”
For a second, the world froze—the storm outside, the sweat on our skin, the ache in my chest from the last year of pretending I didn’t need this.
“You’re sure?” I asked, softer than I meant.
She smiled, all teeth. “I’m not scared, if that’s what you’re asking.”
I kissed her, hard, then pulled back just enough to see her eyes.
“Then let’s do it,” I said.
She grinned, triumphant. “Good. Because I want to get started tonight.”
We laughed, the sound mingling with the thunder, and I pulled her on top of me, letting her straddle my chest, letting her be the boss like she always was.
She leaned down, hair dripping onto my face, and whispered, “Don’t let me down, Ford.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said, and meant it.
We stayed like that for a while, just skin on skin, her body pressed to mine, the future pulsing between us like a second heartbeat. The storm outside finally started to break, the rain easing to a patter, and I let myself believe—just for a minute—that maybe, this time, nothing could come between us.
Not the past. Not the world. Not even ourselves.
We held on, not moving, not speaking, until the only sound left was our own breathing.
And the promise of what we’d just made.

      ***I never saw her look so content as when she was on top of me, naked and wet, the world ending outside and nothing between us but the raw, honest truth of what we were about to do.
It started small: a kiss to the corner of her jaw, then down her throat, then lower, over the ink-black line of her clavicle. Bella arched into every touch, like a cat luxuriating in a patch of sun. I took my time, tracing every inch, mapping the terrain with my tongue and hands. The storm outside pulsed with every heartbeat, each flash of lightning burning her body into my brain in a new pose—a living sculpture, cast in blue and ivory and shadow.
I kissed down her sternum, felt the hollow just below her breasts, then took each nipple in my mouth, slow at first, then hard, until she gasped and grabbed the back of my head, nails biting scalp.
“Fuck, Matt,” she whispered, voice rough. “Don’t tease.”
“Who’s teasing?” I said, mouth full of her.
She laughed, but it broke in the middle—her body tensed and shivered as I dragged my teeth along the slope of her breast, then lower, following the line of her ribs to the flat, hard plane of her stomach. I left a trail of kisses, tasting soap and sweat and the faint trace of rainwater.
By the time I reached her hips, she was squirming, pressing her thighs together, toes curling in the sheets. I spread her legs, moved slow, let her see how much I wanted her before I buried my face between her thighs.
She tasted better than anything, and I let her know it. I worked her with tongue and lips and the flat of my thumb, each motion deliberate, as if I could write my name in the slick heat of her. She responded with everything she had—hips grinding, hands in my hair, voice going from guttural commands (“Harder, right there, fuck, don’t stop”) to high, wordless cries.
She came fast, first time. She always did. But I didn’t stop, kept working her through it, then again, until her whole body went rigid and her thighs clamped around my ears so tight I thought I’d lose consciousness. She screamed my name, loud enough to scare the ghosts from the rafters, and when she finally let go, she collapsed back, breath ragged, hair glued to her face in wild, wet strings.
I crawled up, wiped my mouth, kissed her until she tasted herself on my lips. She laughed, then flipped me onto my back in one practiced move, straddling my hips, nails digging half-moons into my shoulders.
“My turn,” she said, and bent down to take me in her mouth.
They say that getting head from a lover you trust is the best there is, but whatever that cliche is supposed to mean, it was invented by someone who died before they ever met Bella Ross. What she did to me wasn’t just oral sex. It was a goddamn campaign of shock and awe. She started by wrapping one hand around the root—just a gentle squeeze, not even moving, letting the heat of her palm warn me what was coming next. I felt her breath, hot and humid, and then the first drag of her tongue, soft as velvet, up the underside of my shaft. She licked slowly, deliberately, like she was sampling a dessert she’d been eyeing all night. Then she looked up, met my eyes, and—fuck me—smirked like she held all the cards.
If I’d had anything left resembling a backbone, she stripped it from me with the next move: she opened her mouth wide, the tip of her tongue curled, and swallowed me halfway down in one ruthless swallow. No showy gag, no struggle, just a smooth, practiced descent that said, I know what I’m doing, and I know what it does to you. Her lips made a perfect seal, bright red from the cold wine we’d sipped in the shower, and as she bobbed her head she kept her gaze locked on mine, daring me to look away first.
Every time she pulled back, she’d use the flat of her tongue to press against the sensitive spot just below the crown, then swirl around the head like maybe she imagined it was an ice cream cone and she was in a contest to destroy every other competitor. Her free hand, meanwhile, went to my balls, cupping and rolling them in her palm, then gently squeezing, so the pleasure built layer after layer, like she was playing an instrument. Which, I guess, she was. The visual alone—the flash of her cheekbones in the lightning, the taut muscle in her neck as she worked me, the way her hair stuck in wild black ropes to her temples—had me dizzy, unable to do anything but clutch the sheets and try not to embarrass myself by coming in the first minute.
Bella, of course, noticed. She always noticed. The first time I started to tense, she pulled off me with a pop, grinned up at me, and gave my cock a few measured strokes, squeezing the tip until the edge receded. “Not yet,” she said, and the look in her eyes made it clear she wasn’t asking for debate. Then she ducked her head again and took me even deeper, this time humming low in her throat so the vibration rolled up through my entire body, fuzzing out my vision.
She kept this up—slow, then fast, then a pause to let me cool off—until I was practically begging. Once, she let a string of saliva dribble from her lip onto the shaft and used it to jack me, twisting her wrist on every upstroke, before tonguing me clean and swallowing me all over again. Another time, she teased the tip with just the very edge of her teeth, sending a jolt up my spine that left me gasping her name.
I’d lost all sense of time, all sense of anything but the wet heat of her mouth and the constant threat of release. If I tried to buck my hips, she’d plant her palm flat against my stomach and pin me in place, using her leverage to control every inch of the rhythm. At one point, I realized I was babbling nonsense, little prayers and curses and her name, over and over. She ate it up, reveling in every reaction, until I was thrumming so close to the edge my legs shook with it.
I watched the back of her head move, saw the flex of her jaw, the dark glint of her eye as she looked up to see how close I was. She could always tell. This time, she waited until I was right there, seconds from losing it, then pulled off, jacked me a few times, and squeezed the base so hard my whole body jerked.
“Not yet,” she said, voice thick and hoarse. “You’re gonna come inside me.”
I wanted to argue, but I couldn’t. She climbed up, lined me up, and sat down, taking me in slow, inch by inch, until her ass pressed against my thighs and I was buried as deep as I could go. She gasped, then started moving, grinding in slow, deliberate circles.
It was different this time. Usually, she’d ride me like she was trying to break something—fast, wild, no finesse, just the heat and friction and the rush to get off. Now, she took her time. She let me touch her everywhere, let me squeeze her hips and stroke her back, let me cup her breasts and thumb her nipples until she moaned and shook. She leaned down, hair falling around us, and kissed me long and slow, her tongue moving in lazy rhythm with her hips.
Outside, the storm peaked. The wind battered the windows, rain slamming the glass in a relentless drumbeat. The world beyond the bedroom ceased to exist. There was only us, moving together, sweat slick and breaths in sync, the creak of the mattress and the slap of skin, and the knowledge that this time, for once, there was nothing we had to hide.
I grabbed Bella’s hips and thrust up to meet her, finding my rhythm in the wet, urgent slap of skin and the bright ring of pleasure twisting up my spine. Every time I drove into her, her breasts—full, perfect, hard-tipped—bounced in time with the storm wind rattling the glass. She rode me with both hands on my chest, at first, then let one slip behind my neck, pulling us nose-to-nose, sweat and rainwater mixing in the hollow above her lip. I caught the smell—sharp, elemental, and underneath it, the faintest trace of the rosemary she used in her hair. It was dizzying, the way she moved, the way she wanted me to watch her. She didn’t close her eyes for long. Every few thrusts, she’d snap them open and pin me, a dare behind the blue.
I started to lose my head. It felt like drowning, like I was coming apart at the atomic level, my body reduced to the raw mathematics of friction and heat and the places her skin met mine: the tacky glue of our bellies, the gliding slip of her thighs wrapped around my hips, the velvet crush of her pussy swallowing me, drawing me in and squeezing so tight it was more than pleasure—almost pain. I could feel her getting closer, feel the way her muscles bunched and spasmed as she quickened the pace, her knees digging hard into my ribs. Her nails left welts on my chest, bright and immediate, and I wanted her to mark me, wanted her to remember this later, when we woke up to sunlight and the broken world.
She braced both hands on either side of my head, hair falling over her face, and snarled, “You’re not allowed to come until I do.”
I grinned, wiped the sweat from her brow with my thumb, and said, “Try to stop me.”
She slammed down harder, grinding her clit into my pubic bone, chasing that second orgasm like her life depended on it. For Bella, it probably did. She was a creature of appetites, never satisfied with “enough.” It was part of what drew me to her and part of what terrified me, too—her hunger, her bottomless need. I tried to hold back, tried to breathe in through the nose, out through the grit of my teeth, but it was a losing battle. The pressure built, my vision tunneling, the world reduced to the hot wet vice of her, to the trembling arch of her back, to the fury in her eyes.
She leaned down, lips at my ear. “You’re close.”
“You have no idea,” I rasped.
Her hands dug into my jaw, forcing me to look up, look at her, center everything on her face. I saw the sweat bead on her forehead, the wild halo of hair. Her storm-tossed green eyes blazed with fierce determination, pupils dilating until they swallowed the color. She kissed me, biting my lower lip, tasting blood and salt and her own slick on my tongue.
“Come with me,” she said, voice hoarse and breaking, “I want all of it.”
I tried to answer but the words died in my chest. I felt her clamp down—hard, almost spasmodic, a pulse that started at her core and rippled outward. Her head went back, mouth open in a scream that probably woke every bird on the lake. She clenched—god, she clenched—and I let go, let the orgasm take me. It was white-hot, a blinding detonation that flattened me, turned my bones to powder. I heard myself grunt, almost animal, felt the wet flood as I emptied into her, felt the aftershocks chase each other through my body and hers. She rode out every last spasm, grinding down, shuddering, until we were both done—wrecked, spent, ruined and remade.
She collapsed on top of me, sweaty and shaking, her breath coming in wet gasps. I wrapped my arms around her, held her tight, felt the tremors running through her body. We stayed like that, joined and sticky, the storm easing outside, the room filled with nothing but the sound of our breathing and the faint creak of the bed settling under our weight.
After a while, she lifted her head, hair stuck to her forehead, eyes bright with exhaustion and something like awe.
“Holy shit,” she said.
“Yeah,” I managed, still not entirely convinced I was alive.
She smiled, soft and vulnerable, a side of her few ever saw. “You’re gonna make me soft, Ford.”
I grinned, kissed her forehead. “Only on the inside.”
She rolled off, but not far. She kept one leg draped over mine, her head on my chest, fingers tracing lazy patterns on my skin.
“Promise me something,” she said, voice quiet.
“Anything.”
“When this is over—when the house is finished, when the wedding is done—I want us to stay here. You and me. Maybe the others, too. But mostly us. I want a whole pack of little monsters running through these halls.”
I looked at her, the honesty in her face, the way she never looked more beautiful than in the aftermath, sweat and tears and truth mixing together.
“Deal,” I said.
She smiled, then pinched my nipple. “And I want you to keep fucking me like this. Every day, if possible.”
“Only if you promise to keep yelling my name,” I said.
She laughed, the sound so pure it broke the last of the tension between us.
“We’ll see,” she said, and closed her eyes, letting the last echoes of the storm lull us to sleep.
We stayed like that for a long, long time.
And for the first time, I thought maybe—just maybe—forever was something I could handle.






  
  Chapter ten








Seeds of Change


Iwoke up alone, which hadn’t happened in months. 
The first thing I noticed was the silence. No whispered French plotting beside my ear, no tangle of bare legs or shifting warmth, just the hollowed dip in the mattress where Fiona usually slept, still radiating a memory of her heat. For a second I lay there, blinking at the pale morning light that sifted through the curtains. I reached out, half-asleep, expecting to find the curve of her hip or the softness of her hair. My hand landed on nothing but empty, creased sheets and the faintest trace of her perfume.
I rolled onto my back, staring up at the cracked plaster and the hairline fissures we kept meaning to fix. The world was too still. I listened for the familiar sounds—the pad of feet in the hall, the echo of laughter from Riley’s side of the house, the distant clatter of June in the kitchen. Nothing. Just the creak of old beams settling and the pulse in my own ears.
For a minute, I let myself drift, hoping she’d slide back in beside me, cold toes tucking under my calf, arm across my chest like she was anchoring me to the planet. But when I finally sat up, the house felt off, the way it does right before a thunderstorm.
I found her in the bathroom, kneeling over the toilet, hair pulled into a tight, angry knot.
The window was wide open, even though the air was already heavy with August heat. The sounds of birds filtered in—thrush, robin, maybe a blue jay screaming at the world for no reason but its own bad attitude. The half-built gazebo rose like an exposed ribcage outside, its skeletal beams throwing ragged shadows across the dew-spattered grass.
Fiona’s back was turned, but I could see the way her body shook, the white-knuckle grip she had on the toilet lid. Sweat slicked the nape of her neck and darkened the shoulders of her tank top. The smell of bile mixed with mint toothpaste and the remnants of last night’s shampoo.
I knelt beside her, careful to keep a little distance. She hated being hovered over when she was sick—said it made her feel like a patient, not a person. I touched her arm, feather-light. “Hey,” I said. “You okay?”
She didn’t look up. “Just give me a minute,” she croaked, the words catching on the tail end of a dry heave.
I waited. Counted the breaths. She sat back on her heels, arms braced on the toilet, then finally, reluctantly, turned to face me.
Her eyes were glassy, skin pale under the freckles, but she tried to rally. “Could’ve sworn it was your turn to puke this week,” she said, forcing a smile.
I brushed a damp strand of hair from her forehead. “We can trade off next time. Promise.”
She snorted, then winced. “God, I look like hell.”
“Good thing I like you better this way,” I said, and meant it.
She managed a half-laugh, but the sound was brittle.
I stood, ran the tap, and cupped cold water into my hands. She rinsed her mouth, spat, then closed her eyes as if she could will herself back to normal. I wanted to say something—a joke, an apology, a stupid reassurance—but nothing fit. I settled for silence, let her lean against the wall, and just existed there with her.
“Matt,” she said, voice small, “can you grab the ginger tea from my nightstand?”
“Anything else?” I asked.
She shook her head, then immediately regretted it, hand flying to her temple. “Just the tea.”
I left her, padded barefoot through the corridor, feeling every groove and nail in the old floorboards. In the bedroom, the ginger tea sat, untouched, next to a glass of water and her phone. I scooped them both up and doubled back. When I got to the bathroom, Fiona was standing at the window, breathing slow, like she could inhale enough lake air to float above the mess in her gut.
I handed her the tea. Our fingers brushed. “You sure you’re good?”
She sipped, nodded, but her eyes stayed fixed on the scene outside: the lake, the half-finished gazebo, Riley’s bright hair flaring as she jogged across the grass, clipboard in hand.
“I’m fine,” she said, but her voice was still shaky.
I stepped behind her, slid my arms around her waist, feeling the slight swell of her stomach against my forearm. She leaned into me, just a little, and let her head rest on my shoulder.
“Want to go back to bed?” I murmured.
“God, yes,” she said. “But I need to shower first. Can you stay with me? Just—don’t go anywhere.”
“Not leaving,” I promised.
We stood there for a minute, listening to the birds, the world slowly ticking back into place.
That’s when Riley knocked.
She didn’t wait for an answer—just poked her head in, face already painted with the day’s plans. She took in the scene: Fiona propped in my arms, the pallor in her cheeks, the tremble in her hands.
She didn’t say anything, just raised an eyebrow and smiled, soft and understanding.
“Morning,” Riley said, sliding past us to grab a fresh towel from the cabinet. She didn’t linger, didn’t prod, just squeezed Fiona’s shoulder on the way out, leaving a faint scent of lemon soap in her wake.
Fiona relaxed, finally, the tension draining from her shoulders. “She knows, doesn’t she?”
“She knows everything,” I said. “It’s part of her charm.”
Fiona snorted. “If you say so.”
I kissed her temple. “Come on. Let’s get you clean.”
We showered in silence, the spray of warm water washing away the sweat and fear. I soaped her back, careful of the places she was sore. She leaned into my hands, eyes closed, the muscles in her neck slowly unclenching. When we finished, I wrapped her in a towel, carried her back to bed, and tucked the covers around her.
“Rest, Fi,” I said, brushing her damp hair off her forehead. “I’ll check on you later.”
She nodded, eyes already drifting shut, the mug of ginger tea cradled against her chest.
As I stood, she reached for my hand, caught it, and pressed it gently to her stomach. It was an unspoken thing, a small but seismic shift in the way the morning felt. Neither of us said the word, but we didn’t have to.
I left her there, sunlight creeping over the quilt, the sound of birds rising outside the open window.
In the hallway, I paused, palm still tingling. For the first time all morning, I let myself smile, wide and real, at the thought of what we might be building—not just outside, not just with wood and nails, but here, inside, where the future was already starting to grow.

      ***Lunch on the patio was a production. June insisted on it—said we should eat outside while the weather was still on our side, before the September cold came in and chased us back to corners of the house. She’d arranged the table so it looked like something out of an aspirational magazine spread: linen tablecloth, three kinds of bread, a salad so pretty it looked fake, the olives and pickles and oddball charcuterie all layered in rings around the centerpiece.
Riley arrived first, barefoot and already sweating through her tank, balancing a tray of cold cuts and a precariously full glass of lemonade. She didn’t bother to set the tray down—just leaned in to kiss my cheek, the tip of her nose damp and chilly. “You look awake for once,” she said, and grinned. “Did Fi let you sleep, or did you have to chloroform her?”
I smiled, poured her a second glass, and set it in front of her. “She’s resting. Had a rough morning.”
Riley shot a quick glance at the window, where the edge of our unmade bed was just visible. “She’ll be fine,” she said. “She’s always fine.” The words sounded like she was trying to convince herself.
Fiona appeared next, wrapped in a light robe, hair slicked and still damp from her shower. She moved slow, but she looked better—less gray, more herself. She carried a bowl of green grapes, which she set next to the olives before folding herself into a chair and tucking her legs underneath her.
June made her entrance last, gliding through the French doors with the quiet confidence of a woman who’d never once tripped over her own hemline. She wore a yellow dress that caught the sun and made her skin glow. In her hands: a jar of chocolate hazelnut spread, a spoon, and a side plate stacked with marshmallows.
I raised an eyebrow. “Planning to make a sandwich out of that?”
She ignored me, setting her prize on the table and immediately unscrewing the lid.
Bella joined, arms loaded with notebooks, phone pressed to her ear. She was deep in a conversation about contract clauses, gesturing wildly with one hand while holding a bag of chips in the other. She dropped the notebooks, hung up with a flourish, and dropped into her seat.
“Sorry,” she said. “Judge’s clerk. Idiots, all of them.” She immediately started stacking her plate with bread and cheese, eyes darting from June to Riley to Fiona, as if she were sizing up the odds in a poker game.
For a few blessed minutes, there was nothing but the clatter of forks and the low hum of cicadas. The lake shimmered in the distance, sunlight skipping off its surface, the half-built gazebo casting jagged lines across the grass. Every so often, a shout floated up from the worksite—one of the landscaping crew swearing at a wheelbarrow, the thunk of lumber onto stone.
I let myself enjoy it. The way the women orbited around each other, each with her own quirks and habits, but always moving in sync. I buttered a piece of sourdough for June, knowing she’d never remember to do it herself. I poured water for Fiona, watched her swirl the glass, then sip, her lips barely touching the rim. I refilled Riley’s lemonade before she could ask.
I noticed things, little things.
Like how Fiona picked at her food, only eating the fruit, barely touching the meat or cheese. Or how Riley, who usually poured coffee by the pint, settled for lemonade and didn’t even glance at the carafe June had set out. Bella ate with her usual precision, but kept glancing sideways at June, who was currently stacking olives and marshmallows on a cracker and slathering the whole mess with chocolate spread.
Bella finally broke. “Since when do you eat that combination?”
June popped the cracker in her mouth, chewed, then shrugged. “It’s good. You want to try?”
Bella made a face. “No, but thank you for the nightmare imagery.”
June grinned, eyes bright. “Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it, Bella.”
Riley watched the exchange with a small, knowing smile. She caught my eye and raised an eyebrow, then jerked her chin subtly at June’s plate.
I played along, careful. “You craving anything else weird? I can run to the market.”
June shook her head, licking a smear of chocolate from her thumb. “No. This is perfect.”
Bella eyed her, then the jar, then the growing collection of empties near June’s elbow. “Are you feeling okay?”
June hesitated, spoon still in her hand. “I’m fine. Just hungry.”
Bella shrugged, but the look lingered. I saw her eyes flick to June’s left hand, which rested unconsciously on her stomach every time she reached for another cracker.
Conversation drifted to the build.
“So,” said Riley, picking up a grape and tossing it in the air, “the outbuilding frame is done. They’re pouring the slab tomorrow. I told the guys to dig the conduit early, but if you want it moved, now’s the time to say so.”
I nodded. “It’s good. Better to have the extra lines than not enough.”
Fiona perked up, voice a little hoarse. “Did they set the posts for the archway yet?”
Riley grinned. “This morning. I even made them use your laser level, just for you.”
June clapped, delighted. “We should decorate it. Something with vines?”
Bella cut in, “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. There’s still a metric ton of landscaping to finish, not to mention painting the gazebo.”
June shrugged, unconcerned. “It’ll all get done. It always does.”
I watched her, watched the way her hand drifted to her belly when she laughed, the way she leaned into the table, hungry for more than just food.
Lunch drifted, lazy and sunlit. Plates emptied, glasses refilled. The heat softened everything: the edges of Riley’s laughter, the glare off the lake, even the sharpness in Bella’s voice. There was a sense of truce, of something new and strange settling into the space between us.
At one point, Fiona caught me staring. She set her glass down, fingers tracing the condensation, and gave me a long, measured look.
“What?” she asked, smiling.
I shook my head. “Nothing. Just happy you’re feeling better.”
She rolled her eyes, but her cheeks flushed.
Riley stretched, arms above her head, tank top riding up to show the bright blue line of her shorts. “If anyone needs me, I’ll be at the site with the guys. Doug owes me a rematch, and I plan to win.”
She ruffled June’s hair, squeezed Fiona’s hand, then shot a mock salute to Bella before heading out.
The table emptied slowly after that. June excused herself to “check on the bouquets” she’d started for Lily’s rehearsal dinner. Bella drifted off, already on her phone, deep in the next legal skirmish. Fiona lingered, sipping her water, eyes on the lake.
I cleaned up in silence, stacking plates, folding napkins, listening to the low drone of workers in the yard. When I glanced up, Fiona was gone—her chair empty, the only evidence of her presence the single grape left, balanced at the edge of her plate.
I stood on the patio for a while, the sun pressing down on my shoulders, the breeze carrying the scent of fresh-cut grass and faintly charred wood.
In the distance, the lake shimmered. Beyond it, the horizon blurred, blue on blue.
It felt like the whole world was holding its breath.
And for the first time in my life, I was okay with waiting to see what happened next.

      ***Night came on slow and syrupy, the way it does when the world wants to make sure you’ve felt every last second of the day.
I lost track of time putting the last joist caps on the outbuilding. The workers had left hours before, the only evidence of their passing a few scattered Red Bull cans and a wheelbarrow parked at a rakish angle by the mudroom. The air was thick with the smell of wood shavings and fresh paint. When I finally looked up, the yard was blue and shadowed, the house a patchwork of yellow rectangles where the lights burned late in every window.
I wiped the sweat from my eyes, ran my hand over the fine layer of sawdust that stuck to my arms. My muscles ached in the good way—a slow burn, the kind you want to last. I headed toward the house, feet crunching over gravel, the drone of cicadas replaced by the low chorus of frogs in the reeds. Something about the night made the old place feel more alive than ever.
Inside, the house was hushed but not asleep. In the far corner, the studio glowed. I heard the scratch of pencil on paper, the shuffle of papers. I peeked in, expecting to find June at her drafting table. Instead, it was Riley, hunched over the long work desk, a mug of tea balanced between her elbows.
She startled when I opened the door, and in one quick motion slammed her planner closed, nearly spilling the tea.
I held up my hands. “Didn’t mean to spook you.”
She gave me a look, equal parts guilt and mischief. “You’re lucky I didn’t throw this at your head,” she said, brandishing the planner as if it was a weapon.
I grinned. “I’ve dodged worse.”
She rolled her eyes, then slumped in her chair, hands splayed over the closed calendar. For a second, we just looked at each other, the room full of unsaid things.
I leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed. “Everything okay?”
She opened her mouth, closed it, then laughed. It was a raw sound, new and a little shaky. “Yeah. Just… weird week.”
I nodded, letting the silence fill in the blanks.
She toyed with the edges of the planner, then slid it toward me, hesitant. “Wanna see what I’ve been working on?”
I crossed the room, pulling up the stool next to hers. She flipped the calendar open to a page so full of highlighted boxes and cryptic notes that it looked like a codebreaker's worksheet. But underneath, barely visible in the margins, was a series of tally marks.
I traced a finger over them. “What’s this?”
She blushed, but didn’t look away. “It’s how late I am.”
The words hit like a dropped tool: sharp, ringing, real.
My throat went dry. “You’re sure?”
She shook her head. “No. Not yet. I mean, maybe it’s just stress or the heat or… whatever. But—” Her hand drifted to her stomach, unconsciously.
I looked at her, really looked, and saw the fear and the hope tangled up in her eyes.
“We can get a test,” I said, voice careful. “Tomorrow morning.”
She nodded, fast. “Yeah. Okay.” Then, quieter: “You’d be okay with that?”
I put my hand on hers, squeezed. “I’d be more than okay.”
She let out a shaky laugh, and for a moment, her whole face opened up. “Don’t tell anyone yet?”
“Not a word.”
She pressed her forehead to mine, eyes closed, breath warm against my cheek.
We stayed like that, just breathing, the night pressing in soft from all sides.

      ***Later, when the house had settled into its midnight noises, I made the rounds.
Fiona sat on the porch, knees pulled up, a book open on her lap but unread. She stared out at the dark lake, sipping ginger tea, her free hand drumming a slow, steady rhythm on her thigh. I watched her for a while, the way the porch light caught the tips of her hair, turning the gold almost white. She must have felt me, because she turned, caught my gaze, and smiled. It was small, but it was real.
Inside, June was at the kitchen island, arranging stems of baby’s breath into a mason jar. She’d always hated the stuff—called it a “filler flower,” something you used when you couldn’t afford the real thing. But she handled each stem like it was precious, snipping and fluffing, spinning the jar to find the perfect angle. I watched her hum to herself, a little tune she’d picked up in France, and I realized I’d never seen her so content.
I checked on Riley last, found her in bed, curled under a tangle of blankets with a pencil and sketchpad propped on her knees. She was drawing again, something quick and rough, all lines and shading. I leaned over to peek, expecting one of her cartoons or a caricature of Doug losing at beer pong. But this one was different. It was a room—a nursery, I realized, with a window overlooking the lake and a mobile of stars hanging above a crib. There was a figure in the corner, holding a bundle, face left blank.
She caught me looking, closed the sketchpad with a snap. “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” she warned.
I kissed her forehead, pulled the covers up to her chin, and let her be.

      ***I couldn’t sleep.
I found myself outside, sitting on the still-rough steps of the gazebo. The beams creaked in the wind, the scent of fresh lumber cutting through the night air. The stars were out in force, the sky so clear it felt like you could scoop it up in handfuls.
I sat there, letting the cool seep into my skin, my mind replaying the day: the nervous laugh in Riley’s voice, the way June’s hand never strayed far from her belly, the small, sharp hope in Fiona’s smile. I thought about what came next—the tests, the conversations, the impossible logistics of it all.
But mostly, I thought about them.
My family. My girls.
I thought about the chaos and the noise, the constant churn of construction and conversation, the way they filled the spaces in the house and in me.
I thought about the promise I’d made, years ago, to be nothing like my own father. To never run, never bail, never leave anyone behind.
I closed my eyes, listened to the frogs and the wind, the faint laugh of Riley from upstairs, and felt a peace I hadn’t known I was missing.
For the first time, I let myself imagine what it would be like—this life, this mess, this future with all of them.
It wasn’t perfect. It was never going to be perfect.
But it was ours.
I sat there until the stars blurred and the chill bit through my shirt, thinking about the family we’d built from nothing, and the new one that might be waiting, just out of sight.
And for the first time, I wanted it all.
Every crazy, impossible, beautiful second of it.






  
  Chapter eleven








Rising Dreams


August 20, dawn: The world was still in first gear, air heavy with the last cool notes of night, sunlight not yet strong enough to burn off the dew. I watched from the side porch, coffee in each hand, as Lily kneeled by the new garden beds, sleeves rolled and hair yanked into a ponytail, the ends trapped with a paisley bandana I’d last seen as a shop rag in the old garage. She moved slow and sure, trowel in one hand and a flat of marigolds in the other, planting like the earth owed her something and she meant to collect. 
The grass out there was slick and cold, already dampening the knees of her jeans. She didn’t notice. Or, more likely, didn’t care. I sipped my own coffee and watched the way her hips shifted as she leaned in, the arch of her back, the solid thunk of her hand against the black earth. When she finished each plant, she pressed the soil down with her palms, making a little nest. I could smell the mix of loam and crushed geranium from twenty feet away.
I set the mugs on the stoop, wiped my hands on my shirt, and went to her. The chill off the lake clung to the low places, shivering up my calves, but the spot where she worked was already warming with sun. She didn’t look up when I crouched beside her, just nodded at the tray of snapdragons waiting their turn.
“You’re doing it all wrong,” I said, just to see what she’d do.
She grinned, not buying it for a second. “You’re supposed to water them in first. And you forgot to loosen the roots.”
I picked up a snapdragon, thumbed its root ball, then handed it to her. Our hands brushed. For a heartbeat, all the banter and bravado dissolved into the hum between our fingertips. She looked away first, the faintest smile caught at the corner of her mouth.
“You ever do this in France?” I asked.
She shook her head, peeling apart the roots as gentle as you’d unsnarl a lock of hair. “Window boxes. Sometimes a courtyard if you got lucky. But I missed this.” She glanced up at the lake, the haze of mist still hovering just above the waterline. “Nothing smells like summer here. Not anywhere else in the world.”
I looked at her, the sun painting her skin gold and pink, and thought, No, nothing does.
She must have sensed it, because she ducked her head, bandana slipping down to cover one eyebrow. “Help me with the roses?”
I did. We dug the holes together, me breaking up the big clods, her lining the edges with organic compost she’d mixed herself at dawn. I let her lead, watched her hands—smudged, raw at the knuckles, nails bitten blunt from a lifetime of never letting things go. Every so often, she’d glance at my progress, and the air between us would shift, thick and live.
We worked in silence, the only sounds the crows, the distant thump of Doug’s music from the workshop, and the occasional chirp of Lily’s phone buzzing on the brick path behind us. She ignored it for the first hour. Eventually it got annoying, the way the persistent little machine tried to muscle into the quiet.
I caught the name on the screen—Ethan, in all caps, followed by three exclamation marks. Each text more urgent than the last.
She didn’t open them. Just flicked the phone to Do Not Disturb and kept planting, her movements a shade faster, jaw set. I wanted to say something, to offer a joke or a lifeline, but nothing fit. Instead, I handed her a hydrangea, the roots still dripping water.
She took it, patted the dirt, then sat back on her heels. Sweat slicked the side of her neck, and when she blew a hair out of her face, the motion looked exactly like Riley after a sprint. “Thanks,” she said, voice a little ragged.
We drank the coffee, letting the warmth move through our fingers, then got back to work.
By the time we finished, the beds looked like a stained glass window—marigold, pink, blue, the white of the roses already popping against the backdrop of rough-cut sod. I stood, stretching the kink out of my back, and took it in. She did the same, arms folded, chin up, judging her own handiwork with the precision of a surgeon.
“Not bad,” I said.
She grinned. “Wait ‘til the rest fills in. It’ll be perfect.”
From the house, another notification—this time a call. She checked the phone, this time letting it ring. It went to voicemail, but a minute later, Ethan appeared in the kitchen window, sunglasses pushed up in his hair and a phone pressed tight to his ear.
He watched us a second, then opened the slider and stepped out, pristine white sneakers sinking half an inch into the muddy gravel. He blinked at the sunlight, lips tight, then called out in his “performance voice,” the one reserved for strangers and contract negotiations.
“Lily! You got a minute?”
She straightened, wiped her hands on her jeans. “What’s up?”
He kept his distance, as if the garden dirt might leap onto his clothes, but his eyes never left her. “The florist called. They need you to confirm the table arrangements by noon or they’ll bump us to next week.”
She glanced at the beds. “It’s barely seven.”
He shrugged. “I’m just the messenger.”
She didn’t answer, just pocketed her phone and stooped to gather the empty flats. He moved to help, but the second he spotted the dirt on her hands, he recoiled. Instead, he fished a handkerchief from his jacket and held it out.
She took it, wiped her hands, but didn’t bother with the fake smile.
Ethan scanned the garden, clearly unsure of what he was supposed to say next. “You, uh… you like doing this?” he asked, waving a hand at the mess.
She nodded. “Best part of my day.”
He eyed the trowel, then me, then back to her. “Well, just… be careful. You don’t want to throw your back out before the big weekend.”
It took everything I had not to laugh.
Lily put down the tools, dusted off her knees, and slung the empty tray under her arm. “We’re almost done,” she said. “Just the hydrangeas for the north side.”
Ethan seemed about to object, then checked his phone again and thought better of it. “Fine, but don’t forget the florist. They’re panicking.” He lowered his sunglasses, flicked a look at me. “You too, Matt. Don’t let her overdo it.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said, and meant it, but not the way he wanted.
He retreated to the house, his white sneakers leaving careful, meandering tracks in the dirt.
Lily exhaled, long and slow. “If he calls again, I’m setting my phone on fire.”
I grinned. “It’s a strong move.”
She shot me a look, half grateful, half guilty. “Sorry. He’s just… he doesn’t like mess.”
“I can tell.”
We finished the last of the planting, hands moving in sync. She was careful to press each hydrangea in deep, then pat the soil around it, her touch deliberate. By the time we got to the end, the sun had burned off the last of the dew, and the beds steamed in the heat. We stood together, side by side, silent in the kind of way that doesn’t need fixing.
When the work was done, I fetched the hose, held it out to her, and watched her face light up as she sprayed the new plants, the mist catching in the sun and making a rainbow over the beds.
She turned the hose on me, giggling, and I let her, even when the cold water hit the small of my back and made me yelp.
“Payback for the snapdragon comment,” she said.
“Deserved,” I replied.
She set the hose down, looked at the beds, then back at me. “You think she’d like it?” she asked, and I knew instantly she meant her mom, gone these last two years.
“She’d love it,” I said. “You did good, Lils.”
She nodded, eyes shining. For a second, I thought she might cry, but she just squared her shoulders, the old Lily back and unbreakable.
From the porch, Ethan called out, voice cutting through the morning. “Lily! Seriously, they’re waiting!”
She hesitated, looked at me, then at the garden.
I shrugged, helpless. “He won’t stop, you know.”
She smiled, sad and true. “No. He never does.”
She walked back toward the house, feet bare now, the mud squelching between her toes.
Halfway there, she paused, turned back, and said, “You’ll be here when I get back?”
“I’ll always be here,” I replied, and didn’t care if it sounded desperate.
She smiled, then disappeared inside, the screen door banging softly behind her.
I stood in the sunlight, watching the way the beds glowed against the old brick, and tried to imagine a world where none of this would end.
But even in the perfect morning, the shadows were already waiting, stretching longer with every step she took away from me.

      ***August 21, midday: The air was a kiln, not just hot but dry, the kind that burned you down to the bones and left nothing but salt. The grass in the field had gone brittle, snapping underfoot like stale chips. We’d been at it since just after dawn, the outbuilding’s frame now up and casting crooked shadows over the sawdust and Red Bull cans that multiplied like rabbits every break.
The outbuilding—wedding barn, call it what you want—was my pride. My design. Doug and his guys handled the heavy lifting, but I ran point, barking measurements, checking plumb, keeping the whole process two steps ahead of a disaster. We’d gotten the south wall upright and braced by ten, and were halfway through the roof trusses when I saw her.
Lily, in cutoff shorts and an ancient Big Dog t-shirt, dragging a battered Igloo cooler over the gravel. Her hair was up again, bandana swapped for a baseball cap that probably used to be mine. She hauled the cooler to the shade, popped the lid, and started tossing cans to the crew—first the regulars, then to me.
I caught a Gatorade, cracked it, and took a swig. It was still half-frozen, the cold numbing my teeth.
“Thanks,” I said.
She grinned. “Figured you’d need it. You look like a smoked ham.”
I wiped my face on my shoulder, leaving a stripe of dust on my cheek. “That’s just my natural glow.”
She rolled her eyes, then wandered over to where Riley and Fiona argued over some exterior paint swatches. I watched her move, the way her legs flexed, the line of her jaw when she laughed at something Fiona said. It took a concentrated effort to get my head back in the game.
We got the main crossbeam in place, then Riley called me over for a consult. As I crossed the yard, I saw Lily in the shadow of the porch, sitting on the steps, fiddling with her phone. I caught a flash of her face—concentration, then a fast flicker of annoyance. She put the phone down, looked at the sky, then at me.
When I finished with Riley, Lily was waiting by the south wall, a level and a pack of shims in hand. “You got a minute?” she asked.
“Always,” I said, following her to the far end where the trusses needed adjustment.
She braced the level against the beam, held it steady. “Tell me if I’m doing this right.”
I set my hand over hers, adjusting the tilt by a hair. Her skin was warm, sweaty, the nails still rimmed with dirt from the day before.
“Perfect,” I said, not taking my hand off hers.
She smiled, then looked away, ears burning. “You say that even when I fuck up.”
“Not true. Sometimes I say you’re almost perfect.”
She laughed, but it was a quiet, sad sound, the kind you hear just before a goodbye.
We got back to work, the two of us trading off on the ladder. She handed me the screws, I ran the gun. Our movements synchronized, old habits resurfacing from a hundred other projects, a dozen summers ago. She’d always been a natural with tools, even if she pretended otherwise. I wondered if Ethan even knew that about her.
I was lining up the next rafter when the porch door creaked open. Ethan appeared, pale and crisp in a linen button-down, sunglasses reflecting the yard like a security camera.
He watched for a minute, arms folded. “Lily,” he called, “You have that cake tasting at two.”
She kept working, didn’t even glance his way.
He called again, louder. “Lily?”
She sighed, lowered the drill. “Be right there,” she said, not turning.
Ethan stepped off the porch, walking over slow, careful of the dust. “You know we need to leave soon. You should clean up. Don’t want to be late.”
“I know,” she said, voice flat.
He looked at me, then at our hands, which were still touching the same piece of wood.
He smiled—polite, teeth just a shade too white. “You good here, Matt?”
I nodded, jaw tight. “We’re ahead of schedule.”
He took Lily by the arm, gentle but firm. “Come on. I’ll help you get changed.”
She let him lead her, but when they were ten feet away, she stopped, turned to me. “Can I finish up after?”
“Anytime,” I said, meaning it.
She looked at Ethan, then at me, her eyes begging for something I wasn’t sure I could give.
He leaned in, whispered something in her ear. She nodded, pasted on a smile, and walked back toward the house with him.
I watched them go, the way his hand hovered at the small of her back, not quite touching but always close. It made my skin crawl.
When they disappeared inside, Riley sidled up beside me, arms crossed. “He’s a piece of work, huh?”
I grunted, too angry to trust my voice.
She bumped me with her shoulder. “Don’t worry. She’ll come back.”
“How do you know?” I asked.
She smiled, slow and sly. “Because you’re the only one who lets her be herself.”
I wanted to believe her, but all I could see was the shadow of Ethan in the doorway, blocking the light.
We worked in silence for another hour. The sun moved west, turning the lake to a sheet of hammered gold. Every so often, I’d catch a glimpse of Lily at the upstairs window, her silhouette moving behind the curtain, a ghost pacing in her own home.
At two-thirty, she was back. Jeans swapped for a skirt, hair down, cheeks flushed. She jogged to the worksite, breathless, and handed me a box of cookies from the bakery.
“Bribe,” she said.
I took one, chocolate chip, and bit in. “You’re late.”
She shrugged. “I left early. Don’t tell him.”
I wouldn’t have for the world.
We finished the last of the trusses, locked everything down, then sat on the tailgate of my truck, drinking lukewarm soda and watching the light fade.
She leaned her head on my shoulder, just for a second, then pulled away, embarrassed.
“I miss this,” she said. “All of it.”
“Me too.”
From the house, Ethan’s voice: “Lily! Dinner!”
She closed her eyes, then stood, brushing crumbs off her skirt.
“See you tomorrow?” she asked.
“Count on it,” I said.
She smiled, soft and sad, then walked back toward the house, the shadows stretching behind her like a tether.
I watched until she disappeared, then finished my soda, the taste flat and bitter in my mouth.
In the end, it wasn’t the work that wore me out. It was the waiting.

      ***August 22-23
The days blurred, hours snapping off like kindling under a bandsaw. We worked through the heat, the bugs, the sudden August thunder that tried to undo a day’s progress in a single squall. The gazebo took shape fast: post holes set and squared, forms poured, the bones of it skeletonizing against the sky while Riley’s popsicle-stick model sat on the sawhorse like a mascot.
Lily showed up every day, like clockwork. At first, she hovered—fetching cold drinks, sweeping up, squinting at my plans with the same intensity she’d used on her French textbooks a decade ago. Then, once, I found her alone at the site, measuring twice before marking a cut line in pencil. She lined it up, ran her finger down the numbers, then looked at me, waiting.
“Looks right?” she asked.
I double-checked, but she was dead on. “You could run this job yourself,” I said.
She grinned, proud and a little shy. “Don’t tempt me.”
The rhythm was good, familiar. I’d measure, she’d mark, we’d cut together. Sometimes she’d challenge my math, just to see if she could trip me up. She was better at it than she had any right to be.
Late morning on the 23rd, I found her crouched inside the half-built frame, tracing the curve of the future roofline with her fingertip, lost in the geometry of it. She was talking to herself, voice soft and playful:
“If we shift this beam a quarter inch, we can keep the sightline clean from the porch.”
I ducked through the opening, grinning. “That’s my move.”
She didn’t look up. “You’re not the only one who knows how to cheat the code, Ford.”
I laughed. “Since when are you a carpenter?”
“Since I had to build my own spice racks in France,” she said, standing. The sun shone through the rafters, striping her arms and face, and for a second I almost reached for her. Instead, I handed her the nail gun.
She took it, weighed it in her hands. “Show me?”
I stood behind her, arms around, just like you do when you’re teaching a kid to swing a bat or tie a knot. Only this was different. She was warm, pressed tight against me, and I felt the sweat between our skins, the way her breath caught when I closed my hand over hers.
“Keep it flush,” I said, lining up the tip. “Watch your angle. Slow squeeze on the trigger—let it do the work.”
She nodded, focused, then fired. The gun thunked, driving the nail home, the recoil surprising her enough to make her laugh.
“Again?” she asked.
“Again,” I said, not moving.
We worked like that for an hour—her setting the nails, me steadying her, both of us hyper-aware but never speaking about it. Once, she missed the stud, and the nail popped out the back. She cursed in French, then covered her mouth, mortified.
“Don’t tell Riley,” she said, blushing.
“Never,” I promised.
By lunchtime, we had the upper beams locked in and the roof outline trued up. We sat in the shade, sharing a bag of pretzels, our knees knocking together as we passed the water bottle back and forth.
“I think it’s going to be beautiful,” she said, looking at the frame.
“It already is,” I said, meaning both the building and her.
She didn’t reply, but her fingers found mine for a second, a quick squeeze before she pulled away.
From the edge of the yard, Ethan watched. He’d been hovering all morning, pacing the drive, making calls loud enough to be overheard. Once, he came up with a clipboard, trying to “coordinate” deliveries, but everyone ignored him. He sulked for an hour, then tried again, this time pulling Lily aside for “a quick check-in about linens.” She went, but I saw her roll her eyes as she walked away.
After lunch, he upped his game—scheduled a hair and makeup trial for Lily at 2pm, smack in the middle of our best window for pouring the last concrete footings.
“Can’t it wait?” she asked, not bothering to hide the annoyance.
“It’s nonrefundable,” he said, voice oozing patience. “You know how these vendors are.”
She made a face, then shrugged at me. “You okay if I bail for a bit?”
“Go,” I said. “We’ll keep it together.”
She left, but not before brushing the sawdust off my shirt, a tiny domestic gesture that didn’t escape the crew’s notice.
“She’s good for you,” Doug muttered as we set the next post.
“Yeah,” I said, wishing I had the words for what I meant.
The work dragged without her. By three, we had the gazebo fully skeletonized, each joist and brace nailed in and level. I stood back, wiping sweat from my brow, and pictured it finished: painted white, with the fancy iron brackets June found online, roses curling up the posts. I imagined Lily standing inside it, arms folded, daring me to make it any better.
At sunset, as the guys packed up, I saw her walking up the lane. She’d changed out of the skirt and blouse, back in shorts, hair wild from the wind. She carried a bag of takeout and her phone, which she immediately threw into the grass.
“I quit,” she announced, dropping the bag onto the tailgate.
“Everything?” I teased.
She grinned, but the edges were tired. “Just the wedding prep. I told Ethan I needed a night off.”
We sat on the tailgate, eating pad thai with plastic forks. The world cooled around us, the light going golden, then indigo. I didn’t want to move. Neither did she.
After a while, she slid off the truck and walked to the gazebo. I followed, keeping a few steps back. She climbed inside, arms crossed, spinning a slow circle.
“It’s exactly how I pictured it,” she said, voice soft.
I stepped inside with her, stood in the center, and looked up at the sky through the open beams. The first stars were out, faint but insistent.
She reached for my hand, not even looking to see if I’d take it.
I did. Our fingers interlaced, palms sweaty and real. We stood there, hands joined, while the air cooled and the light faded. In the far distance, a screen door banged.
“Lily!” Ethan’s voice, closer than I thought. “You coming in?”
She didn’t answer right away. Just squeezed my hand tighter.
“In a minute!” she called back, voice clear and strong.
We watched the shadows grow long across the grass, the lines of the gazebo stretching toward the house, toward the lake, toward the future.
For the first time, I let myself hope.
Maybe, if we built something strong enough, it could last.
Maybe, just maybe, she wanted it too.
The stars brightened. The night gathered around us.
We stayed like that, hands joined, until the dark made us invisible.






  
  Chapter twelve








Shattered Illusions


Night in the shop always felt like a dare. After the world’s noise settled out and the lights of the main house guttered down to their sleepy minimum, the old workshop turned into something between a confessional booth and a boxing ring. I should have been working, or at least pretending—finish the gazebo model, sand the last rough corners on the pergola frame, sweep up the evidence of another day. Instead, I just sat at the bench, hands open on my knees, breathing in the sweet rot of pine sawdust and the ghosts of every argument I’d ever had with my father. 
Sometimes the only way to shut him up was to out-stubborn the dead.
I lasted six minutes before cracking. The laptop sat there, screen half-glowing, waiting for me to cave. I did.
I told myself it was just to check weather, or see if a new invoice had posted from the lumberyard, but my fingers went straight to the browser bar and typed “Ethan Parker” without waiting for permission from the rest of me. I hit enter. The web uncoiled like a snake.
The first five links were predictable—LinkedIn, the real estate team’s homepage, a glossy puff piece from the local business quarterly where Ethan’s smile looked airbrushed to a medical-grade sheen. The social tabs were worse. Every photo was the same: Ethan, somewhere expensive, surrounded by people who could be extras in a streaming series about rich New England assholes, his arm always slung around a bottle-blonde or a golf buddy or a client in a dress that cost more than my first car.
I scrolled, heart drumming an arrhythmic solo, waiting for something to stick. Halfway down page two, it did.
A news brief, almost three years old, about a major land swap deal out near the airport. The write-up was dry as chalk, but the last line snagged me like a nail in the floorboards: “Transaction coordinated by Parker-Ross Holdings LLC, a joint venture between Parker Investments and the Ross Family Trust, represented locally by Margot Ross.”
I read it twice, then a third time. My skin prickled. I pulled up the county records page, found the parcel number, and ran a search. The deed trail was a straight line from Parker Investments to a shell company, then to Margot. The dots all connected, clear as blood spatter on a white wall.
I sat back. The sweat cooled on my chest. I wondered if Lily knew, or if any of them did. If this was the sort of thing that came up at brunch, or if it was a skeleton even they weren’t allowed to exhume.
I kept clicking. The next hour vanished in a blur of PDFs and press releases. Ethan’s name was everywhere, always at the margins of bigger plays, never quite the top dog but always inside the velvet rope. I found an old alumni magazine blurb that mentioned he’d interned for my father’s company during college. That was a detail I never heard before.
My hands started to shake, not from the cold.
I typed “Glenn Parker” into the search. I hadn’t done that in years. I wasn’t even sure if it would still trigger the old migraine, the one that started in my neck and hammered up behind my eyes until the world turned white and pulsing.
But there he was, first result: my father, in a suit that never fit him right, at some ribbon-cutting for a “legacy project” he probably bulldozed three neighborhoods to create. The write-up made him sound like a Kennedy crossed with a chainsaw. I read it through clenched teeth, waiting for the migraine.
It didn’t come. But something else did.
A link, buried at the bottom of a legal notice, about a trust amendment. It listed two “primary heirs,” both named Parker. One, me. The other, Ethan. Different mothers. Same old bastard at the top.
I read the lines until the letters blurred. Birth dates, addresses, legalese. Then, the phrase that snapped it all together: “Issue of Glenn Parker, to wit: Ethan Alexander Parker (b. 1996) and Matthew Allen Ford (b. 2003, formerly Parker).”
I scrolled up. Read it again. “Formerly Parker.” My name, attached like a barnacle to his. I could taste bile at the back of my throat.
I remembered the day I changed it. After I found out about the other family, the other women, the second set of everything—including a “real” son who wasn’t a fuckup like me—I’d filed the paperwork with my mother’s maiden name printed in block letters on the petition. It had all been clinical, done via a browser from June’s house in France. Six weeks later, a fat envelope arrived, confirming my legal name change.
But the record was still there. Immutable.
I slammed the laptop shut so hard it bounced. My heart hammered in my ears. I put my head down on the bench and breathed until I could see straight.
Ethan. My half-brother. Not just a metaphor, or a “he’s like a brother to me” joke, but actual, by-the-book, same-blood brother.
Every time I’d wanted to hit him, every time he smiled with that perfect, predatory smile, every time he made Lily’s voice shrink to a pinprick of what it was supposed to be—I’d been looking in a mirror I didn’t know was there. And all I could see now was my father’s face, crowning out of both of us like a demon child that wouldn’t ever die.
My hands left sweat stains on the plywood. My breath tasted metallic, like the first mouthful of river water after you fall through the ice. I wanted to break something, or run, or both. Instead, I just sat there, feeling my pulse rattle around in the spaces between my ribs, knowing that nothing would ever fit right again.
I stared at the sliver of moon through the grimy window. Tried to picture the world where I didn’t know this, where the blood in my veins wasn’t the same as the bastard who’d ruined both our lives.
But the facts were the facts. And now I had to figure out what to do with them.
I wiped my eyes with the back of my wrist, and saw the smear of sawdust and sweat across my skin. I tried to laugh, but it sounded like a cough.
He’s my brother.
The words had no shape in my mouth. They never would.
I sat there a long time, the air thick with the smell of cut wood and old, unfixable things.
I waited for the hate to subside, but it didn’t.
It only got heavier. And the longer I carried it, the more it felt like I was carrying him, too. Every last fucking piece.

      ***The house sounded normal. Morning traffic in the hallway, muted NPR from the breakfast nook, the rolling percussion of Riley’s sneakers thumping down the stairs. If you listened with both ears, you’d never guess that a secret big enough to detonate half the county was riding on my next ten minutes.
But I knew. I’d spent the whole night learning how to hate myself for not seeing it sooner.
I waited until everyone was in one place. The kitchen, just after eight, the Ross sisters, Fi, and Sunny clumped around the big island, cups of coffee in hand, Bella already dressed like she was due in court, Riley in a tank and board shorts, Lily trailing her like a ghost with the faintest blue of last night’s mascara under her eyes. Ethan strolled in last, fresh-showered, the usual aftershave cloud already infecting the airspace.
He didn’t see me at first. Or maybe he just chose not to. I sat at the far end of the counter, laptop in front of me, hands folded so tight the bones creaked. I waited for him to make the first move.
He poured himself a coffee. Cream, two sugars, the same as my father used to take it. The same as I did, before I started drinking it black.
He turned, saw the crowd, and smiled, all white teeth and confidence. “Looks like we’ve got a quorum,” he joked, then noticed me staring.
“Morning, Matt,” he said, voice smooth as a closing argument.
I didn’t answer. I just opened the laptop, pulled up the browser tab, and spun it so he could see.
“Did you ever think to mention it?” I asked, keeping my voice low, just for him.
He squinted at the screen. At first, there was nothing—the words meant nothing, or maybe he’d rehearsed this moment so many times in his head it barely pinged his radar.
Then he saw the names. Saw the county seal on the birth certificate, the highlighted block of text: “Father: Glenn Alexander Parker.”
Something changed in his eyes. A flicker, not even a second, but I caught it.
He set the coffee down. Hands steady. “So, you found out.”
I nodded, feeling every pair of eyes snap from him to me and back again.
Riley broke the silence. “Found out what?”
Ethan ignored her. “Did it take you long? Or did you always know, and just never cared to admit it?”
I clenched my fists tighter, nails digging into palm.
“Was it a game to you?” I asked. “Or are you just that good at pretending none of this ever happened?”
The others started to get it, piece by piece. Bella leaned in, eyes narrowed, reading over Ethan’s shoulder. Lily’s hand came up to her mouth, a silent gasp. Even Fiona—usually the calmest of the lot—tensed, knuckles white around her mug.
“I thought you knew,” Ethan said, voice still measured. “It’s not like it was a secret. Ask half the Board of Trustees. The only person who ever bothered to care was your mother.”
I saw red. “Don’t you dare talk about her.”
He smiled, but there was nothing human in it. “She was the only one who ever tried to change the rules. The rest of the world just kept playing the game.”
A chair scraped behind me—Riley, stepping back like she’d been slapped. “Wait, what are you saying?”
I forced myself to speak, each word a splinter in my throat. “Ethan isn’t just my rival. He’s my half-brother. Same father. The son who got to grow up on the inside, while I got the hand-me-downs and the fucking annual Christmas cards.”
No one moved. You could’ve measured the silence in centuries.
June broke it first, voice trembling. “Oh, Matt…”
But Ethan wasn’t done. “You act like I asked for any of it,” he said. “You act like I was the mastermind. But you’re the one who walked away. I stayed because I wanted to make something of myself. And because—” He glanced at Lily, the barest flicker, “—I always wondered what it would be like, to live in a house where people actually cared what happened to you.”
“Bullshit,” I spat. “You wanted to win. You wanted to take what you thought was yours, no matter who got fucked along the way.”
He shrugged, the movement lazy. “Dad taught me one thing worth knowing: take what you want, and make it yours. He didn’t care how. I just followed the plan.”
Bella stepped between us, arms up like a referee. “You’re both idiots,” she said, voice deadly calm. “You think this is about winning? There’s nothing left to win. We’re all standing in the rubble, and you’re still fighting over the scraps.”
Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “Easy for you to say. You’ve always had a seat at the table.”
Riley’s voice was small, but it cut through the room like a razor. “Is this why you’re marrying Lily? To beat him?”
Lily looked at Ethan, really looked at him, and the color drained from her face.
He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he turned the question on me. “Is that what you think?” he asked. “That I only want her to spite you?”
I held his gaze. “I think you’re capable of anything if it means getting one up on me. Or on Dad. Or on anyone who makes you feel second-best.”
He smiled, slow and surgical. “I don’t need to make anyone feel anything, Matt. I just do what I’m good at. And what I’m good at? Is being the last one standing.”
My pulse thundered in my ears. The urge to put him through the window was so strong I had to grip the counter, just to keep my hands from doing something I couldn’t undo.
Fiona slid in beside me, her hand a gentle weight on my forearm. “Don’t,” she whispered. “You’re better than this.”
But I wasn’t sure.
Ethan leaned in, voice pitched so only I could hear. “You can hate me all you want. It changes nothing. The house is mine. The girl is mine. The future is mine. All you ever had was a head start, and you blew it.”
I looked at him. Really looked. Saw the tiny tremor at the corner of his mouth, the sweat starting to bead along his hairline. For all the confidence, he was scared. Maybe he always had been.
I laughed, sharp and humorless. “You can have the house,” I said. “You can have the money. You can have the whole fucking county. But you will never have a family. Not really. Not ever.”
For a second, he looked ready to hit me. Instead, he stepped back, hands up. “Whatever you say, brother.”
The word hung in the air, poisoned and permanent.
He walked out, leaving the kitchen dead silent behind him.
No one said anything for a long time. Riley sank to the floor, head in her hands. Bella stared into space, her jaw clenched so tight I thought she might break her own teeth. June went to Lily, who hadn’t moved, just stood there blinking, eyes huge and empty.
Fiona was the first to move. She hugged me, arms around my chest, squeezing all the pieces back together.
It didn’t help. Not much.
I stared at the doorway, half-expecting him to come back, throw one more punch, demand the last word.
But he didn’t.
He’d already won.
Or lost. I wasn’t sure.
Maybe both.
The others drifted out, one by one. I sat at the counter, head in my hands, the laptop still open to the tab where my name clung to his like a scar.
The sun rose higher, spilling light into the room. It didn’t warm a thing.
I just sat there, waiting for the world to make sense again.
But it never did.

      ***No one moved for a long time after Ethan left.
The kitchen felt smaller, airless, as if the world outside had slammed shut and left us marooned in a snow globe, the silence thick and glittering with fragments of what used to be true.
Bella paced, her heels ticking off the seconds. Every so often, she’d stop and stare at the door, like if she just glared hard enough Ethan would combust in the driveway. Her hands flexed and unflexed at her sides, knuckles white, lips pressed so thin they might have disappeared altogether. Finally she grabbed a water glass from the counter, wound up, and launched it into the sink so hard it shattered, the sound ricocheting off the tile like gunfire.
“That fucking prick,” she hissed, voice shredded, “I’ll kill him myself if he shows his face again.”
No one contradicted her.
Riley still sat on the floor, legs splayed, hands cupped over her face. She didn’t make a sound. Not a whimper, not a breath. Just the smallest tremor in her shoulders, barely visible if you weren’t looking for it.
June made herself useful—she always did—sweeping up the shards of glass, ferrying mugs into the dishwasher with methodical precision. When her hands weren’t busy, she wrung them, gaze fixed on nothing.
Fiona tried to start a pot of tea, but her hands shook so badly she sloshed water across the counter. She abandoned it, leaned against the fridge, and watched the rest of us with the wide, hollow eyes of someone who’d seen this kind of disaster before and was already bracing for the next.
And Lily.
Lily hadn’t moved. She stood where Ethan had left her, arms crossed over her chest, fingers digging into the flesh so deep I could see the half-moons of her nails through the fabric of her shirt. Her face was a study in negatives—cheeks blanched, mouth slack, eyes red and wet but dry of tears. When she finally spoke, her voice was so small I barely caught it.
“He lied about everything, didn’t he.”
No one answered. The truth was so obvious it didn’t need witnesses.
She turned to me, searching my face for some piece of herself she could still recognize. I tried to meet her gaze, but the guilt in me was too heavy.
“I didn’t know,” I whispered. It sounded pathetic, but it was all I had.
She nodded once, slow. “I think I did,” she said. “I just didn’t want to believe it.”
Outside, the sun shifted, throwing the long shadow of the house across the garden beds we’d planted together. The light moved across the floor, catching on the glass shards, the spilled sugar, the tiny flecks of blue paint Riley had tracked in from the worksite.
In the hallway, the sound of a car starting. Ethan’s engine, idling too long, then accelerating away, the noise fading fast into the summer hush.
We sat or stood or curled into our corners, frozen in a tableau of everything broken.
I thought about the blood in my veins, the inheritance of violence and pettiness and bottomless want. I thought about Lily’s blue eyes, the way they’d brightened with possibility a hundred times in the past month, and how they looked now—dulled, as if someone had flicked off the main breaker behind them.
I wanted to fix it, but all I could do was stand there, hands open and useless, and wait for the sun to finish setting.
No one said a word. Not for a long, long time.
The light faded, the shadows lengthened, and the old house creaked around us, bearing witness to the one truth left standing: nothing was ever going to be the same.
Not for any of us.






  
  Chapter thirteen








Seeking Solace


Ilay on my back, arms crossed over my chest like a corpse waiting for the curtain to drop. Riley's hair fanned against my shoulder, her hand curled under her chin in the tight, feral way she slept when the world got loud. On the other side, Fiona's thigh pressed against mine, her breath slow and deep, the flutter of her lashes betraying some ancient battle playing out behind her eyes. 
Meanwhile, my own eyelids wouldn't stay shut for more than thirty seconds. Every time I forced them closed, I'd see Ethan's face at the kitchen counter, the aftershave tang, the bulletproof confidence in the way he poured his coffee and said my name like it was a punchline. Then the next image would come, and the next, faster each time, until my chest felt like it was being squeezed from the inside out.
Sleep was out of the question. My body burned with the electric hum of panic, even though nothing in the room moved. The only sound was Riley's faint snore and the occasional creak of the floorboards shifting under the weight of the house's secrets.
For a while, I lay there, staring at the smooth, freshly painted ceiling, searching for patterns in the shadows that might reveal some hidden truth. But every shape only led me back to the same unsettling thought: Ethan—my half-brother, my rival, the haunting reflection of our father's legacy—was in the guest suite at the far end of the hall, poised for whatever drama awaited us next.
I tried to focus on the slow, even weight of Fiona's leg over mine, or the familiar warmth of Riley's bare shoulder pressed against my ribs. But even those anchors couldn't keep me from drifting.
I replayed the entire kitchen scene in slow motion: the shock on the girls' faces, the way June's hands trembled as she swept up the broken glass, the hollow ringing silence after Ethan dropped his bomb and left. I thought about what it meant—really meant—for the house, for the future, for Lily. And for me.
The thing no one understood was that this wasn't the first time my father's shadow had invaded a life I thought was mine alone. Every house, every job, every relationship I'd tried to build had always, eventually, become haunted by the ghost of Glenn Parker's ambition. And now, like some fucked-up version of the prodigal son, Ethan had landed here, ready to do what our father never could: burn everything down, just to see what would rise from the ashes.
I tried to hold onto that anger, use it as fuel, but it kept slipping into something colder. Not quite fear, but a preemptive grief for all the things I hadn't even lost yet.
After an hour, or maybe a year, I gave up on sleep.
I slid out from under Riley's arm, careful not to wake her. She made a soft noise but didn't stir. Fiona shifted, rolling to her other side, her hand searching for me and coming up with a fistful of empty sheet. I let myself watch her for a second, the way her face relaxed when she was dreaming, the faint line between her brows smoothing out until she looked almost angelic. Then I slipped out of bed, pulled on the nearest t-shirt, and padded barefoot into the hall.
The lake house had a different personality at night. The air was cooler, edged with the smell of water and the faintest trace of fireplace smoke left over from last winter. The long corridor to the bedrooms was lit only by the blue glow of moon through the stained glass at the landing. My footsteps sounded enormous in the hush, so I took them slow, careful to avoid the loose planks that would broadcast my movements to the entire household.
Halfway down, I paused outside June's door. There was a time, years ago, when I used to come to Sunny first. Whenever I was sick, or sad, or couldn't sleep, June would let me crawl in with her, no matter how late. I'd curl up on the edge of her mattress, facing the wall, and she'd pull my hair back and murmur in French until I drifted off. For a moment, my hand hovered near the door, yearning to knock as if I were still that lost boy at seventeen, believing that warm milk and soft-spoken reassurances could mend the fractures of the world.
Instead, I stood there, hand hovering over the antique brass knob, listening to my own pulse in my ears.
I turned it, slow as a thief.
June's room was different from the rest of the house. The walls were covered in old French posters—Moulin Rouge, Absinthe Robette, the kind you find rolled up in tubes at university bookstores but here looked lived-in, battered by years of tape and re-tape and moves across continents. The bed was enormous, swaddled in layers of linen and topped with a drift of mismatched pillows, none of which matched the faded floral print of the headboard.
There were always flowers—fresh, dried, or paper, but always there. Tonight, it was a single stem of lavender in a chipped glass on the windowsill. Next to it sat a travel clock from Paris, the hands stopped at 3:17.
Moonlight slanted through gauzy curtains, painting the hardwood with ribbons of silver and blue. In the center of it all, June sat cross-legged, her back to the door, a notebook balanced on her lap. She wore a thin, nearly transparent nightgown, her hair cascading in wild waves that framed her face. It was a look I hadn’t seen since those late nights in Lyon, when we huddled over sketches of her architectural designs, laughter and dreams spilling between us as the hours melted into dawn.
She didn't look up when I entered, but I knew she'd heard me. I closed the door behind me, pressed my back to it, and waited for her to speak.
Instead, she set the notebook aside, unfolded her legs, and turned to face me.
"Can't sleep, chéri?" she said, voice barely above a whisper.
I shook my head, afraid if I spoke I'd lose whatever composure I had left.
She patted the side of the bed next to her, the sheets folded down, the space wide and waiting.
I crossed to her, letting the silence fill in the gaps. As I sat, the mattress dipped, and she scooted closer until our knees touched.
For a long time, we just looked at each other. June's eyes were a strange color—gray or blue depending on the light—and tonight they were wide open, raw in a way I'd never seen.
She reached up and brushed a strand of hair from my forehead. "It's all right," she murmured in French. "I know."
The tears threatened again, but I blinked them away.
She lifted the blanket, an invitation. I hesitated, then slid under, the cool linen against my legs making me shiver.
She lay back, pulling me with her, so my head rested against her shoulder the way it had when I was a teenager.
This time, though, I was too big to pretend. My body pressed against hers, the line of her hip a clear border between memory and now.
She held me, arms wrapped tight around my chest, her fingers tracing slow circles on my back.
For a while, I just breathed her in—the lavender, the faint musk of skin, the sweetness that was uniquely hers.
"Talk to me," she said, switching to English. "Tell me what you're thinking."
I opened my mouth, but the words jammed up in my throat. All I could manage was, "I don't know what to do."
She stroked my hair, gentle as wind in grass. "You don't have to do anything tonight. You just have to be here."
I nodded, pressing my face into her neck, the tears leaking out anyway, silent and hot.
She rocked me, the motion slow and deliberate, until the world narrowed to just the two of us and the dark beyond her window.
After a while, my breathing slowed, my heart steadying.
I felt the tremor in her own hands, the way her fingers gripped me tighter than before.
"It's going to be okay," she whispered. "No matter what, we'll figure it out."
I let myself believe her, just for tonight.
I let myself stay in her arms, the ache in my chest slowly dissolving into something softer.
Outside, the moon moved across the sky, the clock hands still frozen at 3:17.
Inside, in the hush of June's room, the world felt safe again.
At least until morning.

      ***The clock on the sill never moved, but the night did. I lost track of the time I spent wrapped around June, letting her heartbeat reset mine, letting her hands sketch lazy circles over my shoulder blades until I felt myself slip from animal panic to something almost restful. She hummed—sometimes in French, sometimes nonsense—and the words blended into the sound of wind through her half-open window.
I don't know what made me speak. Maybe it was the safety of her arms, or the illusion that dawn would never come, or just the realization that if I didn't talk, the words would start eating me alive from the inside.
"I don't understand how he did it," I said, voice muffled against the skin below her jaw. "How he fooled all of us for so long."
She stroked my neck, slow and patient. "C'est son don. He's always been… persuasive." She pronounced it the French way, softer, as if that would make it sting less.
"He makes you think you're the one making the choices," I said, remembering the dozens of times my father’s smile had steered a conversation, a project, a person. "But really, it's all just—" I broke off, the image of Ethan so much like him, the two of them blurring together. 
"A game," June said, not unkindly.
I nodded against her collarbone. "He wants the house. He wants Lily. He wants to win. Even when there's nothing left to win."
June was silent for a moment, then tilted my chin up so she could see my face. Her thumb traced the line of my cheekbone, and when she spoke, her voice was all warmth.
"Tu es bon, Matt. You're not like him."
I wanted to believe her, but the shame prickled at the back of my throat. "I'm still his blood."
She shook her head, the auburn curtain of her hair brushing my cheek. "Non. Blood is nothing. Heart is everything."
I let her words sink in, the French syllables softening the sharp edges of everything I hated about myself.
She kissed my temple, then my eyelids, then the tip of my nose, each one a tiny balm on a bruise I couldn't name.
I found myself smiling—just a little—at the memory of how she'd always done this, ever since I was an awkward teenage boy armed with a massive crush. The ritual never changed: head to toe, a kiss for every spot that hurt.
Tonight, though, it was different. I wasn't a child, and the pain was in places she couldn't reach with lips alone.
I pressed my mouth to her shoulder, then to the hollow at the base of her throat, tasting the heat and the faint, mineral tang of her skin. She shivered, just enough for me to notice.
"Sorry," I said, and started to pull back.
But she caught my face between her hands, holding me steady.
"Don't be," she whispered, and I felt the truth of it in her grip.
Her nightgown was thin, nearly transparent in the moonlight, the fabric clinging to the curve of her waist, the soft swell of her breast, the line of her hip. I let my hand rest there, fingers splayed across the span of her ribcage. She was warm and solid, the kind of body that promised shelter from any storm.
She arched against my hand, her breath quickening. Her pupils were huge, swallowing the color of her eyes, and for a second I was seventeen again, sneaking into her bed after midnight, both of us giggling at the absurdity of how much we wanted each other.
But we were grown now, and the laughter had long since been replaced by a hunger deeper than nostalgia.
I slid my palm up, under the hem of her nightgown, feeling the silken skin of her thigh, the slight tremor in her muscle as she squeezed her legs together. She let out a breath, barely audible, and shifted to let me in.
My mouth found hers, slow at first—sweet, almost hesitant. But she kissed me back harder, her hands tangled in my hair, her tongue teasing the edge of my teeth until I shuddered with the wanting.
I pulled her on top of me, and she moved with the fluid grace of someone who'd spent her whole life knowing how to get what she needed without ever having to ask. Her hair spilled over my face, the strands tickling my jaw, and her hands were everywhere—my chest, my stomach, the band of my boxers.
She straddled my hips, the nightgown bunched around her waist, the heat of her bare skin against my own almost enough to undo me on the spot.
I pushed the fabric up, over her head, and she let it fall to the floor without a word.
June naked was a work of art. Even in the half-light, I could make out every detail: the long, slender neck; the delicate slope of her clavicle; the generous, natural curve of her breasts, the nipples already tight with anticipation. Her stomach was soft but flat, the faint lines of muscle visible under the smooth expanse of pale skin. Her waist narrowed, then flared into hips that fit perfectly in my hands.
Her legs were long, toned from years of running and hiking the mountains of southern France. The hair between her legs was the same rich auburn as on her head, trimmed but not shaved, the lips underneath already glistening in the soft light.
She saw me looking, and smiled—not coy, but proud.
I reached for her, and she leaned forward, pressing her chest to mine, her hair a veil around both our faces. She kissed me again, this time more urgent, her hips grinding against me in slow, insistent circles.
I felt myself growing harder, the ache almost painful, and I knew she could feel it too. She reached between us, her fingers gentle but sure, and freed my cock from the waistband of my boxers.
She wrapped her hand around me, stroking once, twice, then lined me up with the wet heat between her thighs.
She held my gaze as she sank down, taking me in inch by inch.
We both gasped at the same time, the sensation raw and overwhelming.
She was tight, wetter than I expected, her walls pulsing around me as she settled her weight onto my hips.
For a moment, neither of us moved. The world narrowed to the heat where our bodies joined, the slow, syncopated throb of our hearts, the hush of breath and moonlight.
She started to move—slow at first, rising and falling in a rhythm that matched the wind outside. My hands found her hips, fingers digging in just enough to leave marks. She moaned, low and guttural, and I felt it vibrate through her whole body.
I let her set the pace, let her grind against me until the pressure built to something exquisite, almost unbearable. She leaned back, bracing herself on my chest, her breasts bouncing with each thrust, nipples catching the moonlight. I reached up and cupped one, rolling the nipple between my fingers, and she shivered, a fine tremor running through her.
"Mon dieu," she whispered, eyes half-closed.
She fucked me slow, drawing it out, every motion deliberate. I could see the way her muscles tightened with every stroke, the sweat beading at her temples, the way her mouth parted with each exhale.
I watched her, memorized her, wanting to burn the image into my brain so nothing—no one—could ever take it away.
I drove up into her, trying to reach some new depth inside her body that might make her forget every sorrow or disappointment or heartbreak in her life. June met me, her thighs locked tight against my sides, rocking forward with each thrust until we were both trembling. Her lips found mine again, urgent and open, and her tongue pushed into my mouth as if she wanted to taste the very air I breathed. Underneath the sweetness, there was something wild, almost feral, and it made my hands shake as I knotted her hair in my fists and let her ride me toward oblivion.
The room spun. The world outside the window, the dust of the moon, the creak of the old house, all of it dissolved until it was only her—the impossible heat, the scent of her skin, the way her body begged for everything I had left to give.
She started to pant, ragged and desperate, nails scoring lines down my arms as she rode faster, using my cock like the only tool that could fix whatever inside her was broken. I could tell she was close: her walls tightened with every pulse, her whole body straining for release. She let go with a shuddering cry, high and thin, and for a second I worried we’d wake the whole house. She collapsed forward, her brow pressed to the side of my neck, and I felt her come in hot, rolling waves, the muscles of her cunt gripping me so tight it hurt.
But she didn’t stop. Even as the first orgasm tore through her, she kept rocking back and forth, grinding her clit against my pubic bone, chasing another. She bit my shoulder, hard enough to leave a mark, and I gasped, the pain electric. She moaned again, a kind of desperate whimper, and the wetness between her legs turned slicker, almost slippery. My cock throbbed inside her, so swollen with blood it felt like it might burst.
I held onto her hips, steadying her as she fucked herself on me with a kind of fury I’d never seen from her before. Sweat slicked her back, her hair sticking to her cheeks, and every muscle stood out in sharp relief: calf, thigh, the long line of her stomach. I watched her breasts bounce, watched the nipples tighten and flush, and I reached up to cup one in my hand. She arched into my palm as I squeezed, her breath catching, and I thumbed the nipple until she gasped and nearly screamed.
The whole bed shook with our movements. I could hear the headboard banging against the wall, a dull percussion that only made it feel more real, more urgent. I tried to hold back, to make it last, but every time I did June would clench around me and my restraint would snap. I bit my lip so hard I tasted blood, but even that wasn’t enough to keep me from the edge.
She came again, this time silent, her whole body going rigid, her back bowed like a bowstring. The look on her face was something I’d never seen before—pure pleasure, edged with a kind of delirious pain. She sobbed once, then let out a strange little laugh, and for a moment I thought she might collapse.
I wrapped my arms around her, holding her close as she trembled. I could feel her heartbeat, wild as a trapped bird, thumping against my own chest. I whispered her name, told her she was beautiful, perfect, everything. She buried her face in my neck, her hair falling over my shoulder, and for a moment she just breathed, clinging to me like I was the only thing left in the world.
But she wasn’t done—not even close. She shifted her weight, bracing herself with one hand on the mattress, and started to move again, this time slower, more deliberate. She rolled her hips in tight circles, grinding us together with a skill that could only come from years of practice, or maybe just a desperate need to prove something neither of us could put into words.
She looked down at me, her eyes glassy and wild, and in that instant I realized how much I needed her, how much I always had. There wasn’t a part of me she didn’t know or hadn’t touched; every secret, every shame, every longing. She saw it all, and she still wanted me.
I reached up to touch her cheek, and she leaned into my hand, her smile soft and sad. “Don’t ever leave me,” she whispered, voice hoarse and desperate, and I knew she didn’t mean tonight.
“Never,” I said, and for the first time in years, I believed it.
That did something to her. She kissed me again, then started to really fuck me—hard, fast, no mercy left. The slap of skin on skin was sharp in the air, but she didn’t care. I didn’t either. I was beyond caring, beyond thought, beyond everything except the throb in my cock and the taste of her sweat and the way she looked at me with that wild, hungry love.
I felt myself getting close, the pressure building in my belly, gathering at the base of my spine. I tried to warn her, but she just smiled, a wicked twist of her lips, and rode me harder, her nails digging bloody crescents into my shoulders. I gripped her ass, pulled her down onto me, and let her take what she needed.
I came so hard it was like a gun going off in my skull—white light at the edges of my vision, every muscle locked, my whole body jerking uncontrollably as I emptied into her in a long, endless pulse. She kept moving, milking every last drop out of me, her own orgasm crashing through her at the same time.
When it was over, she collapsed on top of me, boneless and shaking, her breath hot against my chest.
For a long time, neither of us spoke.
She collapsed onto my chest, her body slick with sweat, her breath hot on my skin.
I wrapped my arms around her, held her as tight as I could without crushing her, and just breathed.
She kissed my neck, then my jaw, then the corner of my mouth.
"Tu me rends folle," she whispered. You drive me crazy.
I laughed, still trembling.
"Good," I said. "Because you make me feel alive."
She smiled, then rolled to the side, pulling me with her so we faced each other, noses almost touching.
We lay like that, tangled together, until the world came back into focus.
The moonlight faded. The night outside grew quiet, the lake settling into stillness.
Inside, June held me close, her fingers tracing patterns on my chest, her breath soft and steady.
For the first time in a long time, I felt whole.
And I let myself believe that maybe, just maybe, I could stay that way.

      ***We drifted for a while, not asleep but not entirely awake either, the room echoing with the memory of our bodies colliding and clinging together. The sheets were tangled, sweat cooling in the hollow between our bellies, and June’s hair made a dark, fragrant net across my chest. I lay flat on my back, staring at the moonlit ceiling, but every sense was tuned to her—the weight of her thigh across my leg, her toes working slow circles against my shin, her fingertips drawing lazy, secret sigils on my shoulder.
I could have stayed in that liminal place forever, neither speaking nor moving, just letting the aftermath wash the last shreds of rage and shame out of my head. But June was never good at leaving things unsaid. She waited until she knew I was really there, then rolled onto her side and propped herself up on one elbow, studying me in profile.
“You don’t have to say anything,” she said, her voice so soft it was almost a part of the night air.
I looked over, found her eyes—darker now, the moonlight pulling blue from the gray.
“I want to,” I said. “I just don’t know where to start.”
She smiled, not the coy French-girl smile but the real one, the one that always made me want to give her every secret I’d ever owned. “Then don’t start. Just be here.”
She pressed her lips to my shoulder, then let her head fall to my chest, ear to my heart. For a long time, that’s all there was: the pulse, the air, her hand fanned wide on the side of my ribcage as if to anchor me to the earth.
I wrapped my arm around her, pulled her tight, felt the sharp point of her elbow at my side. We fit together in a way that felt engineered, not accidental.
I wanted to ask if it was enough. If this—our messy, sidelong love, never quite in the daylight—was what she wanted, when the world outside was full of people who could give her simpler, quieter things. But June beat me to it.
“I don’t want this to end,” she said, voice low but urgent.
“It doesn’t have to,” I said, meaning it more than I meant anything in my life.
She shook her head, hair scattering. “Non. You don’t understand. I want this to be real. Not just tonight. Not just because you’re hurt, or lost, or because we need to keep the house from him. I want—” She fumbled for the words, then took my hand and placed it over her stomach, just below the bellybutton. The skin there was warm, impossibly soft. “I want all of it, Matt. I want you, and the girls, and this fucked up family we’ve built. I want to wake up every day and see you.” She hesitated, and in that silence, I felt the axis of the night tilt.
She pressed my hand more firmly to her stomach. “I want our baby to have all of us.”
It took a second for the words to register.
When they did, the world stopped.
I looked at her, really looked—her face open and unguarded, the faint flush rising to her cheeks, the tremor in her voice as she waited for me to react.
“June,” I said, and my own voice was a whisper, “are you—?”
She nodded. “I am. I found out yesterday. I was going to wait, but—” She looked down, then back up, eyes shining. “You needed to know.”
I tried to say something smart or brave or just coherent, but the only thing that came out was a laugh. The kind you make when you’re about to cry but don’t, because something too bright is crowding out all the darkness.
June watched me, a smile twitching at the corner of her mouth. “You’re not mad?”
“God, no,” I said. “I’m… I’m the opposite of mad. I’m—” I couldn’t finish, because the happiness had hit so fast it was like a slap, hard and stinging and so unfamiliar I almost didn’t recognize it.
She laughed, a wet, gasping sound, and then she was kissing me, her hands on either side of my face, her lips everywhere at once. The heat flared all over again, but it wasn’t the frantic, desperate heat from before. This was something slower, deeper, the kind of wanting that could last a lifetime.
We kissed until the salt of her tears mixed with the taste of her tongue, and then we just held each other, both of us shaking, the world outside shrinking to nothing.
After a while, June lay back, head on my bicep, our fingers linked over the gentle slope of her belly.
“Can you see it?” she asked. “Can you imagine the mess we’ll make?”
I could. I pictured the lake house swarming with tiny, barefoot monsters, June and Fiona and Riley and maybe even Bella fighting over who got to spoil them most. I pictured holidays at the long table, babies balanced on knees, the smell of woodsmoke and bread and the cold lake outside. I pictured myself older, maybe even gray, still building things, still waking up to a chaos I’d made instead of one forced on me by someone else’s ambition.
I grinned. “I can’t imagine it any other way.”
June hummed in her throat, pleased. “We’ll have to tell the others. Eventually.”
“Let’s wait,” I said. “Just a little longer. Let it be ours for a night.”
She nodded, satisfied, and curled closer, her breath warming the hollow under my chin.
“Matt,” she said, voice barely there. “Don’t ever leave me.”
“I won’t,” I promised, and this time, I knew it was true.
The night thickened, and sleep crept in at the edges, but I fought it as long as I could, wanting to remember every detail: the hush, the lavender, the cold moonlight on her skin. I wanted to remember the way June never let me fall apart, no matter how many times I tried.
When she finally slept, I watched her for a long time, my hand still on her belly, feeling for the faintest sign of movement, as if the life inside was already ready to announce itself.
I listened to her breathing, slow and even, and let the new weight settle in my chest.
Family.
It was never what I thought it would be, but maybe that was the point.
I let the thought lull me, let the steady pulse of June’s heart guide me down into sleep.
And for the first time, I didn’t dream about Ethan, or my father, or all the ways the world could still go wrong.
I dreamed of the lake, and the house, and the baby whose name I didn’t know yet.
And I dreamed of June, always June, never letting go.

      ***We woke late, to the sound of birds and the distant slap of water against the dock. June stretched like a cat, then tucked herself back under my arm, refusing to let me up.
Outside the window, the world was the same as it had always been—brighter, maybe, but still waiting for us to come back to it.
Inside, the air was warm and close, the bed a raft on a sea of white linen.
I lay there with June, listening to the sound of her heartbeat, and thought about the future—our future.
Whatever it looked like, it was ours.
I held her a little tighter, and didn’t let go, even when the sun rose high and the rest of the house stirred awake.
Let them wait, I thought.
Let the world turn without us, just for one more hour.
After all we’d been through, we’d earned it.






  
  Chapter fourteen








Boundaries Blurred


The very next night, I heard the knock just after eleven. Three short raps, then silence so absolute I thought I’d imagined it. June was curled against me, one bare leg snaked over mine, hair plastered damp to her neck, the sheets still twisted from how we’d left them. I didn’t want to move. I didn’t want to risk breaking the new world we’d built from sweat and skin and the raw honesty of the last few hours. 
But the knock came again—this time softer, almost apologetic.
I eased my arm from under June, tucking a pillow in its place. She stirred, lips smacking in her sleep, but didn’t wake. I slid from the bed, pulled on boxers and an old cotton tee, and padded barefoot to the door. The handle felt cold, metallic, against my palm.
I opened it a crack, bracing for anything.
It was Lily. No makeup, hair wild, eyes so red they looked freshly painted. She wore a cardigan over a plain white tank, and the kind of sweatpants you only put on when you’ve already admitted defeat to the night.
For a second, neither of us said a word.
She broke first. “Can I come in?”
Her voice was sandpaper, scraped down to the nerve.
I felt June's presence before I saw her—the soft rustle of sheets, the padding of bare feet across the floor. She appeared at my shoulder wrapped in silk, hair mussed from our earlier passion. Her eyes moved between us, understanding everything in an instant. "I'll give you space," she murmured, then pressed her lips briefly to mine—a gesture both intimate and reassuring. With a gentle squeeze of my arm, she slipped past Lily into the hallway, leaving the two of us standing under the open door.
I stepped aside, held the door, watched as she slid past without meeting my eyes. Her movements were clipped, precise, like she’d practiced this entrance a thousand times before actually showing up. She stopped in the center of the room, arms folded tight, gaze pinned to the carpet as if counting every thread.
I closed the door behind us. The soft click was louder than I meant.
“Sorry,” she said. “I couldn’t—” She swallowed. “I couldn’t be alone tonight.”
I nodded, not trusting my voice. I’d heard about her tears when her mother died, but I’d only seen them once: the day her SAT score came back just shy of perfect. This was something else entirely. This was the look of a woman who’d run out of places to store pain, so she just let it overflow.
I motioned to the bed, but she shook her head, pacing instead to the far wall where the lamp cast a pool of golden light across my battered drafting table. She ran her fingers along the edge, almost absently, then turned back to face me.
“I’m calling off the wedding,” she said, and it landed like a dropped anvil. “I haven’t told Ethan yet. I haven’t even packed a bag. I just—” She looked away, shoulders shaking. “I needed to tell someone who’d actually listen.”
I crossed the room, closed the distance, but not all the way. There was a threshold here, and I didn’t know if stepping over it would shatter her or save her.
“You want to sit?” I asked.
She did, finally, perching on the edge of the bed with her arms still folded, hands tucked into her armpits like she could keep her heart from leaking out if she just held tight enough. I sat next to her, close but not touching.
We stared at the floor. The silence stretched, straining under the weight of everything neither of us could say.
“Did you ever really love him?” I asked, when I couldn’t stand it anymore.
She laughed, but it came out as a sob. “I wanted to. Isn’t that the same thing?” She shook her head, blinking hard. “No. No, I didn’t. I loved the idea of not disappointing everyone. I loved the idea of finally being the daughter who didn’t fuck up.”
I reached for her hand, laid mine on top of hers, palm to palm. She didn’t pull away.
“Lily,” I said, “you were always the best of us. Even when you thought you weren’t.”
She let out a shuddering breath, squeezed my hand so tight I felt the bones flex.
“You don’t know what it’s like,” she said, voice small. “To watch everyone else figure their lives out. To know, every day, that you’re not the smart one, or the pretty one, or the one who’s going to amount to anything more than a cautionary tale.”
I snorted, couldn’t help myself. “That’s bullshit and you know it.”
She looked up, met my eyes for the first time. There was anger there, but underneath it—a flicker of hope.
“Is it?” she challenged.
“Yeah,” I said. “You were the only person who ever made me want to stay. Even when I did everything in my power to push you away.”
She bit her lip, shook her head again. “I should’ve left him months ago. I knew it was wrong. I knew—” Her voice cracked. “But I didn’t want to start over. Not again. Not after France, not after Mom died. I wanted something safe.”
I inched closer, until our knees touched. She leaned into the contact, just a little, enough that I could feel the tremor in her leg.
“I found something out,” I said, trying to keep my voice gentle. “About Ethan. And Margot. About the house.”
She straightened, a fresh pulse of panic in her eyes.
I reached behind me, grabbed the folder from my nightstand—the one with the printouts, the diagrams, the highlight-and-redacted emails. I handed it to her, watched as she flipped through the pages with shaking hands.
“What is this?” she asked.
“It’s the plan,” I said. “Their plan. I think you’re next, Lils. Their deals, their buyouts, the pressure to get you to sign over the deed. Ethan’s just the pretty face. Margot’s the one pulling the strings.”
She stared at the pages, then at me. “How do you know?”
“Because I dug up the same pattern with other properties. Because my father did this kind of thing before he died. Because every time I thought it was just coincidence, there’d be a new email, a new transfer, a new shell company. They want the land. They want the house.”
She went pale, set the folder down. “And I was just… what, a pawn?” 
I shook my head. “No. You were the prize. They needed you to play along, to make it look legit. To get Riley and Bella on board, to keep the family together until they could tear it apart.”
She hugged herself tighter, knees drawn up to her chest. “I’m so fucking stupid.”
I put a hand on her shoulder, let it rest there, solid and real. “You’re not. You’re just kind. You wanted to believe the best.”
She looked at me, her eyes wet. “And what about you, Matt? Why do you care?”
It wasn’t accusation, just pure need.
I considered all the possible answers. "Because you're family. Because you deserve better than what they gave you." I reached for Lily's hand, threading our fingers together with a certainty I'd never felt before. "Because I love you. Not instead of them—alongside them. I'm done watching you slip away. I'm fighting for you this time."
Her eyes glistened. "That's all I ever wanted," she whispered.
I slid my hand from her shoulder to her cheek, thumb brushing away a tear.
“I’m here now,” I said.
She leaned into my palm, eyes fluttering closed. For a moment, the only sound was her breathing—shallow, desperate, alive.
I kissed her, because there was no other choice. Because her lips were already parting, because she was already melting against me, because every muscle in my body screamed to take her pain and make it mine.
She kissed me back, at first slow, tentative, then harder, her hands fisting in my shirt as if she could anchor herself to the moment and never let it drift. I wrapped both arms around her, drew her into my lap, felt the bones of her hips through the thin sweatpants.
She was trembling, but not with fear. Not anymore.
Her tongue slipped into my mouth, tasting of salt and desperation. She moaned, low in her throat, and it vibrated through me like a live wire.
I cupped her face, tilted it up to the lamplight, memorized every line. The freckles, her perfect lips, just as soft as I remembered them, the impossible blue of her eyes.
“You’re beautiful,” I said.
She laughed, but there was no sadness in it this time. “Shut up,” she said, then kissed me again, harder, her hands sliding under my shirt.
I let her, let her do whatever she needed to feel whole. Her fingers traced my ribs, the hollow of my back, the ridge of my hip bone. She tugged at the shirt until it was bunched around my chest, then lifted it off in one motion.
I pulled her close, felt the heat of her skin through the cardigan, the bare arms smooth and goose-bumped in my grip.
I pushed it off her shoulders, let it fall to the floor. She wore nothing underneath the tank, and I could see the outline of her breasts, the nipples tight and hard even in the soft lamplight.
I ran my hand along her arm, up to her collarbone, then down the line of her sternum, stopping just above the swell of her chest.
She arched into my touch, eyes wide and hungry.
I slid my hand under the tank, let my fingers trace the soft undercurve of her breast. She gasped, hips shifting in my lap, pressing down against the hard line of my cock.
She wasn’t wearing a bra. She never did, not when she wanted to feel free.
Her breasts spilled into my hands, heavy and warm, the rosy nipples tightening against my palms as I cupped their perfect weight. When I brushed my thumbs across them, she arched her back and let out a soft gasp that went straight to my cock. I rolled a nipple between my thumb and forefinger, watched as she bit her lip, stifling a moan.
I bent and took it into my mouth, sucking slow, tonguing the hard bud until she was writhing against me.
Her hands found my hair, tugged me closer. I switched to the other breast, teasing it with lips and teeth, loving the way she shuddered every time I grazed her with the edge of my teeth.
She pulled my face up to hers, kissed me again, then leaned back, arms above her head as she peeled off the tank. Her chest heaved, flushed pink from neck to nipple.
She was all golden skin, all long lines and the sweet valley between her breasts. I traced it with my tongue, down to her navel, then lower, until I reached the waistband of the sweatpants.
She lifted her hips, letting me pull them off in one motion.
She wore nothing underneath.
Her pussy was shaved smooth, the lips soft and already glistening. I knelt between her thighs, spreading them with gentle hands, and kissed the inside of her knee, then higher, tasting the sweat and salt and the faintest trace of her arousal.
She let out a sound I’d never heard from her before—a pure, unguarded whimper.
I licked up the inside of her thigh, pausing to nuzzle the crease where leg met hip. She trembled, her hands clutching the sheets, her breath coming in sharp, wet gasps.
I parted her folds with my thumbs, exposing the soft pink underneath. She was already dripping, the slick wetness gathering at the entrance.
I kissed the outer lip, then the inner, then flicked my tongue up to her clit, slow at first, then harder, faster.
She cried out, back arching off the bed. I pressed my tongue flat against the swollen nub, lapping in slow circles. Her hands found the back of my head, fingers digging in, holding me there.
“Don’t stop,” she pleaded.
I didn’t.
I licked her, sucked her, teased her with the tip of my tongue, then drove two fingers inside her, curling them up to hit the spot that made her legs clamp tight around my ears.
She bucked, riding my face, her voice a string of curses and prayers.
“Fuck, Matt, fuck—don’t—don’t stop, I’m—”
She came with a sharp cry, thighs squeezing so hard I thought I might black out. Her pussy clenched around my fingers, pulsing in time with her heartbeat. I felt the rush of wetness flood my hand, tasted it on my tongue, sweet and salty and uniquely hers.
She collapsed back onto the bed, gasping for air.
I crawled up beside her, wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.
She stared at the ceiling, chest rising and falling.
I stroked her hair, gentle, waiting for her to come back to herself.
When she did, she rolled onto her side, pinned me with that impossible blue stare, and grinned.
“I want you inside me,” she said. “Right now.”
I didn’t need to be told twice.
I kicked off my boxers, let my cock spring free. It was harder than I’d ever been, every vein standing out, the head slick with pre-cum.
She reached for it, wrapped her hand around the base, stroked once, twice, then lined it up with the wet, eager heat between her thighs.
I pushed in, slow at first, savoring the tightness, the way her body yielded but never gave in completely. I buried myself to the hilt, hips flush against her ass.
She moaned, clung to my shoulders, digging her nails into my back.
I started to move, slow thrusts, savoring every inch. She matched my rhythm, legs wrapped around my waist, heels pressing into the small of my back.
The bed shrieked in the hush, springs and headboard ricocheting off drywall with a rhythm that felt half-violent, half-sacred. Every bounce, every shockwave, every echoing knock was a drumbeat of release, and I wanted the whole goddamn house—hell, the planet—to know it.
I kissed her, desperate to savor every stolen second, to swallow the wildness of her moans, to taste the sound of her pain and joy as if they were the same chord. Lily bared her teeth, nipped my lower lip, and I let her, loving the feral side that only showed itself when she felt safe. She tasted of salt and defiance and old summer, the kind of flavor that ruined you for everything else.
She was so wet, so warm, so fucking alive around me I could barely stand it. Every thrust was a razor’s edge, the kind of pleasure that made you hate every wasted year before this one. I lost my rhythm, lost my mind, lost everything except the need to fill her, to break her open and then glue her back together with my body, my hands, my fucking soul.
I rolled us over, let her climb on top, let her own it. She needed control more than I did. She straddled me, all golden skin and electric hair, a goddess in the half-light. Her full, heavy breasts swayed with each roll of her hips, then clapped together when she quickened her pace, the sound almost as hypnotic as the sight. Sweat beaded on her taut pink nipples, catching the dim light like tiny jewels. Her eyes locked on mine, a silent dare: try to keep up. Try to outlast me. Just fucking try.
She rolled her hips, slow at first, using my cock to draw lazy circles inside herself. I watched her, helpless, transfixed, every muscle in my legs burning as I fought not to explode. She braced her hands against my chest, nails biting down just hard enough to leave evidence. Her thighs flexed, every ripple a map of what she’d survived, what she’d claimed for herself.
“Look at you,” I said, and she did, blue eyes wide and naked, all pretense gone.
She leaned forward, hair falling around us like a curtain, a private tent where only we existed. She kissed me, deep and slow, grinding down even as her tongue invaded my mouth. It was a kiss like a blood oath, terrifying and irreversible. I surrendered, let my hands wander, gripping the curve of her ass, the starburst of freckles on her lower back, the heavy weight of her breast filling my palm.
She squeezed me, every muscle inside her clenching, milking the last drop of sensation, the last shiver of restraint I had left. Her breath hitched. Her whole body stuttered, two beats behind the rest of the world, as if her nervous system refused to believe it was safe to feel this much at once.
“Fuck, Matt,” she whispered, voice like torn silk.
I grabbed her hips, pulled her down harder, matched her thrust for thrust. I wanted to bury myself so deep she’d never get me out again.
She arched her back, hair flying, a wild thing unbroken. Her chest heaved, and she made a sound—part laugh, part sob—that nearly broke me. She pounded her hips down, faster, faster, and I felt her start to come, the inside of her pulsing, drowning me in heat.
She collapsed onto my chest, shivering, but she didn’t stop moving. Even as her own orgasm ripped her apart, she kept grinding, kept making these desperate little circles, desperate to drain every last drop from me. I felt the rush of her cum, slick and sweet, flooding down my cock and over my balls.
I reached up, caught the back of her neck, pulled her forehead against mine. We locked eyes, sweat running down our faces, both of us panting like we’d just run a marathon. Her lips were swollen, her cheeks flushed, her brow furrowed in concentration.
She bit her lip, squeezed me tighter, and I lost it. I warned her, but she just nodded, eyes blazing, and said, “Do it. I want to feel all of it. Right now.”
I came with a sound that was closer to a howl than a word, hips bucking up into her as she anchored herself on my chest. Every muscle in my body spasmed, every nerve ending went white-hot. I filled her with everything I had, pulse after pulse, until I couldn’t move, couldn’t think, could barely breathe.
She rode out every aftershock, every tremor, until finally she collapsed, boneless, letting her full weight sink into me. Her cheek pressed to my shoulder, her breath warm and ragged against my skin. I wrapped my arms around her, held her like she might float away, and let the world fall silent around us.
We lay there, tangled in sweat and skin, the room spinning.
She buried her face in my neck, kissed the spot just below my ear.
I stroked her hair, slow, steady.
For a long time, neither of us spoke.
Then, soft, she whispered, “Thank you.”
I kissed her forehead. “For what?”
“For being here. For making me feel…wanted.”
I pulled her closer, felt her heartbeat steady against my chest.
“I always wanted you,” I said, and meant it.
She smiled, eyes drifting closed.
“Don’t leave,” she murmured, already half asleep.
“I won’t,” I promised.
And this time, I knew it was true.
The world outside faded to nothing.
There was only us, the hush of the room, and the slow, perfect burn of belonging.

      ***The lamp was still burning. The bulb inside it had gone so hot I could smell the faint tang of ozone in the air, an electric edge under the musk of sex and old dust. Lily’s body was a warm, perfect weight against me, her arm thrown across my chest like she was laying claim. My own limbs felt distant, more memory than flesh, but my mind wouldn’t stop spinning.
Somewhere in the house, a pipe groaned. Then: footsteps. Slow, measured, coming closer.
A shadow blocked the crack of light under the door. The knob turned—smoothly, no hesitation.
June.
She wore nothing but a pale cotton robe, cinched at the waist, hair loose and wild. She took in the scene—the sheets kicked down, me half-naked, Lily curled beside me, still flushed and panting.
For a second, none of us moved. The silence was total.
Then June’s mouth curled into a smile that was pure sun.
“Room for one more?” she said.
Lily tensed, but only for a heartbeat. She lifted her head, hair falling over her eyes, and met June’s gaze.
“Always,” I said, not trusting myself to say anything smarter.
June crossed the room in three strides. She climbed onto the bed, kneeling above us, the robe gaping open to reveal the curve of her breasts, the long line of thigh, the shadow between her legs where the cotton had fallen away, leaving nothing to the imagination but everything to desire. She leaned down and kissed Lily first—soft, chaste, a gentle brush of lips to forehead.
“Hi, Lily,” she whispered.
Lily smiled, shy but real. “Hi, June.”
Then June’s eyes found mine. “You look like you could use a hand,” she teased, voice so warm I felt my chest physically expand.
“Or two,” I said, and she laughed, the sound low and wicked.
She slipped the robe from her shoulders. It puddled around her knees, leaving her completely bare. I couldn’t help but stare. June’s body was a study in contrasts: willowy, but with enough curve to tempt geometry into rewriting itself. Her skin was impossibly smooth, dappled with freckles and the faintest tan lines. Her hips flared, narrow at the waist, her breasts full and heavy, swaying gently with each breath, crowned with nipples the soft pink of dawn sky.
She straddled my thigh, her pussy so close I could feel the heat radiating off it. She kissed Lily again, this time on the lips. Lily melted, the shyness burning off, replaced by something wild and hungry.
I watched as their tongues met, slow and sweet, June’s hand cupping Lily’s cheek, fingers lost in the tangled mass of blonde hair. Lily moaned into her mouth, eyes fluttering closed.
June broke the kiss, leaned back, and looked down at me. Her eyes were wide, pupils blown.
“I want to see you touch her,” she said. “I want to see how you make her come.”
Lily’s breath caught, her whole body going rigid with anticipation.
I reached for Lily, drew her into my lap, my hand cupping the soft undercurve of her ass. She was already wet again, the slickness leaking onto my thigh. I slid two fingers inside her, curling them to hit the spot that made her knees buckle.
June watched, transfixed. She leaned in, lips grazing Lily’s neck, then her collarbone, then lower, tracing a line with the tip of her tongue.
Lily gasped, head thrown back, her back arching like a bow.
I fingered her slow, pumping in and out, feeling the pulse of her heartbeat through the tight grip of her cunt. June’s hands joined mine, one circling Lily’s nipple, the other stroking the inside of her thigh.
“You’re beautiful,” June whispered, her voice so close it was almost inside my head.
Lily whimpered, eyes glazed. “Please—please don’t stop.”
We didn’t.
June bent lower, taking Lily’s nipple into her mouth, sucking it hard. Lily cried out, her hips grinding against my hand, chasing the pleasure with reckless abandon. I added a third finger, felt her stretch around me, her pussy so tight it bordered on pain. But Lily wanted it—needed it. She rode my hand, faster, harder, her breath coming in ragged sobs.
June’s mouth moved lower, kissing a trail down Lily’s stomach, pausing to swirl her tongue in the dip of her navel.
I caught her eye as she dipped her head between Lily’s thighs, her lips so close to my knuckles I could feel her breath.
She licked a slow, deliberate line up Lily’s pussy, her tongue flicking at the swollen clit. Lily shrieked, body shaking, nails digging half-moons into my arm.
June licked her again, then sucked the clit between her lips, humming low in her throat.
The sound vibrated through Lily’s entire body. She came with a violence I’d never seen—legs locking, back bowed, cunt pulsing around my hand. Her eyes rolled back, mouth open in a silent scream.
June lapped up every drop, never breaking eye contact with me. She pulled my hand from Lily’s pussy, sucked my fingers clean, then grinned.
“She tastes like summer,” she said.
Lily collapsed against me, boneless, sweat slicking her hair to her face. She looked up at June, awe and something close to worship in her eyes.
“I’ve never—” she started, but June silenced her with a kiss.
“You deserve it,” June whispered. “All of it.”
Then, suddenly, June’s mouth was on mine, urgent, desperate. She tasted of Lily, and herself, and a hunger that had been waiting for years to be sated. Her tongue pushed between my lips, demanding, and I let her take whatever she needed.
She settled onto my lap, her pussy pressed to my thigh, and ground against me. I reached for her, sliding my fingers through the slick, wet heat, finding her clit and rubbing in tight circles.
She gasped, then moaned, the sound raw and unfiltered. Her hips bucked, chasing the pleasure, and she bit my shoulder, hard enough to leave a mark.
Lily roused, watched us with wide eyes. She reached for June, hands stroking her back, her sides, the sharp, trembling line of her ribcage.
June shuddered, her whole body trembling, and I realized she was already close. I slipped two fingers inside her, felt her clench around them, the muscles fluttering in time with her breath.
She rode my hand, frantic, her nails clawing at my chest. Lily kissed her, tongued her nipple, whispered sweet, filthy things in her ear.
June came with a cry, her pussy spasming around my fingers, the wetness flooding out, dripping onto my thigh. She collapsed against me, panting, her face buried in the crook of my neck.
I held her, stroked her hair, kissed the side of her head.
For a minute, none of us spoke.
Then Lily grinned, mischief in her eyes.
“My turn,” she said.
She pushed June onto her back, then climbed on top of her, their bodies pressed together, breast to breast, thigh to thigh.
They kissed, tongues tangled, hands exploring, touching, claiming. I watched, entranced, as Lily moved down June’s body, kissing every inch—her breasts, her stomach, the inside of her thighs.
She hesitated at the edge of June’s pussy, then looked up at me, seeking permission.
I nodded. “Go on,” I said, voice thick with want.
She bent and licked, tentative at first, then bolder as June moaned and writhed beneath her.
I watched as Lily learned how to pleasure another woman, guided by June’s hands in her hair, her gasps and sighs. She circled the clit with her tongue, then sucked it gently, just like June had done to her.
June lost herself, her hips rolling, her hands gripping the sheets. She whispered Lily’s name, over and over, until it became a mantra.
I stroked myself as I watched, the sight so beautiful it hurt.
Lily worked June’s pussy with tongue and fingers, relentless, until June’s body tensed, her breath caught, and she came again, louder this time, her whole body shaking.
Lily looked up, face flushed, mouth wet.
“Did I do it right?” she asked, almost bashful.
June reached for her, pulled her up, kissed her hard.
“You did it perfect,” she said, and the love in her voice made me ache.
I couldn’t wait any longer.
I pulled Lily onto my lap, kissed her deep, then slid my cock inside her. She was so wet, so ready, the heat of her body enveloping me in one smooth stroke.
She rode me, slow at first, savoring every inch. June sat beside us, kissing my neck, stroking Lily’s hair, her hands everywhere at once.
We moved together, all three, a tangle of limbs and lips and sweat.
The lamp cast shadows across the walls, tracing the curve of June’s back, the line of Lily’s jaw, the tension in my own arms as I gripped Lily’s hips.
June’s thighs pressed against my side, firm and yielding all at once, her skin slick with sweat and anticipation. I felt hands—so many hands—roving over my chest, tracing the hard lines of muscle with a kind of reverence, as if charting a map back to some lost country. The scent of Lily was everywhere, sugar and salt and summer skin, and the taste of June—sharp and floral, like biting into an orange blossom—still tingled on my lips. I tried to memorize it all, how her hair spilled over her shoulders, the way Lily’s back arched, straining for more, how June’s mouth hovered at the nape of my neck, breath hot enough to burn.
Lily rode me without mercy, her thighs trembling on either side of my hips, her nails etching desperate lines into my shoulders. Her hair was a halo, wild and tangled, and her eyes—when she managed to open them—locked onto mine with a ferocity that threatened to undo me. She moved with a single-minded hunger, grinding and rocking, finding the rhythm that would shatter us both. A bead of sweat trickled down her chest, catching the low lamplight, and I wanted to lick it off, to taste every inch of her, to consume her whole.
June kissed me again, slow at first, then deeper, her tongue warm and soft, stealing the air from my lungs. Her hands were everywhere at once: cradling the back of Lily’s neck, cupping my jaw, squeezing the flesh of my chest as if she could wring every last drop of sensation from my body. She nipped my lower lip, then soothed it with her tongue, her breath feathering across my cheek.
The pressure built, slow and inexorable, a tidal pull that would not be denied. I felt myself teeter on the edge, every muscle drawn taut, the world narrowing to the heat and friction, the hard squeeze of Lily milking my cock, the rasp of her voice as she gasped out my name. June’s hands tightened on my face, holding me in place as she watched—no, witnessed—what was about to happen.
“I’m close,” I groaned, voice thick and ragged.
Lily’s grip on me tightened, her hips slamming down with each thrust, her cunt gripping me in a vise that bordered on pain. She was wild now, lost in the moment, her head thrown back, mouth open in a wordless cry. I saw June’s hand slide down Lily’s stomach, her thumb circling the base of my cock as it pumped in and out, her fingers slick with the mingled wetness of our bodies.
June pressed her forehead to mine, eyes wide and unblinking, as if daring me not to look away. Her other hand tangled in Lily’s hair, pulling her down into a kiss that was more like a devouring. I felt their bodies close around me, a cage of warmth and want, and I surrendered completely.
The orgasm hit like a bomb, searing through every nerve, obliterating thought and language and self. My vision went white at the edges, stars blinking out one by one, and I arched upward into Lily, emptying myself in a rush that left me gasping and half-blind. I felt June’s fingers still stroking, coaxing every last shudder from my body, her mouth whispering filth and poetry in my ear.
Lily came with me, her body shaking, the cry muffled as June kissed her open mouth.
We collapsed together, a heap of flesh and heat and laughter.
For a long time, none of us moved.
Then June pulled the blanket over us, curled her body around mine, her arm draped across Lily’s waist.
The lamp burned on, casting us in gold.
I listened to their breathing—soft, even, safe.
And I realized, not for the first time, that this was exactly where I belonged.
With them.
All of us.
Together.

      ***Morning found us in a tangle of arms and legs, the sheets kicked halfway to the floor, everything we wore last night discarded in a haphazard trail from the door to the foot of the bed. The air in the room was thick with the scent of sweat and skin and the sweet, spent musk of sex.
Lily woke first. She lay flat on her back, one arm slung over her face, the other draped possessively across my chest. June was tucked in tight behind her, bare breasts pressed to Lily’s shoulder blades, one leg thrown over both of ours.
I watched Lily’s breathing, slow and even, the rise and fall of her chest hypnotic. Her hair was a disaster, gold and tangles and wildness, but her face was calm—a look I hadn’t seen on her in years.
June stretched awake a few minutes later. She didn’t speak, just nuzzled the curve of Lily’s neck and drew lazy patterns across her back with the tips of her fingers. I felt her reach for me under the covers, found my hand, and laced our fingers together. For a long time, we just lay there, three parts of the same impossible whole, no one in a hurry to break the spell.
Eventually, Lily lowered her arm and looked at me.
“I can’t believe last night was real,” she said.
I smiled, kissed the tip of her nose. “It was real. You were amazing.”
She laughed, shy but genuine. “I think I pulled a muscle.”
June chimed in, voice thick with sleep. “That means you did it right.”
We all laughed, the sound overlapping, strange and perfect.
Lily turned onto her side, snuggling closer to me. June pressed up behind her, sandwiching her in place.
“What happens now?” Lily asked, the words small but heavy.
No one spoke for a few seconds.
I cleared my throat, tried to sound braver than I felt. “You do what you want, Lils. You call off the wedding, or you don’t. You stay, or you go. But whatever you choose—” I hesitated, then plowed on. “You belong here. If you want.”
She stared at me, searching for a catch, a trap, anything that might undermine the offer. She found nothing.
“I want,” she whispered.
June squeezed her from behind, lips brushing the top of her ear.
“We’re family,” June said. “Whatever that means. Whatever shape it takes.”
Lily nodded, blinking fast. “But I still have to tell him. Ethan. I have to face him.”
I didn’t want to think about that, but I owed her the truth.
“We’ll be with you,” I said. “All of us. He doesn’t get to take anything away from you ever again.”
June let her hand trail up Lily’s side, her touch soft and certain. “We could go together,” she suggested. “A show of force. Or a show of love.”
Lily gave a weak laugh. “He’ll lose his mind.”
“Let him,” I said. “He lost you a long time ago.”
She pressed her face to my chest, breathing me in, then turned so she could see June, too.
“I don’t want to hurt anyone,” she said. “Not even him. Not really.”
“You’re allowed to want what you want,” June said, matter-of-fact. “It’s not your job to keep everyone else happy.”
Lily considered that, the words heavy in the early morning hush. Outside the window, the lake was just beginning to catch the light, the world shifting from gray to gold.
For a while, no one spoke. June dozed, cheek on Lily’s shoulder, fingers still drawing shapes on her skin. I closed my eyes, letting the warmth seep in, memorizing the feel of them pressed against me.
Lily shifted, propped herself up on one elbow, and looked down at us both.
“I belong here,” she said again, but this time the words were iron. “With you. With all of you.”
She looked at the window, at the water, then at the mess of bodies tangled in the bed.
“I’m not running anymore,” she said.
I kissed her. June kissed her, too. For a while, that was enough.
We drifted, lazy and unhurried, the world outside finally catching up to the one we’d built inside these walls.
I didn’t know what would happen with Ethan. Or with Margot. Or with the house, or the future.
But I knew, with the same certainty as the sun rising outside, that Lily was ours now.
And nothing—not blood, not money, not even the old ghosts—could take her from us again.






  
  Chapter fifteen








Playful Release


Riley cornered me on the back deck before I’d finished my second coffee, flip-flops slapping the planks, her sunglasses sliding down her nose. She radiated purpose: shorts, sports bra, hair in the world’s laziest ponytail, phone clenched in one hand like it owed her money. I could tell she’d been up for hours, probably jogging the perimeter of the property with a rage playlist and zero hydration. 
“We’re going to the lake,” she said, not a question.
I glanced behind her at the chaos in the kitchen—Lily and June hunched over an iPad, two simultaneous phone calls on speaker, Bella doing that thing where she pretended not to eavesdrop but absolutely was. You could smell the anxiety through the glass.
Riley followed my gaze, then set her jaw. “You need a break. I need a break. We’re getting in the fucking boat, and we’re doing whatever it takes to not think about Ethan for two hours.”
I held up my hands. “You drive a hard bargain.”
“Get changed,” she ordered. “Something that won’t leave tan lines.”
I raised an eyebrow. “You planning to flash half the cove again?”
She grinned, feral. “Only if you’re lucky.”
Five minutes later, I met her at the end of the dock. She’d already done the safety check—bilge, battery, gas can, towels, emergency snack pack (four Clif Bars, two Gatorades, and a suspiciously large bag of sour candy). She wore a red string bikini under a white mesh tank, the kind of outfit that would get you arrested at most yacht clubs. Her stomach was still flat, but knowing what I knew, I watched the way she rested her palm there when she thought I wasn’t looking.
I loaded the towels, grabbed the anchor, and Riley gunned the ignition. The boat roared to life, shuddering like it had been waiting all week to cut loose. I braced against the gunnel, and we shot off the dock, leaving a froth of white spray and a chorus of angry ducks in our wake.
We didn’t say much for the first ten minutes. Riley drove with one hand, sunglasses pushed high, lips pressed into a thin line like she was racing her own ghosts. The lake was almost empty—just a few kayakers and the distant hum of some retiree’s fishing skiff—so we veered straight into the main channel, picking up speed until the hull started to slap the waves.
At the turn, Riley grinned at me over her shoulder. “Hang on.”
She banked hard, the kind of turn that should have dumped us both, but I held tight, the G-forces pinning me against the seat. The spray hit my face, sharp and cold, and I couldn’t help but laugh. Riley answered with a yell, a wordless whoop that echoed off the trees and made me think, for the first time in days, that maybe things could still be okay.
She cut the engine near the far cove, the one where the old rope swing hung from a battered oak on the high bank. The air was thick with pine sap and sun-warmed algae. The silence after the engine noise was absolute, broken only by the click of the anchor chain and the slow lapping of water against fiberglass.
Riley stood and stretched, arms over her head, every muscle on display. “You ever think about what happens after?”
“After what?” I asked.
She looked away, fiddling with the bungee cord that held the oar in place. “After we’re done fighting. After the house is safe. After the baby comes. What do we even do with ourselves?”
I considered, then shrugged. “Maybe we just get to live. Sit on the porch. Argue about paint colors. Watch the lake go flat in October.”
She snorted. “You make it sound boring.”
I grinned. “Boring can be good. Especially if you’re used to living inside a blender.”
She pretended to think, then nodded. “I could do boring. For a year. Maybe two.”
We stripped off our shirts and left them in a heap by the cooler. The sun was a hammer, flattening the last of the dew and baking the scent of resin and hot plastic into the air. The water looked like old glass—deep blue, maybe a foot of visibility at the shore, then nothing but black below.
Riley stood at the bow and executed a perfect shallow dive, toes pointed, arms slicing the surface with no wasted motion. She surfaced five yards out, hair slicked back, water beading on her shoulders.
I followed, less graceful, and the shock of cold made my heart stutter. Under the surface, the world was green and silent, the light fractured into liquid geometry. I opened my eyes, saw Riley’s legs churning, then kicked up and burst into the daylight.
We floated there, just bobbing, until Riley nudged my foot with hers.
“Race you to the dock,” she challenged.
I looked at the old pier on the far shore, a hundred yards at least. “You’ll win.”
“Obviously.” She grinned, then shot off, arms churning with that professional-swimmer efficiency that had once made her a state record holder. I followed, giving her a five-yard lead, but by the halfway mark she’d doubled it.
She beat me by a mile, hauling herself up the mossy, half-rotted ladder before I even reached the pilings.
“You’re slow, old man,” she called, waving from the top plank.
I climbed up, gasping, and sprawled out beside her, chest heaving. The wood was warm and rough, splinters catching on my forearms. I rolled onto my back, closed my eyes, let the sun dry me off.
Riley leaned over me, blocking out the sun. Drops of water fell from her hair onto my chest.
“You want to do the swing?” she asked.
I squinted up at her. “Do you?”
She bit her lip, suddenly shy. “I mean… it’s kind of tradition.”
The legendary "titty-twister" dive, the one from earlier in the summer that now felt like a million years ago. She had nearly flashed the entire cove and Fiona had nearly drowned laughing. I'd tried to match her that day, desperate to impress them both, and belly-flopped so hard I couldn't move for an hour while they sprawled on the dock beside me, applying aloe and merciless commentary.
I pushed myself upright, muscles tightening against the rough planks. "Ladies first?"
"Damn right I'm going first. Someone needs to be ready when you belly flop and sink like a stone."
My eyes rolled skyward and Riley's laugh bubbled up, bright and sharp as she sprang to her feet. The old dock protested beneath her, wood groaning secrets to the water below.
The path to the top wound through a gauntlet of nature's warnings—a near-vertical climb where tree roots formed precarious ladders and poison ivy lurked in shadowy patches. But Riley navigated it like a trail map lived in her bones.
At the top, the rope swing hung from its hook, the handle a knotted mess of duct tape and sun-bleached nylon. Riley tested it with a few hard yanks, then squared up, hands chalky on the grip.
She turned to me, grinning. “You ready for the highlight reel?”
I bowed, mock-courteous. “ESPN already has the cameras rolling.”
She backed up, counted three, then took off running. Her feet barely touched the ground. At the edge, she leaped, swinging out over the water, letting go at the apex.
She twisted in midair—classic Riley—tucking her knees and rolling into a cannonball that detonated a geyser big enough to drench the low limbs on the nearest willow.
I cheered, legit, as she surfaced, hair plastered to her face.
“C’mon, Ford!” she called. “Let’s see if you can manage a single somersault without dying!”
I grabbed the rope, muscles tensing in anticipation. My hands remembered the weight, the forward pitch, the whisper of splinters against my palm. I set my feet, counted to three, then sprinted.
The swing jerked hard, then arced out, the sensation of flying bigger and scarier than I remembered. At the top of the arc, I let go, tucked, and tried to get a full rotation.
For a split second, I saw the lake spinning, sky then green then blue, then smack—impact, water everywhere, cold in my nose and ears. But no belly flop.
I surfaced, gasping, and heard Riley’s whistle from the dock.
“You did it!” she yelled. “Only took you, what, ten years?”
I shook the water from my eyes. “You going again?”
She splashed out to meet me, treading water with minimal effort. “Let’s tandem it. For science.”
We climbed the bluff together, side by side, like kids on a playground. She leaned into me at the top, smelling of river weed and sunscreen.
“You remember when you first kissed me up here?” she whispered.
I nodded, the memory so sharp it felt like a fresh cut. “You tasted like cherry Gatorade and terror.”
She laughed, then pressed her lips to mine—quick, bright, the kind of kiss that vibrated all the way down to my feet.
“Let’s make it even better,” she said, and grabbed my hand.
We took off together, the rope swing groaning under our combined weight. The launch was awkward, but the air caught us, and for a heartbeat we were truly flying—suspended in space, nothing below us, nothing behind.
We hit the water in a tangle, limbs everywhere, her laughter bubbling up through the surface.
When we came up, we were clinging to each other, breathless and alive. She wrapped her legs around my waist, arms over my shoulders, and for a moment, the whole rest of the world was gone.
“I love you, you know,” she said, so soft I almost missed it.
I held her close, felt her heart thumping against my chest.
“I know,” I said. “I love you, too.”
We floated there, the sun hot on our faces, the water holding us up, the future—whatever it was—waiting somewhere beyond the next jump.
But for now, there was only this: the blue, the green, the flash of her smile, and the echo of our laughter bouncing off the hills.
We let the lake take us, let it wash the rest of it away.
At least for one more afternoon.

      ***We drifted out to the swim line, just beyond the drop-off, where the bottom fell away to nothing and the world felt wider. The lake held us, cool and insistent, every surface humming with sunlight. Our toes found each other under the water, brushing and tangling until Riley’s legs latched around my calf and pulled us close, torsos bumping with every lazy swell.
For a while we just floated. I watched the way the sun painted her freckles gold, the way her wet hair clung to her jaw, the way her eyes darted everywhere—like she wanted to memorize the whole horizon before it slipped away.
She caught me staring, and smirked. “You know you look ridiculous with those wet eyebrows.”
I flicked a bead of water at her. “You look like a drowned rat.”
She snorted, but her hand came up, slick and soft, fingers tracing my cheek. The touch was electric. She curled it around my neck, thumb grazing the line of my jaw.
“Shut up and kiss me,” she said.
So I did.
I kissed her once, slow and careful, lips just barely grazing. She made a noise, not quite a laugh, not quite a sigh, and pulled me in for more.
The water changed everything. We clung to each other, awkward and slippery, but every touch burned hotter than the August sun. She wrapped her arms around my shoulders, ankles crossing at my spine, her body weightless but her want heavier than ever. Our legs tangled, our hips aligned, and suddenly we were moving together, bobbing with the rhythm of the lake.
I braced my hands on her back, fingertips pressing into her skin. She pressed her chest into mine, her breasts flattened against me by the pressure of the water, her nipples hard and brushing my ribs. She arched, ground her pelvis into me, and bit my bottom lip just enough to make my whole body jolt.
We made out for minutes, hours, lifetimes. I lost track. The sun burned above, the water cooled below, and every inch of Riley was alive and hungry in my arms.
She broke the kiss, breathless, nose nearly touching mine. “You wanna do something crazy?” she whispered.
I grinned, already knowing. “Here?”
She shrugged, feigning innocence. “No one can see. Unless you want them to.”
I felt myself harden, the thrill of it making my head light. “You first,” I said, voice low.
She smiled, then dipped underwater with a practiced kick, vanishing in a swirl of bubbles. For a second, I just treaded water, waiting. Then I felt her hands on my waist, tracing the band of my swim trunks.
I laughed, but it was nervous, not from fear but from anticipation.
She tugged, slow at first, then with purpose. My trunks came loose, and I felt her hands slip them down my thighs. The sensation was both strange and amazing—exposed and invisible at the same time.
She surfaced a few feet away, a wicked grin on her face. In one hand, she held my swim trunks like a trophy. With a dramatic flourish, she flung them into the boat, where they landed with a wet slap on the seat.
“Cheater,” I said.
She splashed water in my face, then waded closer, her body a shimmer of red fabric and bare skin beneath the surface. She looked at me with that mischievous, fearless spark, then looped her arms around my neck and hooked her legs around my waist.
Our bodies found each other, frictionless, perfectly aligned. I was hard—she knew it, I knew it, the entire lake probably knew it—and she pressed herself against me, grinding until I could feel the heat of her through her bikini bottom.
She leaned in, lips against my ear. “Take it off,” she ordered.
I didn’t hesitate. My hands slid down, found the knot on her hip, and worked it loose. The fabric drifted away, spiraling down to her ankle before floating off like some lost sea creature.
We were both naked, clinging to each other in the chest-deep water, utterly alone and completely exposed.
She kissed me, rougher this time, tongues clashing, teeth clacking. Her hands went everywhere—my back, my chest, my ass—pulling, kneading, possessing.
She guided me into her, slow and careful at first, but then all at once. The sensation was insane—the frictionless slide, the way the water made her feel both impossibly tight and infinite at the same time. She gasped, bit my lip again, then started to move, hips rolling in a way that sent shockwaves up my spine.
We found a rhythm, awkward at first, then perfect. The lake rocked us, up and down, forward and back. Sometimes a wave would lift us both, and she’d laugh, teeth flashing, before grinding herself down onto me with renewed fury.
Our mouths never separated for long. We kissed and bit and gasped, our breaths mixing with the slap of water and the distant cries of gulls overhead.
She reached down, hand finding the base of my cock, guiding me deeper, angling for just the right spot. Her thighs squeezed around me, heels digging into my ass, and she started to fuck me for real, bouncing with the motion of the water, using my body as leverage.
She never looked away. Not once. Her eyes locked on mine, wild and alive, every movement a dare.
“God, Matt,” she whispered, “I want you to come inside me.”
I felt the edge rushing up, fast and merciless.
“I love you, Roo,” I managed, voice barely a croak.
With my fingers digging into her tight, pert ass, she clenched around me, her whole body going taut, and I felt her orgasm before she even made a sound. The spasm of her cunt set me off instantly, and I came in hard, blinding pulses, my arms wrapped so tight around her I thought I might break her ribs.
We clung to each other, shaking, as the aftershocks ran through us. The water supported our weight, our heads lolling back, our laughter echoing across the empty cove.
I kissed her, soft this time, just a brush of lips.
She kissed back, then rested her forehead on mine.
“Not bad for a lake fuck,” she said, catching her breath.
I laughed, wiped water from her eyebrow. “You always set the bar high.”
She smiled, eyes bright. “You always clear it.”
We floated in the afterglow, naked and fearless, the world reduced to the blue dome of sky and the gentle lap of water against our skin.
For the first time in days, I didn’t care who was watching, or what came next, or if the future was a train wreck waiting to happen.
I just wanted to keep Riley in my arms, right here, right now, until the sun went down and the rest of the world found us again.
She hugged me tight, then let go, swimming a lazy circle around me.
“Race you to the boat,” she challenged.
I grinned. “You’re on.”
She beat me, of course. She always did.

      ***We spent the next ten minutes drifting naked in the shallow cove, the world so bright it felt like a hallucination. The trees crowded the banks, a wall of green, and our laughter kept bouncing back to us as if the whole lake had nothing better to do than amplify our joy.
Riley floated on her back, arms out, hair fanned in a golden corona, and every so often she’d flutter-kick until she collided with me, just to see how far she could push the boundary of ridiculousness. Sometimes she’d dive, vanish in a froth, then pop up behind me, grabbing my ankle or my ass and making me yelp. Once, she tried to balance on my shoulders, failed spectacularly, and nearly drowned us both in the process.
We were useless together—totally, gloriously useless.
Eventually we tired out. I let my body go limp, let the lake support me, and watched Riley paddle lazy circles around my head.
“You think the kid’ll be able to swim before they can walk?” she asked, squinting up at the sun.
“With you as a mom?” I said. “Probably enter the Olympics by age five.”
She laughed, then rolled over and breaststroked to my side. She pressed her body along mine, skin cool and smooth, and rested her chin on my chest.
“I want them to be brave,” she said, voice quiet.
I brushed a wet strand from her cheek. “They’ll be a menace,” I promised. “And probably smarter than both of us.”
She smiled, then took my hand and placed it over her stomach, flat and hard but suddenly so much more real.
“Are you scared?” she asked.
I wanted to say no. But I didn’t.
“A little,” I admitted. “Not of the kid. Just… screwing it up.”
She nodded, gaze still locked on mine. “We won’t.”
“Yeah?”
She grinned. “Because I’ll kill you if you try.”
We held the moment, the water rippling around us, and for a second the rest of the world—the house, the drama, the asshole relatives—just vanished.
Riley broke the spell with a splash, dunking my head, and when I surfaced she was already halfway to the boat, pale ass flashing with each perfect kick.
We raced to the hull, scrabbling for handholds. I boosted her up, watched the flex of her back as she scrambled over the edge, then hoisted myself in after. We flopped onto the sun-hot deck, panting and dripping and absolutely spent.
She rolled onto her side, watched me with something like affection.
“We should get back,” she said, but made no move to dress.
I stretched out next to her, propped my head on her thigh. “Give it a minute,” I said. “They’ll survive without us.”
She threaded her fingers through my hair, slow and rhythmic. “You know you’re the only reason I can breathe right now, right?”
I turned my head, kissed the inside of her knee. “You always say that, then go back to running three marathons a year.”
She snorted. “Idiot.” But she let her fingers linger, trailing up and down my scalp, and I closed my eyes and let myself melt.
After a while, we pulled our suits back on—hers damp and clinging, mine still dripping from where she’d tossed it into the footwell. We lay in the sun until we felt dry, then I fired up the engine and pointed the bow home.
Riley sat behind me, arms wrapped around my waist, chin resting on my shoulder. The wind whipped at our faces, and I felt her heartbeat, steady and sure, pressing into my back.
We didn’t talk. Didn’t need to. The roar of the engine, the sting of spray, the haze of summer all worked together to drown out the noise of real life.
For a little while, we were just us. Nothing more, nothing less.
As the house came into view, Riley squeezed me tighter, lips at my ear.
“I love you,” she said.
I pressed her hand to my chest, let it rest over my heart.
“Forever,” I said.
She kissed my neck, then settled in, holding on until we hit the dock.
We left the engine running, just sat there, side by side, the whole world waiting.
And for once, we let it.
Let everything else wait.
We were home.






  
  Chapter sixteen








Tightening Noose


The Audi pulled into the gravel with a sound like crushed bones—quiet, but absolute. In the morning light, the windows were black as a priest’s shoes, the body so spotless it glared back the pale sun in blinding shards. Lily stood at my side, arms folded under her chest, mouth set in a line I hadn’t seen since we were sixteen and she’d gotten her first C in a math class. We’d barely said a word to each other since docking the boat—just changed into dry clothes and waited, as instructed, for the arrival of Ethan Parker, the prodigal fiancé. 
He was early, of course. Never one to miss a chance to assert control.
Lily’s phone buzzed in her pocket. She glanced at it, didn’t answer, then slipped it back and took a breath so deep her shoulders shook.
The Audi door opened. Ethan emerged, as always, already dressed for a photo shoot—charcoal suit (summerweight, tailored), pale blue shirt unbuttoned just so, a watch that cost more than my first truck. He paused at the door, letting the air soak in, then closed it gently. He did not look at the house, or at the repairs, or at the chaos of vehicles and scattered tools in the drive. He looked only at us.
And he smiled.
The smile was pure Ethan: 30% teeth, 20% charm, 50% calculation. He walked up the drive as if the gravel should part for him, cologne leading by a full arm’s length.
He stopped five feet away, sized me up with a glance, then gave Lily a longer look. His eyes flicked over her—hair still damp from the shower, skin pink and scrubbed, wearing the exact t-shirt she’d refused to let him throw away last spring (“I like my things soft, not new”). He hesitated, nostrils flaring, then reset his expression to something approximating concern.
“Hey,” he said, his voice as smooth as the car he drove.
Lily nodded, hands digging deep into her pockets. “You’re early,” she said.
He shrugged, as if time itself had bent to his will. “I was in the area.” He said it like a joke, but there was an edge to it—a little dig, a reminder of whose turf this was.
He looked at me then, a flicker of disdain hidden behind perfect manners. “Matt. Good to see you. Busy morning?”
“Always,” I said, deadpan. “Just keeping the place from falling down.”
His gaze dropped to my boots, then to the mud splatter on my jeans. I could see the scorekeeping happening behind his eyes, the mental ledger where he weighed every advantage.
He stepped in close to Lily, just enough to make her take a half-step back. “Can we talk?” he asked, dropping his voice to that hushed, intimate register he used in boardrooms and at bedsides.
“Sure,” she said. “But I’d like Matt to stay for this.”
I didn’t let it show, but the words hit me with the force of a thrown brick. I could have kissed her, right there.
Ethan masked the annoyance with a tight-lipped smile. “Of course. If that’s what you want.”
He placed a hand—light, but proprietary—at the small of her back and guided her up the steps, toward the porch. As he did, I caught sight of the inside of his car. There, sticking out from between the driver’s seat and the console, was a thick manila envelope. The edge was decorated with a dark blue logo: Margot Ross Holdings, the company that owned half the town and, if Ethan had his way, soon the rest of it.
I didn’t think, just acted. As they reached the porch, I jogged ahead, blocking the door with my body.
“Before we go in,” I said, lowering my voice, “there’s something we should clear up.”
Ethan cocked an eyebrow, but didn’t move his hand from Lily’s back. “What’s that?”
I leaned in, close enough that Lily could hear but no one else. “Stall him,” I whispered in her ear. “Don’t break it off. Not yet. Play along. Get him away from the car.”
She glanced at me, panic and calculation flickering behind her eyes, then gave the smallest nod I’d ever seen.
Ethan’s gaze sharpened. “Problem?” he asked.
“No problem,” Lily said. “Let’s talk out back. It’s quieter.” She pulled away from him, walked toward the yard, not looking back to see if we followed.
Ethan hesitated—just a second, just enough. I watched as his face cycled through suspicion, irritation, then back to that slick mask of assurance. He fell into step behind Lily, leaving me alone at the porch.
I let them round the corner, out of sight. Waited five heartbeats. Then I strode down the steps and across the drive, straight to the Audi.
The door was unlocked. Of course it was.
Ethan’s arrogance was always his blind spot.

      ***The interior of the Audi was like a bank vault—cold, precise, not a speck out of place. I slid into the driver’s seat and shut the door, my knees pressed against the dash. The first thing I did was lock it, just in case.
The envelope was wedged between the seat and the center console. I tugged it free, hands steadier than I expected. The paper was thick—high GSM, the kind you order special from a supplier and expense without thinking. Margot’s logo was embossed at the top left corner in a way that screamed both luxury and threat.
I peeled it open, careful not to rip the seal. Inside were four documents, stacked in descending order of importance.
The top sheet was a letter, single-spaced, Margot’s signature at the bottom in blue ink. I read the first line, then the last, then the whole thing in between.
It was a warning. If Ethan failed to “secure the agreement,” Margot would have “no choice but to pursue alternate legal remedies, including but not limited to the full disclosure of certain financial irregularities.” There was a line about “family loyalty” and “protecting legacy,” but it dripped with the opposite. At the end, she offered him a “substantial commission” for executing the merger—her word, not mine—by any means necessary.
I scanned it with my phone, making sure to get the margins and the watermark.
The next document was a copy of the Ross family trust, pages marked with yellow highlighter and Post-its. The key paragraph was a clause I’d never heard of—one that transferred control of the property to the husband of the eldest Ross daughter in the event there were no male heirs. There was a penciled note in the margin: “Marriage certificate required. File with county by Sept 1.”
My stomach did a slow roll, but I kept scanning. Page after page, clause after clause, all pointing to the same conclusion: if Ethan married Lily, the house—and everything attached to it—became his. Not just in spirit. On paper, in court, in the real world that cared more about documents than dreams.
The last page was a printout of an email from Margot to Ethan, sent the night before. It was short and brutal: “Do not fuck this up. You know the stakes.”
I heard voices, faint but getting closer. I finished the last photo, checked them for clarity, then slid the stack back into the envelope and tucked it exactly where I’d found it.
I wiped my prints off the steering wheel. Old habit, not that I thought Ethan would notice.
When I got out, I shut the door soft and walked to the far side of the porch, leaning against the railing like I’d been there all along.
Lily and Ethan came into view, silhouettes in the morning light. She was talking, gesturing with her hands, her face a mask I couldn’t read. He was listening, but his eyes kept darting over her shoulder—back toward the car, back toward me.
He was worried, I realized. Not about the relationship, but about the plan. He knew what he was doing was wrong, but he was too deep to back out now.
Lily saw me and gave a quick, almost imperceptible nod. She had played her part well.
Ethan, not so much.
They reached the steps. He offered Lily a hand, but she ignored it, breezing past him like he was a lamp post.
“Can I get you something?” I called down, as if I’d been there all along. “Coffee? Water?”
Ethan shook his head. “We’re fine,” he said, but his voice cracked on the word.
Lily paused at the door, then turned to him. “Let’s talk inside, okay?”
He followed her in, the mask slipping just long enough for me to see the fear underneath.
I waited until the door closed, then pulled up the photos on my phone.
I scrolled through them, one by one, the evidence laid out in high definition.
For the first time in weeks, I knew exactly what I had to do.
And this time, I wasn’t going to let anyone else get hurt.

      ***The study was smaller than I remembered, shrunken by six bodies and the throb of shared adrenaline. The old mahogany desk dominated the space, its leather top scarred by a hundred years of ink, spilled whiskey, and the invisible fingerprints of Ross patriarchs. Now, it served as conference table, evidence locker, and last line of defense.
We’d been there maybe three minutes before everyone showed up. Riley came first, still in her suit from the lake, wet hair coiled in a bun. Fiona and June entered together, silent, eyes scanning the room for threats. Bella arrived last, heels clicking, legal pad tucked under her arm, lips pressed into a line so thin it could’ve sliced diamond.
Lily sat at the desk, fingers drumming out a nervous Morse code. When I entered, she looked up and, for the first time since Ethan’s visit, I saw actual fear in her eyes.
I placed my phone in the center of the desk and unlocked the screen. The images from Ethan’s envelope were crisp, the text legible even at a glance. The others crowded in, shoulder to shoulder, and for a second I thought they might start passing around a talking stick or launch into a trust fall exercise.
“Let’s start at the top,” Bella said, voice steely. “Matt?”
I thumbed to the first photo, the Margot letter.
I read it aloud. Every sentence landed with a new level of horror.
“…pursue alternate legal remedies, including but not limited to…”
“…protecting legacy…”
“…substantial commission for executing the merger…”
Riley rolled her eyes. “She makes it sound like a corporate acquisition, not blackmail.”
“It is a corporate acquisition,” Bella said, not looking up from the phone. “We are the assets.”
Fiona peered at the page. “She’s offering Ethan a cut if he locks down the marriage before September first. If he doesn’t, she hangs him out to dry.”
June spoke up, her voice so quiet it made everyone lean in. “And she ruins him. Financially, maybe criminally, too. Margot’s not bluffing. She never bluffs.”
I swiped to the next page. The trust copy.
“Here’s the kicker,” I said, zooming in on the highlighted line. “‘In the absence of direct male heirs, ownership transfers to the legal spouse of the eldest surviving female heir, upon official recordation of marriage with county authorities.’”
Bella snatched the phone, scanning the text, her brows knitting tighter with every word.
“Lily, if you marry Ethan, he owns the house,” she said, laying it out flat. “You don’t even get a say. It’s his to mortgage, sell, demolish—whatever.”
Lily’s face went ashen. “That’s not possible,” she whispered.
Fiona squeezed her shoulder. “It’s possible. Old trusts sometimes use that kind of language. I’ve seen it before, in France. It’s sexist as hell, but ironclad if it’s on the books.”
Riley was pacing now, back and forth between the window and the bookshelf. “So what, he gets the keys, we all get evicted, and Margot cashes out? That’s the plan?”
“It’s not just about the house,” I said. “Margot wants the land. The timber rights, the development potential. There’s more money in one sale to the right buyer than any of us will see in three lifetimes.”
June, perched on the arm of a chair, spoke so softly I almost missed it. “But she can’t execute unless Ethan goes through with the wedding. He’s the trigger.”
Bella nodded, then looked at Lily. “Did he say anything? Hint at the timeline?”
Lily’s face colored, anger chasing away the pallor. “He said he wanted to ‘move up the date.’ Said Margot was getting impatient. He made it sound like he was protecting me, keeping the family together, but—” Her jaw clenched. “I can’t believe I ever saw anything in that slimeball.”
“He’s not after you,” I said, unable to keep the bitterness out of my voice. “He’s after the house. Always was.”
For a moment, the room went silent except for the ticking of the grandfather clock in the hallway.
Then Riley slammed a palm down on the desk, rattling the phone. “So we fight back. Easy.”
Bella arched an eyebrow. “You have a plan, little sister?”
Riley grinned, but there was no joy in it. “Yeah. We go public. Social media. Margot hates press. We put her on blast, and Ethan too. Make it so ugly they bail.”
Fiona shook her head. “That’s how you lose everything. If they feel cornered, they go nuclear. Margot has lawyers who eat this kind of scandal for breakfast. She’d bury us in paperwork and own the land by Christmas.”
Bella looked thoughtful. “There is another way.”
Everyone turned to her.
“We play along,” she said. “Let Ethan think the plan is working. Stall him, keep the engagement alive. Meanwhile, we get the documents in front of our own attorney—someone who specializes in old estate law. If there’s a loophole, he’ll find it.”
Lily made a sound halfway between a laugh and a sob. “You want me to fake it? Pretend I’m going through with the wedding?”
Bella reached over, placed a hand on Lily’s. “I want you to win. For once. We need time. Give us a week—hell, three days. If we can’t kill this in court, we’ll find another way.”
June nodded in agreement. “It’s the best shot we have.”
Fiona looked at Lily, eyes soft. “We’re all in this together. But you’re the key.”
Riley stopped pacing, leaned against the wall, arms crossed. “I’ll keep tabs on Ethan. See if he slips.”
I cleared my throat. “Whatever happens, Lily, I won’t let him get near you. Not unless you say so. I promise.”
She looked at me, tears threatening, but kept it together.
“Thanks,” she whispered.
I felt something tighten in my chest. Something that wasn’t rage, or rivalry, or the need to win.
Something closer to hope.
Bella clapped her hands, breaking the spell. “Okay. Matt, you keep eyes on Ethan. Fiona, can you get in touch with a lawyer who doesn’t cost Margot rates?”
Fiona nodded. “I know a guy. He’s a bastard, but he hates old money. He’ll love this.”
“Perfect,” Bella said. “Everyone else, lay low. No drama, no social posts, no leaks. If Margot smells desperation, it’s over.”
June looked around, then smiled. “We’re going to win,” she said, and somehow, I believed her.
The plan was set. The room buzzed with energy—a messy, electric hope that felt dangerous, but good.
As everyone filtered out, Lily hung back. She waited until the others were gone, then pulled me aside.
“Are you sure about this?” she asked, voice small.
“I’m sure,” I said, pulling her in for a hug. “And even if I wasn’t, I’d fake it. For you.”
She laughed, the sound muffled by my shirt.
“Don’t ever change,” she said.
I squeezed her tighter. “You too.”
We broke apart, and she wiped her eyes, already steelier than before.
“Let’s go win,” she said.
I nodded, and together we headed out—ready to play the long game, whatever it took.






  
  Chapter seventeen








Unearthing Truth


The storm didn't break, but the clouds pressed so low you could almost touch the underbelly of the afternoon. We gathered on the bluff behind the house, the lake glassy and dark below, the air tight with the promise of rain. Bella called the meeting—her word, not mine—and everyone showed up, even if only to see if this was the day everything finally came apart. 
She wore black, of course. Jacket over crisp blouse, skirt just high enough to look like she might have somewhere more important to be afterward. She'd drawn her hair back in a knot so tight I wondered if it hurt. In her hands: legal pad, fountain pen, a phone that buzzed every two minutes with notifications she pretended to ignore.
Riley sat on the porch rail, arms and legs folded into perfect triangles, sunglasses even though the sun was a rumor at best. Lily lingered just out of reach, bare feet worrying the cold grass, sweater hanging off one shoulder. June and Fiona stood together under the eaves, June with her arms crossed, Fiona tapping her nails on the wood railing like Morse code.
Bella let the silence bloom. She always did. When the only sound was the faint hiss of wind through the cattails, she spoke.
"I talked to the lawyer," she said. "Ours, not Margot's." She held up the legal pad, as if proof could be held at arm's length. "He says the document Ethan and Margot have might be real. Or at least, it might be a legal mutation of the old trust. If it is, we’re screwed."
Fiona exhaled, sharp. Riley shifted, sunglasses sliding down her nose. "So what, we just give up? Let them have it?"
Bella shook her head. "No. There's a provision—a kind of backdoor. If we can prove Margot's version is a forgery, or that Ethan's colluded to defraud the estate, the whole thing falls apart. But we need evidence."
Lily cleared her throat. "What kind of evidence?"
"Intent," Bella said. "Paper trail, emails, proof of conspiracy. The usual." She looked at me, and it felt like being called to the front of the class. "Matt, you said you found something in the car?"
I nodded. "Emails, threats, financial stuff. Margot’s name was all over it. But nothing that ties them directly to the forgery. Unless—"
Riley cut in. "What if we just…call off the wedding? Wouldn’t that short-circuit the whole thing?"
Everyone turned to Lily, who flinched like she'd been slapped.
"I’m not marrying Ethan," she said. “That’s the bottom line. But where does this stop? First it was Derek trying to kill our permits, and now it’s Ethan turn. Even when I don’t marry Ethan, Margot won’t stop until she gets what she wants. She'll just try another angle, another time. And Ethan—" She broke off, shivered. "He said if I left, he’d ruin the family. Or me. Whichever hurt more."
“Lils, if he lays a finger on your head or any of the rest of you, I will end him,” I said.
No one spoke for a moment. The lake flexed in the distance, a single jet ski screaming a white line across the far shore.
June’s voice was quiet but steady. "Do we have time? To find proof?"
Bella checked her phone, thumbed through a text. "The wedding is in four days. Margot's already got the judge lined up for the license. If we don’t have something by then, the house is gone."
Riley snorted. "She thinks she’s so smart. But we’re smarter."
"Then act like it," Bella snapped. The mask slipped for half a second. Her voice shook, just a little, but she recovered fast. "We need something solid. Not a feeling, not a hunch. Something they can’t weasel out of."
The air was so dense you could chew it. The group stared at the ground, the lake, anywhere but each other.
That's when the idea came, bright and stupid as a match struck in a pitch-black room.
"The time capsule," I said, louder than I meant. Everyone turned, startled.
"The what?" Fiona asked.
"Remember? When we were replacing the gazebo columns—the old ones, rotten as hell, from the 1840s? We found that box underground. We never went through all those old documents."
Riley’s eyes widened. "That's right!"
Bella was already moving, legal pad forgotten. "Let's take a look."
We walked down the path, the others trailing behind like a parade of ghosts. The utility shed was colder than outside, the smell of sawdust and old paint hanging in the air. I pulled back the canvas tarp I'd carefully draped over the workbench and revealed it: the small, dented box we'd found weeks ago, placed deliberately away from the chemicals and tools.
Bella took it from my hands, her fingers tracing the edge where we'd pried it open before. "Let's hope there's something useful in here."
June knelt beside her, already reaching for the lid. "Last time we only skimmed the surface."
Fiona leaned in, her perfume momentarily cutting through the musty shed air. "Perhaps we missed something important."
June lifted the lid with reverent hands. "Sometimes you have to know what you're looking for to actually see it." The hinges protested with a soft creak as the box revealed its contents once more.
The papers inside rustled like autumn leaves as we gathered closer.
Inside, the air was thick with the stink of ancient glue and dust. There were letters—dozens of them, tied with string. Ledgers with crumbling leather covers. A handful of photographs, browned and curling at the edges.
Bella flipped through the first sheaf of papers, eyes moving fast. "Holy shit," she whispered. "These are originals. Deeds, contracts, correspondence—some of it looks like the founding of the estate."
Riley snatched up a photo, squinted. "Look at old John Ross here with his harem." She tapped a sepia image of a stern-faced man surrounded by two women in high collars, seated in the parlor we now used as a dining room.
“That must be Elizabeth and Violet,” Fiona said. “They’re beautiful.”
"The original architect of all this," Lily said.
The six of us gazed at the picture in silence, until I finally spoke up. “When this is all over, we’re framing that picture and putting it up on the wall where it belongs.”
“We can stroll down memory lane later,” Bella said. “We have to save this place first.”
She rifled deeper, fingers smudged with ancient graphite. "There’s got to be something here. A precedent. A signature. Anything to show Margot’s version is a lie."
The shed was silent except for the ruffle of paper and the faint, steady breathing of five women who all thought, for different reasons, that maybe, just maybe, this was the last, best hope they’d ever have.
I looked up and saw Fiona watching me. She smiled, slow and sad, but nodded.
The storm hadn’t broken yet, but I could feel the pressure dropping.
We had a shot.
All we had to do was not screw it up.

      ***We dragged the box back up the hill, a procession of mud-caked sneakers and hard-won optimism. The gazebo stood triumphant over the lakeside, only a final coat of paint away from completion. Its fresh beams gleamed bone-white against the gloom, waiting for that last brush stroke to make them perfect. It was the only place big enough to spread out all the wreckage of two centuries of Ross family secrets.
Bella commandeered a makeshift table—two sawhorses, a sheet of plywood still sticky from last week’s stain job. She spread a tarp over it and barked orders: "Gloves for the paper, no drinks on the table, and nobody takes a phone call unless it’s the attorney or the president." She flashed me a look. "You, too, Ford. No multitasking."
"Yes, ma’am," I said, and Riley snorted behind me.
We set the box down. June opened it with reverence, as if expecting a curse to leap out and bite her. The interior was a mess—packets of letters, folders, brittle ledgers with spines so cracked they barely held together. There were deeds rolled and bound with ribbon, envelopes sealed with ancient red wax, photos so faded the people in them looked like ghosts caught in the act of becoming real.
For a while, no one spoke. The only sounds were the crackle of old paper and the wet, distant churn of wind on water.
Riley started with the photo pile, flicking through each one with the same nervous energy she’d once brought to a deck of cards and a losing hand. She tapped her finger on the edge of a ledger, rapid-fire, like she couldn’t wait for the whole thing to be over.
Fiona worked slow and methodical, smoothing each document with the flat of her palm, her French accent slipping out whenever she read a word she liked or hated. She made little piles—important, less important, probably not relevant, but even the junk she treated like it might one day be the last artifact left on Earth.
June read aloud in a hush, lips moving but sound barely escaping. I watched her eyes flick across the page, left to right, her brain burning through a century of dense legalese like a high-speed scanner.
Bella stood behind the table, arms folded, watching all of us with the cool detachment of a general planning a last stand. She checked her phone every few minutes, thumb hovering over the screen, but she never stepped away for long.
Lily and I took the far end. She sorted documents while I unfolded ledgers and tried to keep the stacks from collapsing. Her shoulder pressed against mine every time she leaned in, and the contact—so simple, so gentle—made it easier to believe we could win.
We worked like that for an hour. The table filled with layers: yellowed birth certificates, wedding announcements in loopy script, faded telegrams, even a bloodstained telegram from the Great War. I found myself weirdly invested in every detail—who signed the papers, who dotted their i’s with hearts, who lost a son at Verdun. The past was suddenly too close, and for a while the anxiety went away, replaced by this obsessive need to get it right.
But the minutes ticked by, and hope started to drain away. Every page told the same story: The house had always belonged to the Ross line, passed down from generation to generation. There was no precedent for a husband inheriting anything. But there was also nothing that would count as proof to an outsider, nothing to expose Margot’s version as a forgery.
I could feel the old panic returning, like a wave of static under my skin. I was about to say something—anything, just to break the spell—when Lily sucked in a sharp breath.
She held up a single sheet, her hands shaking.
"This," she whispered, her voice thinner than the paper in her grip. "This is it."
We all crowded in. She held it so tight I worried it would tear.
It was a will, dated 1855. The name at the top was John Ross—founder, patriarch. The script was dense, a spidery black, but Lily’s finger followed the line until it landed on a single, crucial sentence:
"Upon my death, all rights and ownership to the estate and its holdings shall pass, in perpetuity, to my eldest surviving child, and to her descendants without exception, regardless of marriage or male relation."
We all read it, once, twice, a dozen times. No loopholes. No mention of husbands, sons, or "legal spouses." Just children, all the way down.
Riley let out a whoop, punching the air with her fist. Fiona read it in French, just to be sure. June started laughing, shaking her head like she’d just heard the world’s best joke.
Bella took the paper, read it in silence. She closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them. "It’s real," she said, voice flat but full of something I’d never heard from her before. "It’s fucking real."
She handed the will to me. The paper was so delicate I barely dared to touch it. But I ran my finger along the edge, feeling the years, the promise, the freedom in every fiber.
Lily slumped into the nearest chair, her whole body trembling with the release of a tension I hadn’t realized she’d been carrying. I put my arm around her, let her lean into me, and for a minute I just held on, like if I let go, the world might unspool again.
"We still need to verify it," Bella said, snapping us back. "Handwriting, authenticity, the works. But if it holds—"
"It’ll hold," I said, and everyone nodded.
We passed the will around, each person holding it like it might combust. By the time it came back to Lily, her hands had stopped shaking.
She smiled, and it was the first real smile I’d seen on her since all this started.
Outside, the wind shifted, and the clouds began to thin. For the first time in days, I could see a sliver of blue sky. Not much, but enough.
We sat there for a long time, basking in the knowledge that we’d done something impossible. We’d found the truth, and the truth was on our side.

      ***The first raindrops caught us off guard—fat, cold, and sudden, splattering the tarp and dotting the old will with wet Rorschach blots. Riley scrambled to cover the pile, Fiona yelped something in French, and June hustled the whole box under the nearest beam. Bella barked orders, and I snatched the most fragile papers and cradled them inside my shirt.
We bolted for the house, laughter and panic mixing as the sky let loose for real. By the time we reached the mudroom, we were soaked through. I peeled my shirt off, spread the papers on the old radiator to dry, and watched as Lily clung to the box like it was a lifeboat.
Bella herded us into the dining room and cleared the long table with a single sweep of her arm. She lined the key documents up in the center, weighed them down with coffee mugs, and motioned for the rest of us to take a seat.
No one did. We stood around the table, arms crossed, breathing hard, every one of us afraid to sit in case the world started spinning again.
Lily just stared at the will. Her hand shook as she traced the signature at the bottom: John Ross, in a sprawl so reckless it looked like the pen might have broken mid-stroke.
"I can’t believe he would do this," she whispered, voice hoarse. "Ethan. All this time. I thought he—"
She stopped, shoulders slumping.
I knelt next to her chair, took her hand in both of mine. It was ice cold, damp from the run, but she squeezed back with a kind of desperate gratitude.
"He never deserved you," I said. "None of them did."
For a while, no one spoke. The rain battered the old glass panes, turning the world outside into a watercolor of green and gray.
Bella broke the silence. "We still need more," she said. "This proves Margot’s document is a fraud. But we need the next layer. Proof of the conspiracy. Blackmail, coercion, anything to show this wasn’t an accident."
June nodded. "They’ll just call it a misunderstanding. A clerical error."
"We need to get in front of this," said Fiona. She glanced at Lily. "But you shouldn’t have to do it alone."
Lily looked up, resolve knitting her face into something stronger than I’d ever seen. "I know how to get into Ethan’s laptop," she said. "He leaves it in his car when he visits, and he uses the same password for everything."
Bella’s eyes lit up, then narrowed. "Are you sure?"
Lily nodded. "I watched him type it in a hundred times. I never said anything because—" She stopped, then looked at me, then at all of us. "Because I was stupid, I guess. But I can do this. I want to do this."
Riley crossed the room, wrapped Lily in a hug that looked more like a wrestling hold. "We’re with you," she said. "Every step."
I glanced around the table. June and Fiona nodded, arms linked. Bella tapped the will, then placed her hand on top of Lily’s, sealing the pact.
"We’re going to bring them down," Bella said, voice steady as a gavel. "And when we do, the house stays here. With us."
Lily smiled through her tears. "No one threatens our home," she said. "Not ever again."
We stood like that for a while, hands joined, a circle of battered, shivering, half-crazy survivors.
Outside, the rain washed the dust from the old bones of the house. Inside, for the first time in forever, it felt like we were exactly where we belonged.
Ready for whatever came next.






  
  Chapter eighteen








House of Cards


The living room looked like a set piece for a murder trial: two wingback chairs angled toward the hearth, ottoman in front of each, the old Steinway gleaming in the corner, and an intimidating row of dining chairs arranged along the back wall for what Bella called "the peanut gallery." Bella had orchestrated the seating arrangement with the same clinical precision she brought to everything: she and Lily on the main sofa, Riley and June bracketing them at either end, Fiona standing sentinel by the fireplace with a clipboard in hand. My job was to keep the fire going and stay out of the way unless someone needed heavy lifting or a human shield. 
Outside, the storm had taken the bluff by siege. Thunder rolled down the lake in ragged waves, each crackle followed by a low, seismic boom that made the windows rattle in their hundred-year-old frames. The rain hit the glass so hard it sounded like handfuls of gravel, then slithered down in greasy rivers that smeared the world into a Monet of green and gray. Power flickered twice in the last hour, enough that Bella ordered every candle in the house to be lit and stationed along the perimeter, their flames making long yellow smears on the polished wood.
I checked my phone: 6:54 PM.
In six minutes, Margot and Ethan would arrive. The plan was to let them in, let them talk, and then hit them with the evidence—the real will, the emails, the forger’s statement, everything we’d dug up since the last time they tried to bulldoze their way into the family trust. June and Fiona had rehearsed the order of attack so many times it had started to sound like a dinner-theater production, and even Riley, who was never one for subtlety, had promised to let the lawyers do the talking. 
At 6:59, I heard the crunch of gravel under tires. The house went quiet, everyone holding their breath, the only sound the tick of rain and the distant, uneven roar of the lake. Through the parlor window, I watched the Audi coast up the drive and come to a full stop dead center in the circle, headlights burning two white holes in the storm.
Margot emerged first, heels clicking despite the slick, uneven stones. She wore a tailored navy dress and a trench that looked custom, her hair a helmet of iron-gray spun into a shape that could deflect small arms fire. The strand of pearls at her throat caught every flash of lightning, each orb a tiny, glistening moon. She paused at the bottom of the steps, looked up at the house, and then at her watch, as if timing her entrance to the millisecond.
Ethan followed, umbrella in one hand and a leather folio in the other. He looked less like a groom-to-be and more like a corporate assassin on loan for the evening: black suit, pale blue tie, hair gelled to military perfection. His eyes flicked from window to door to window, never resting long enough to be caught.
They mounted the steps in lockstep. I had never seen two people look so much like a two-person SWAT team in my life.
I opened the door just as they reached it.
"Ms. Ross, Mr. Parker," I said, giving Margot a half-bow and Ethan a look that said I was keeping count of every trespass.
"Matthew," Margot replied, her voice as smooth as polished granite. "So good to see you on the right side of the threshold for once."
Ethan nodded, but his eyes slid past me, scanning the entry hall. "We’re expected?"
"Right on time," I said, letting the door swing wide. "Come in."
They shook off the worst of the rain and entered, Margot first, Ethan half a step behind. The effect was deliberate: Margot as the general, Ethan the loyal aide. She handed me her umbrella and stripped off her coat in one elegant move, passing it to me as if I were the help. I bit my tongue, draped the coat over the hall tree, and led them to the living room.
Margot took in the arrangement at a glance, eyes cataloging every face, every candle, every coffee cup. She zeroed in on Lily, then Bella, then June, then me.
"I see we’re all here," she said, settling herself into the chair closest to the hearth. The pearls shimmered as she moved, catching the gold light and throwing it back with interest. She crossed her legs, folded her hands on her knee, and waited for the rest of us to get our act together.
Ethan took the second chair, set his folio on the ottoman, and unzipped it with a flick of his wrist. The gesture had a strange intimacy to it—like he was undressing for the room, or for Lily. He pulled out a sheaf of papers, weighted the stack with a gold pen, and then looked up, the corner of his mouth twitching in what I guess he thought was a smile.
Riley was the first to break the silence. She stood, arms folded, back to the window, and glared at Ethan with a look that would’ve frozen a lesser man in place.
"So," she said. "You gonna call us all ‘darling’ or just Lily?"
Ethan’s jaw worked, but Margot held up a hand.
"Let’s not waste anyone’s time," she said, voice calibrated to the decibel where it could be heard over a jet engine but never rise to the level of shouting. "We’re here to finalize the terms of the prenuptial and make sure there are no… misunderstandings about the property."
Bella cleared her throat, steepled her fingers, and smiled. It was the smile of a snake oil salesman who knows his mark is about to get played, but is being polite about it.
"Of course," Bella said. "Shall we begin?"
Ethan slid the document across the ottoman toward Lily. The paper was thick, the kind that makes you think you’re holding something more important than a few sentences strung together by a desperate lawyer. Lily’s hands shook a little as she picked it up, but she steadied herself and set it on her lap, eyes scanning the page in silence.
Margot leaned in, the pearls flashing again. "It’s a simple agreement, dear," she said, and the "dear" landed somewhere between endearment and eulogy. "Just a way to ensure the estate remains intact and free of, shall we say, external complications."
Lily didn’t answer. She read the first page, then the next, her face blank and pale.
June shifted, bringing her closer to Lily’s side, and Fiona did the same on the other end. The effect was immediate: a phalanx of solidarity flanking the heir apparent, all eyes fixed on the enemy at the gate.
I caught Margot watching the maneuver with a kind of cold admiration, as if she’d seen the tactic before and was interested to see how it played out in real time.
Riley hadn’t moved from her spot. She was a statue, arms crossed, every muscle tensed to the breaking point.
Bella spoke next, her voice a shade softer but still made of steel. "We had our own attorney review the documents," she said, "and found a few discrepancies. Would you like to go over them before we proceed?"
Ethan’s face flickered—just a second, just enough for me to see the crack in his confidence—but then he smiled. "I’m sure it’s nothing that can’t be resolved. These things are always… negotiable."
Margot smiled, too, but it was all teeth and no warmth. "Of course," she said. "Let’s be thorough."
For a few minutes, it played out like any boardroom meeting: point, counterpoint, marginal notes in red and blue, everyone pretending they cared about the letter of the law when the only law that mattered was force and will.
The rain intensified, the wind slamming against the windows so hard I wondered if the panes would make it through the night. The candles flared, guttered, then came back stronger, the flames leaning away from the draft as if refusing to be blown out.
Lily kept her head down, reading every word, but her lips moved as she did, whispering the text to herself. It was a habit she’d picked up in France, she once told me—something about trusting nothing on the page until you’d heard it aloud.
Bella pressed her advantage. "There’s a clause here about default," she said. "If the marriage is dissolved by mutual consent, the property reverts to—"
"—the original heir, yes," Margot said, voice dripping with patience. "That’s the standard boilerplate. No one is trying to cut Lily out of her inheritance."
Ethan’s eyes flickered. "It’s just a precaution," he added, but the words sounded rehearsed.
Fiona stepped forward, clipboard in hand. She wore a slim-cut suit that made her look taller than she was, her hair pulled back in a braid that looked like it could hold up a suspension bridge.
"We appreciate your diligence, Ms. Ross," Fiona said. "But we’ve uncovered some documents of our own. Letters, contracts, and—"
Margot cut her off with a wave. "Let’s not get distracted by nostalgia," she said. "What matters is the future of the estate, not the sentimental value of a few letters."
Fiona’s lips curled, just a little. "I would argue that sentiment is all that stands between legacy and ruin," she said, "but I suppose that’s a philosophical difference."
The two women stared at each other, the air crackling.
Riley leaned in, eyes never leaving Ethan. "You want to tell us why you really want the house?" she asked. "Because last time I checked, you weren’t exactly the rustic type."
Ethan looked to Margot, then to Lily. For a second, his mask slipped and I saw the desperation beneath it. But just as fast, it was gone.
"I’m here for Lily," he said. "That’s all."
Lily finally looked up. Her eyes were red, but her voice was steady.
"Then let’s get this over with," she said.
Margot clapped her hands, as if blessing the proceedings. "Splendid. Shall we sign?"
She slid a pen across the ottoman to Lily, the gold tip catching the candlelight.
Lily took it, held it over the line, then paused.
Her hand was steady now. She looked at Bella, then at me, then at Riley.
"We’re not signing," she said, her voice louder than I’d ever heard it. "Not until we clear up every lie in this room."
For a second, no one moved.
Then Bella smiled, slow and vicious.
"I was hoping you’d say that," she said.
The storm raged outside, but inside, everything was about to get very, very quiet.

      ***The pause after Bella’s declaration lasted just long enough for the tension to collapse in on itself, then snap back, ten times sharper. The room felt vacuum-sealed. Even the candles seemed to burn with a nervous edge, their flames drawn to every intake of breath.
Margot recovered first, turning the full force of her gaze on Lily. "I understand emotions are running high, but—"
Bella interrupted, cool as November. "No one here is emotional, Aunt Margot,” she said, practically spitting out her name. “We’d simply like to clarify a few inconsistencies." She reached into her bag and pulled out two manila folders. The first she opened with a flick, removing a single sheet—her hands, I noticed, didn't shake at all.
She placed the sheet on the coffee table, aligning it with the grain of the wood. "This," she said, "is the will that was presented by your legal team last month."
Margot's face didn't move, but her eyes did—a barely perceptible twitch, as if recalculating a trajectory.
"And this," Bella continued, removing a second sheet from the other folder and laying it beside the first, "is the will we recovered from the original estate archive. Verified by a forensic documents expert and, as it happens, also notarized—unlike your version."
She didn’t bother to look at Margot, just pointed with her pen at the highlighted clauses. "Interesting how your version differs so dramatically from the original," she said, voice smooth as glass. "In fact, your copy uses language that didn’t exist in American legal practice until the late 1970s."
The air went razor-thin.
Ethan leaned forward, scanning both documents with the panicked focus of someone who’d just been told to count the bullets in a live gun.
Riley grinned, slow and predatory, but didn’t say a word.
Margot finally picked up the paper, studied it, then set it down with surgical care. "I see," she said. "You think this proves something?"
"It proves you were prepared to circumvent the trust," Bella said. "And, given that the original will makes no mention of a spouse or any kind of marital transfer clause, your entire claim to the property is null and void."
Fiona stepped in, her accent thickening just enough to make the words more dangerous. "We also have a statement from the forger you used to create the replica. He has agreed to cooperate with authorities. If you'd like, I can read it aloud."
Margot waved a hand, a flicker of annoyance breaking through the composure. "That won’t be necessary."
Ethan looked up, face pale. "This doesn’t have to get ugly," he said, but the conviction had vanished from his voice.
Bella turned her attention to Lily, who was now trembling, but not with fear. "You have the emails, right?"
Lily nodded. Her hands still shook, but when she spoke, her voice was steady. "I do." She produced a tablet from under the table, pulled up a folder marked "EVIDENCE," and laid it in front of Ethan.
"There’s a thread here between you and Margot," she said, her voice gaining strength. "You discuss how to isolate the property from the family, then push me out once the deed transfers. There’s even a list—'Potential Developments'—with estimates for how fast you could sell off the land. Was any of it true, Ethan? Did you mean any of it?"
Ethan looked at the screen. He didn’t speak.
Margot’s face was stone, but her hand moved unconsciously to her pearls, twisting the strand until it pinched against her throat.
The thunder outside roared, followed by a flash that painted the room in harsh, photographic white. For a second, everyone was lit up—every wrinkle, every bead of sweat, every crack in the armor.
Lily pressed on. "You've been planning this for years," she said, her voice almost calm. "All that talk about legacy, and it was just a scheme."
I inched closer to Lily, letting my arm brush hers. The contact seemed to steady her, and she didn’t pull away.
Bella slid the final sheet across the table: a notarized affidavit from the document forger, complete with seal and witness signatures.
"In case you were wondering if it would hold up in court," Bella said, her smile tight as piano wire. "This was submitted to the authorities this morning. Along with the emails. And the original will. We’ve also retained counsel from a state-level prosecutor, so I suggest you confer with your own before making any more threats."
Ethan's face had drained of color. For a second, I thought he might faint, but Margot's hand clamped down on his wrist, anchoring him to the moment.
"You’re bluffing," Margot said, but the edge in her voice was gone. "You don't have the resources—"
"We do," Riley cut in, stepping forward, finally uncrossing her arms. "We have everything we need. And if you don’t get the hell out of our house, I will call your bought-and-paid-for sheriff myself and have you escorted out."
Silence.
June moved to stand behind Lily, one hand on her shoulder, the other on her own hip. Fiona did the same on the other side, their presence a silent wall.
I looked at Margot. Her lips were tight, her eyes calculating, but I could see the collapse coming. She reached for the documents, gathered them up, and rose from her chair.
"This isn’t over," she said, voice reduced to a brittle whisper.
Ethan stood, hands trembling, but he didn’t make eye contact with anyone.
Lily’s voice stopped them cold. "The wedding is off," she said, loud enough to echo off the walls. "I want you both out of my house and my life."
I nodded, adding: "And if you ever come back here, it’ll be through the front gates. With a warrant."
For the first time, Margot looked rattled. She tucked the papers under her arm and walked to the door, Ethan trailing behind, head low.
Fiona called out, voice gentle but carrying: "All evidence is with the state police and our attorneys. Please don’t make this any harder on yourselves."
Margot didn’t answer. The door shut behind them with a final, irrevocable sound.
Through the window, I watched them dash through the rain. A bolt of lightning illuminated their retreat: Margot striding with furious purpose, Ethan trailing in her wake, drenched and diminished.
Inside, the air was still electric—but the threat was gone.
Riley exhaled, her whole body collapsing into a chair. Bella set about gathering the documents, stacking them with a precision born of relief. June hugged Lily from behind, Fiona kissed her cheek, and I just stood there, watching the woman who’d just taken back her life.
Lily looked up at me, eyes bright and shining.
"We did it," she said.
"Yeah," I replied, pulling her in.
"You did."
The storm battered the windows, but inside, the world had finally come to order.

      ***We didn't move for a long time after the door shut, as if all of us were waiting for a trapdoor to open beneath our feet or a final trick to detonate in Margot’s wake. Even the storm seemed to pause, a lull before the next act, wind catching its breath before the next assault. The air was humid and still, the smell of candle wax and rain-soaked wood sharp and nostalgic.
Lily sank into the far corner of the sofa, as if every vertebra had finally surrendered the illusion of structure. She pressed her palms to her face, elbows on her knees, shoulders heaving in a way that looked almost painful.
I didn’t ask; I just sat beside her, close enough for the heat of her leg to radiate against mine. Her hands found mine without looking, fingers twining together, both of us content to let the silence do the heavy lifting for once.
Across the room, Riley pulled a bottle of rye from the sideboard, lined up six mismatched glasses, and poured with the kind of wild generosity you only get from a true believer in medicinal spirits. She brought the tray over and set it on the coffee table, then collapsed onto the floor at Lily’s feet, leaning back until her head rested against Lily’s knee.
Bella was all business, stacking the evidence into neat, color-coded piles, then folding her hands over the top like a sentry standing guard. June and Fiona shared the other sofa, June curled up with her feet tucked beneath her, Fiona sprawled with her head in June’s lap, eyes closed and hands folded across her stomach as if in prayer.
No one said a word until Riley pushed a glass into Lily’s hand. Lily stared at the pale gold liquid, swirling it once before taking a small, deliberate sip.
Her voice, when it came, was barely a thread. "I can’t believe I almost married him."
Riley snorted, then reached up and patted Lily’s shin. "Could’ve happened to anyone. He was a grade-A manipulator, and you were raised to trust people."
June leaned over and squeezed Lily’s shoulder, her voice as soft as the rain. "You trusted yourself in the end. That’s what matters."
Fiona nodded, her eyes still closed. "You saved us all, chère. None of this would’ve worked if you hadn’t found the courage to see it through."
Lily shook her head, the faintest smile curving her lips. "I’m not the brave one. I just got tired of being scared."
Bella tapped the pile of documents. "You don’t have to be brave anymore. You just have to sign your own name, and everything stays here. With you."
The room seemed to relax, the edges of fear and anger dulling under the softening weight of exhaustion and something close to relief. I squeezed Lily’s hand, and she squeezed back, her grip gaining strength by the second.
"Thanks," she whispered, and I knew she meant all of it—not just the rescue, but the years of friendship, the millions of small gestures, the way we’d all failed and forgiven each other and come back stronger every time.
Riley raised her glass, waited for the rest of us to follow suit. "To Lily," she said. "Queen of the fucking castle."
We all drank. The whiskey hit with a burn, then a slow, spreading warmth, a signal fire in the dark.
The storm picked up again, lightning flashing through the windows, followed by the staccato boom of thunder. The power flickered, then went out for real this time, plunging the room into a honeyed, trembling dark.
No one moved to fix it. We just stayed where we were: three sisters, two honorary siblings, and the ghosts of a thousand mistakes floating overhead. The candles flickered, bending the shadows, painting us as survivors in a world that never really wanted us to win.
Lily lay back, her head on the sofa’s arm, the tension gone from her jaw and eyes. I watched her breathing slow, watched her chest rise and fall, and felt something like pride settle in my bones.
Riley finished her drink, then poured another, but this time she didn’t raise it. She just leaned back against Lily’s knee, closed her eyes, and let the peace settle over her.
Bella checked her phone out of habit, found it dead, and actually smiled at the freedom of it. She stretched, yawned, and let her head loll back, the imperious mask gone at last.
June and Fiona whispered to each other, heads close, voices low and intimate. They looked like figures in a painting, half-lit by candle and storm, the lines of their bodies blurred by comfort and trust.
I wanted to say something profound, something that would sum up the moment or capture the history we’d just lived through. But Lily beat me to it.
"We’re going to be okay," she said, voice strong now, eyes shining.
I nodded, unable to keep the grin from my face. "Yeah, Lils. We really are."
No one rushed to leave, or clean, or do anything but sit and listen to the rain.
We sat there for hours—maybe years—letting the storm pound the old house, now reborn, letting the world shrink down to the glow of a few stubborn candles and the certainty that, whatever happened next, we’d made it through together.
When the whiskey was gone and the storm finally faded, we gathered the last of the candles and retreated upstairs, Lily and Riley arm in arm, June and Fiona trailing behind, Bella and I lagging to make sure no one got left behind.
At the top of the stairs, Lily paused, looked back, and smiled.
"Good night," she said.
"Good night," we answered, every voice a promise.
And in the hush that followed, I realized: this was home. Not the bricks or the beams or the ghosts in the walls, but the impossible, unbreakable family we’d built—flawed, scarred, and real.
The candles guttered, one by one, but the light stayed with us, even after we let the dark settle in for good.






  
  Chapter nineteen








Love Unbound


The night settled in around the lake house with the finality of a tombstone. Whatever storms had raked the world earlier now spent themselves in softer, steadier rain, the kind that whispered more than it wept. The house, which had once felt too big for its ghosts, seemed shrunken and safe, every creak in the floorboards now a lullaby instead of a warning. 
I lay in bed for a while, not really sleeping. Just listening: the tic-tic-tic of water on the gutter, the occasional groan of the settling beams. Riley's head was heavy against my left shoulder, her golden blonde hair spilling across my chest. On my right, Fiona's leg was still hooked possessively over mine, her breath warm against my neck. Their bodies radiated heat like twin furnaces, but I couldn't bring myself to move away. Somewhere, a clock chimed midnight, and I felt it in my ribs, like the last click before the bomb either exploded or disarmed itself for good.
I thought of Lily, two doors down, probably as awake as I was. I thought of her face in the lamplight, the way her hands trembled when she held the old will, the relief and exhaustion braided together in every fiber of her. I thought of what it cost her to get here, to this moment, to this exact hour of her life where no one was left to tell her who she had to be.
I tried to tell myself it was enough to know she was safe, that I could wait until morning. That despite having tasted her, touched her, been inside her before, I could ignore this burning in my blood. But her body had only ever been borrowed time—never truly mine to keep.
Tonight would be different. Tonight I would claim her completely.
So I got up, feet silent on the runner, and padded through the dark toward her room.
The air in the hallway was thick—so warm and humid that it clung to my skin, each step a wade through memory and maybe a little fear. The house was pitch black except for a line of gold leaking under Lily’s door, thin as hope and twice as dangerous.
I paused outside, knuckles raised, and let myself imagine she might be sleeping. That I could turn around, crawl back into bed, and wait until dawn to try again.
Then I heard her voice—soft, almost a murmur.
“Matt?”
The door swung open before I touched it, and there she was. Not the frightened, frantic Lily from before, but a version of her I’d only ever seen in flashes, in old photographs and fleeting childhood summers: Lily as she was meant to be. Barefoot, hair wild and shining in the lamplight, wrapped in a silk nightgown so pale it seemed spun from the mist outside.
Her face was soft and clear, eyes rimmed with the faintest touch of red—evidence of old tears, maybe, but nothing left to cry about now.
She didn’t hesitate. She just smiled, and this time the smile was different—not a mask, not an apology, but something solid and sure.
“I couldn’t sleep,” she said, voice barely more than a breath.
“Me neither,” I said.
She stepped aside, and I came in, the door clicking shut behind me. Her room was neat but not obsessive, walls covered in a lifetime of snapshots—friends, pets, dumb inside jokes scribbled in pen on the edges. A reading lamp burned low by the bed, casting everything in warm, honey-colored shadow.
Lily perched on the edge of the mattress, the silk gown settling over her legs, then pooling around her thighs as she pulled her knees up and hugged them close. The fabric clung to her every curve, catching the light at her hips and across the tops of her breasts. For a second, I forgot how to breathe.
She watched me take it in, then patted the spot beside her.
“Sit,” she said, and it wasn’t a request.
I sat, keeping a respectful inch between us, but it might as well have been a mile.
“Did you really mean it?” she asked, her voice suddenly so small I wondered if I’d only imagined the confidence from before. “What you said. Earlier.”
I thought back to what she could have been getting at, but only one thing made sense. “I’ve always loved you, Lils. From day one.”
She nodded, but didn’t look away. “I always thought you’d end up with Riley. Or even Bella. Or someone who didn’t have… all this.” She gestured at the walls, at the house, at the thin silk bunched around her waist.
“I always thought you’d end up with someone who didn’t have my mess,” I said, and meant it. “It turns out, I’m with all three of you.”
She laughed, quiet and real. “We’re both disasters.”
“I like disasters,” I said.
She reached out, took my hand, and placed it on her knee. Her skin was so soft it almost hurt.
“Do you want to stay?” she asked.
“Forever,” I said, and this time it didn’t even sound like a line.
She slid closer, the gap between us gone, and leaned her head on my shoulder.
For a while, we just sat like that, listening to the rain. My hand moved of its own accord, tracing the line of her shin, then up to the hem of her nightgown. She shivered, but didn’t stop me. Instead, she angled her face up to mine, lips parted, eyes shining.
“I’m not scared anymore,” she said. “Not of Margot, not of Ethan. Not even of myself.”
I brushed a strand of hair from her cheek, tucked it behind her ear. “You never had to be,” I whispered.
She tilted her head, brought her mouth to mine. The first kiss was feather-light, a question more than an answer. But the second was all need and heat, years of holding back combusting into a single, endless moment.
She tasted like honey and ripe peaches, with the faintest trace of vanilla on her breath. Her hand found the back of my neck, fingers digging in, pulling me closer until there was no air between us at all.
The kiss went from gentle to greedy in a heartbeat. I felt her pulse racing under her skin, the rhythm matching my own. The silk nightgown was so thin I could feel the heat of her body through it, every curve pressing into the hard lines of my chest.
She broke away, gasping. “I want you to stay, Matt. Not just tonight. I want you for the rest of it.”
“You have me,” I said, and the words came out so fierce I almost didn’t recognize my own voice.
She smiled, eyes bright with the promise of something new. “Now and forever. You’re mine, and I’m yours. I choose you.”
She stood, letting the gown fall loose around her legs, and drew me up to stand with her. She wasn’t tall, but the way she looked at me made me feel like the whole house rested on my shoulders, and I was strong enough to hold it.
There was a moment—so brief I might have missed it, if I’d blinked—where her hands hovered, arms crossed over her chest, as if some old shyness still lingered in the seams of her muscles. Then she dropped her hands, standing there in nothing but the lamplight and the unapologetic fullness of her body.
I’d seen Lily naked, but I’d never actually looked at her the way I did now. I’d never let myself. Her breasts were round and heavy, easily matching Fiona’s for legendary status. They held the kind of weight that didn’t so much defy gravity as dare it to do its worst. Her nipples were neither large nor small but perfect in every way, matching her velvet-pink, quarter-sized areolas, standing out against skin so pale it almost glowed.
She slid her arms around my waist, pressing her cheek against my chest. Her body was all silk and softness, but the resolve in her voice was iron.
“No more hiding,” she said.
“No more,” I echoed, running my fingers through her honey-blonde hair.
She tilted her face up, and I kissed her again, this time letting go of every rule and reason.
The rain kept falling, but the storm was long gone.
All that remained was the hush of the house, and the two of us, finally unburdened.

      ***There’s a moment, after the first desperate kiss, when you realize you’re really going to do it. That this time, no one is going to come crashing in to stop you, no one’s shadow is looming at the window, no guilt or second thoughts left to trip you up. You’re just two bodies, alive and wanting, and the only thing left is to say yes.
Lily’s yes was a silent thing, a tilt of her chin and a press of her lips that set the rest of her trembling. She guided me back toward the bed, the silk of her nightgown slipping against my fingers like water. Every part of her felt more real than I remembered: the pulse at her throat, the rise and fall of her chest, the impossible heat radiating through a layer so thin it could have been painted on.
She lay back, arms overhead, and for a second I just looked at her—really looked, the way you look at a sunrise and know you’ll never see that exact color again. The lamplight carved her out of shadow, highlighting the slope of her collarbone, the curve of her hip, the softness at the inside of her thigh, and her breasts — dear Lord, her breasts.
She reached for me, slow and sure, and drew me down until my weight pressed her into the mattress. The sheets were cool against my knees, but her skin was fever-hot. Our mouths met again, lips softer now, less a war and more a homecoming.
I let my hands wander, cautious at first, then bold when she arched into my touch. Her nightgown bunched at her hips, exposing the long line of her leg, the muscle flexing as I traced her calf and up, higher, until I found the bare skin beneath. She gasped, twisting to meet my hand, her thigh clamping around my wrist with a strength I hadn’t expected.
“Matt,” she whispered, and it was half curse, half prayer.
I wanted to hear it again, wanted to hear it all night.
I kissed her jaw, her neck, the hollow above her shoulder. She tasted of rain and salt and the faintest ghost of something floral—maybe her shampoo, maybe just the way she’d always smelled in my arms. I pulled at the knot of her nightgown, and she lifted her hips to help, letting it slide away in a whisper of silk.
She wore nothing underneath.
Her breasts were full, heavy, the nipples already tight with anticipation. I took one in my hand, thumb grazing the peak, and she shuddered, a moan escaping that made my cock twitch in my boxers. I lowered my mouth, flicked my tongue across the tip, then drew it in slow, just to feel her react.
She clutched at my head, pressing me closer, her chest rising to meet each suck, each careful scrape of my teeth. The other breast begged for attention, and I gave it equal time, licking a circle around the areola, teasing until her back bowed and her breath came ragged.
“God, Matt—” she gasped, “don’t stop.”
I had no intention of stopping.
I moved lower, kissing a trail down her stomach, pausing at the dip of her navel. She giggled, a real, helpless sound, and grabbed at my hair. “That tickles.”
I grinned up at her. “I like the sound of you laughing,” I said.
She propped herself on her elbows, watching as I hooked her knees over my shoulders and nudged her thighs apart. Her pussy was shaved clean, the lips blushed pink, glistening in the lamplight. I brushed my thumb along her slit, parting her just enough to see how wet she was already.
I glanced up, met her eyes. “Still okay?” I asked, because even after all this, I needed to be sure.
She nodded, her smile more sure than ever. “I’ve never been more okay.”
I started slow, tracing my tongue along the seam, tasting the sweetness of her. She whimpered, hips tilting up, legs tightening against my ears. I sucked her clit between my lips, gentle at first, then firmer, swirling my tongue in slow circles.
Her fingers dug into my scalp, her thighs trembling as she lost herself in the sensation. She moaned again, louder this time, and I smiled against her, loving how unguarded she’d become.
I slipped a finger inside her, then two, curling them to find the spot that made her breath hitch. She rocked against my hand, greedy for more, her voice a steady chant of my name.
“Matt, oh god, yes, baby, right there, don’t—don’t stop—”
She came with a sharp, helpless cry, her whole body tensing, then convulsing around my fingers. She clamped my head between her thighs, hips grinding against my mouth as she rode the wave.
I kept licking, softer now, coaxing every last shudder from her body. When she finally went limp, I eased up, kissing the inside of her thigh as I pulled my hand away.
She collapsed back onto the bed, arm thrown over her face, laughing breathlessly.
“Holy shit,” she said, voice hoarse. “If I’d known it was like that, I would’ve dumped Ethan years ago.”
I crawled up beside her, wiped my mouth on the back of my hand, and kissed her forehead.
“You deserve more than you’ve ever been given,” I said, and meant it.
She rolled into me, wrapping a leg around my waist, her hand sliding under my shirt.
“My turn,” she said, and before I could protest, she was pushing me onto my back, climbing over me with a kind of feral grace.
She straddled my hips, the soft heat of her pussy pressed right against the bulge in my shorts. She bent forward, kissing me deep, tasting herself on my lips. Her hands tugged at my shirt, and I sat up to help, peeling it over my head and tossing it aside.
She stared at my chest like she’d never seen it before, fingers tracing the lines of muscle, the scars and freckles and old sunburn. She pinched my nipple, grinning when I flinched.
“Ticklish?” she teased.
“Sensitive,” I corrected, but she just laughed and did it again, this time with her mouth.
She kissed down my chest, lingering over every rib, every patch of skin, like she was making a study of the man she’d waited so long for. Her hands found the band of my boxers, and she paused, waiting for permission.
I nodded, and she pulled them down, freeing my cock. It stood out, already hard and aching, the head slick with pre-cum. She wrapped her hand around the base, marveling at the size, then stroked it with a slow, careful grip.
“God, Matt,” she whispered, “Your cock is beautiful.”
“It’s all yours,” I managed, not trusting my voice.
She leaned down, kissed the tip, then licked a stripe along the shaft.
“I think about you all the time,” she confessed, voice trembling. “Even when I shouldn’t. Especially when I shouldn’t.”
She took me in her mouth, lips soft and warm, tongue swirling around the crown. I groaned, fingers threading through her hair, fighting the urge to thrust.
She was a quick study—no, a prodigy—her lips and tongue already knowing me better than I knew myself. Lily slid down my body with the elegance of a goddess and the intent ferocity of a woman starved for every ounce of me. She started with slow, feather-light kisses along my stomach, then mapped the outline of my hip bones with her tongue, sending electric shivers into the base of my spine. She teased me, nuzzling my cock with her cheek, weighing it in one hand with genuine awe, blue eyes catching mine with a glimmer of laughter and hunger.
Her first lick was delicate, testing, like she was savoring the taste she’d dreamed about but never dared confess. Then her lips parted and she took me in, inch by inch, with a growing confidence that nearly undid me. Lily’s jaw was soft, mouth impossibly warm and wet, and she played with the tip of my cock like it was the center of her whole universe, tongue swirling around the crown in tight, clever circles. She hummed, a deep purr in her throat, her eyelashes fluttering each time I bucked my hips, and the vibration of her pleasure almost made me come on the spot.
She never broke eye contact for long. Even as her cheeks hollowed and her lips stretched, even as spit ran down her chin and she had to wipe it away with the back of her hand, she looked up like she was daring me not to fall in love with her all over again. Every so often, she’d stop and kiss the head, slow and sweet, then take me deeper, pushing her limits and her gag reflex to keep me exactly where she wanted. She experimented with everything: squeezing the shaft with one hand, cupping my balls with the other, then switching and stroking both together, twisting and rolling and wringing every drop of sensation out of me. The pressure was perfect and the rhythm primal, like she’d memorized the way my breath caught and built her tempo around it.
When she bobbed her head just right, lips stretched wide and tongue flat against the underside, I could feel my control unraveling, nerve by nerve. I warned her—voice hoarse, hand gripping her hair out of reflex and desperation—but she just moaned in response, locking her gaze with mine as if she wanted to drag the climax from my soul. I almost let her. God, I wanted to. But I wanted her more. I wanted us to finish together, to taste and touch and tumble into each other until there was no room left for even the memory of loneliness.
I pulled her off, as gentle as I could with trembling hands, and she let me, lips popping off my cock with a wet smack and a laugh that was half triumph, half challenge. My cock glistened in the lamplight, hard and angry and red, twitching with the aftershocks of her mouth. She wiped the back of her wrist across her lips and gave me the most wicked, satisfied little smile, as if she’d just discovered her favorite new dessert and was already planning her next bite.
She grinned, wiped her mouth, and climbed back up my body.
“I want you inside me,” she said, breathless.
I rolled her over, positioning myself between her legs. I lined up my cock at her entrance, rubbing the head against her slit until she was panting, begging.
“Please,” she whispered, voice shaking with need.
I pushed in, slow, savoring the tight, impossible heat. She gasped, her nails raking down my back, but she didn’t stop me. I went slow, inch by inch, letting her adjust to every new stretch.
When I was fully inside, I paused, head swimming.
“You feel incredible,” I said.
She just clung to me, eyes wide, lips parted in shock.
I started to move, slow at first, then faster as she urged me on. The bed creaked under us, the sheets twisting around our legs. The headboard tapped against the wall in a steady rhythm, and the rain outside matched it, pounding the window with every thrust.
We moved together, bodies finding a rhythm that felt inevitable. Her breasts bounced with every stroke, nipples rosy and taut, and I couldn’t resist sucking one into my mouth, biting down just enough to make her shiver.
She wrapped her legs around my hips, locking me in, her hands desperate on my shoulders, my arms, my face. She whispered my name, over and over, each time a little louder, a little closer to breaking.
Lily’s breaths came in ragged gasps, her eyes rolling back as I drove into her, each thrust drawing a guttural moan or a sharp, keening cry. Sweat slicked our bodies, my hands gripping her ass to keep her pressed against me as I ground my hips into hers. The room was a pressure cooker of heat and friction, the squeal of the bedsprings keeping time with our grunts and the wet slap of skin.
I felt it building in her—first in the way her nails raked my back, then the desperate, needy way she clung to my biceps, legs flexed wide and trembling. She was so tight, so fucking alive under me, her body milking every inch of my cock for everything I had. I leaned in, took her mouth with mine, let our teeth clash as I swallowed the beginnings of her scream.
She broke away, head thrown back, pale gold hair stuck to her cheeks in tangled whorls. “Matt—oh, Matt, I’m—fuck—” The rest dissolved into a helpless, full-bodied shriek. I felt her clamp down, pussy spasming in relentless aftershocks, each one dragging me closer to my own edge.
I tried to hang on, but she was insatiable, grabbing my ass and pulling me deeper, her heels digging into my back. With one hand, I found her clit, stroked it in tight circles that matched the rhythm of my thrusts, and that was it—she detonated under me, her whole body arching off the mattress, toes curling, hands balled into fists in the sheets.
Even through the haze, I realized I’d never seen her like this. Lily, who’d always been gentle and reserved, was a wild animal now, shrieking her pleasure with a reckless abandon that bordered on dangerous. It undid me. Something in my chest cracked open and I found myself matching her noise with my own, panting, then howling, the sound ripped from somewhere deep and primal.
I lost all semblance of control and surrendered to the pulsing heat between us. My cock swelled, thick and angry, and I emptied inside her in a series of sharp, helpless spasms. The world narrowed to the way her body gripped me, the sticky, slippery friction, the raw, open sound of her voice echoing through the old plaster walls. I heard the slam of the headboard, the creak of ancient wood, the rain battering the window, but all of it faded beneath the thunder rolling in my blood.
When the last shockwave shuddered through me, I collapsed on top of her, careful to catch my weight on my elbows so I didn’t crush her. We were both shaking, locked together, her legs still wound around my hips as if she’d never let me go. I kissed her temple, her jaw, the hollow of her throat, tasting salt and skin and the pure, electric hum of what we’d just done.
Lily was crying—no, not crying, laughing, her face crumpled and streaked with tears of joy. She kept whispering my name, over and over, as if afraid that if she stopped, I’d disappear.
We collapsed together, a tangle of limbs and sweat and wild, gasping laughter.
She rolled onto her side, giggling.
“Pretty sure Riley’s going to make fun of us for the rest of our lives,” she said.
I grinned, pulled her close, and kissed the top of her head.
“Worth it,” I said.
She snuggled in, her back pressed to my chest, my arm wrapped around her waist.
We listened to the rain, to the sound of our own breathing, to the silence that finally felt like peace.
For the first time since I could remember, I wasn’t waiting for the other shoe to drop. There was no shoe, no other side, just the warmth of her body and the promise of the morning.
She took my hand, laced our fingers together.
“I’m glad you stayed,” she whispered.
“Me too,” I said, and meant it.
We drifted, half-awake, into the next hour, and the hour after that.
The house was ours. The night was ours.
And nothing—no will, no lie, no ghost—could ever change that.

      ***The rain didn’t let up for hours. It settled in for the night, blanketing the world in white noise so complete it almost felt like silence. The old house, so often a prison or a battleground, was suddenly a sanctuary—four walls holding nothing but warmth, and the golden pool of light that spilled from Lily’s bedside lamp.
We lay tangled together on her bed, limbs interwoven, skin flushed and glistening in the aftermath. The sheets were twisted, damp with sweat, and her hair stuck to my chest in wild, sun-colored streaks. I traced circles on her hip, feeling the steady rise and fall of her breath, the slow return of her heart to something like normal.
Lily rolled onto her side, arm draped across my stomach, one leg thrown over mine like she was staking a claim. She was silent for a long while, her fingers moving in their own pattern on my ribs. Outside, the rain kept tempo, each drop a metronome for the soft, easy hush between us.
“You know what the best part is?” she said, voice muffled by my skin.
“What’s that?” I asked, brushing a lock of hair from her cheek.
She propped her chin on my chest, peered up at me with eyes so blue they made the storm outside look washed out. “That for the first time in my life, I get to choose what happens next.”
I kissed her forehead, felt the smile curl against my collarbone. “What do you want to choose?”
She thought for a second, then let out a soft laugh. “Everything, I guess. I want to bake bread in the kitchen and swim in the lake and have you kiss me whenever you feel like it. I want to paint the guest room yellow and speak French with you, Fi, and Sunny and figure out if I’m any good at gardening. I want—” Her voice caught, just for a second. “I want to never feel scared in my own house again.”
I squeezed her closer, my palm splayed across the small of her back. “You won’t,” I said, and hoped it was true.
She let the silence stretch, then said, “You don’t think it’s weird? That I’m… this? That I want to stay, after everything?”
I shook my head, honest as I’d ever been. “Nothing about you is weird. Or, if it is, it’s the kind of weird I never want to live without.”
She grinned, tucked her head under my chin, and pressed herself even tighter against me. “What about you?” she asked. “What do you want?”
I let myself think about it. Really think, for the first time since the world had stopped spinning so hard. I thought of Fi, Bells, June Bug, and Roo, and the way the house felt at sunrise when the lake caught fire and you could see the mist rolling across the water. I thought of the years I’d spent running from this place, only to find myself wanting nothing more than to stay.
“I want this,” I said, and meant it. “I want mornings where you steal all the covers, and afternoons where we fight about who makes the better sandwich. I want a future that isn’t decided by who has the most money or the sharpest lawyer. I want…” I hesitated, then blurted it out before I could talk myself down. “I want a family.”
She blinked, surprised, but her smile went soft. “With me?” she asked, and the hope in her voice almost broke me.
“With you,” I said, and didn’t bother to add that I wanted it with Fi, Riley, Bella, and June and whoever else fate threw at us. Because that was the truth, too. The family we were building was strange and complicated, but it was real.
Lily lay quiet for a while, her hand finding mine in the tangle of sheets. We laced our fingers together, a knot that felt unbreakable.
“You know we’re going to have to figure out how to make this work, right?” she said, voice tentative but teasing. “You, me, Fi, Bells, Riley, June, and someday… all the kids?”
I laughed, the thought both terrifying and perfect. “We’ll need a bigger table,” I said.
She giggled, then snuggled closer. “And more bedsheets.”
I pressed a kiss to her shoulder, tasted the salt of her skin, the rain in her hair. “I’ll build whatever you need,” I promised.
She closed her eyes, the lines of worry finally gone from her face. “I believe you,” she whispered. “You always did know how to fix things.”
We lay like that, breathing together, the world outside fading to nothing.
After a while, Lily spoke again, softer than ever. “Do you remember that summer? When you were seventeen, and you dared me to jump off the dock at midnight?”
I smiled at the memory—her shivering in the moonlight, the shock of cold water, the way she screamed, then laughed and never looked back. “You called me an idiot,” I said.
She nodded against my chest. “Still true. But I think it’s the reason I never stopped loving you.”
I felt something old and tight unravel inside me, replaced by a new, careful joy. “I’ve loved you since I was fifteen,” I confessed, voice cracking just a little. “And I’m never letting you go again.”
She looked up, eyes bright. “What if you get sick of me?” she asked, and it was a plea, a warning, and a promise all at once.
“Never,” I said, and sealed it with a kiss.
The rain eased up, the house settling into a deeper quiet. Lily tucked herself into the curve of my body, her breath warm on my shoulder, her leg draped over mine like an anchor.
“I’m exactly where I belong,” she whispered.
And I believed her. I believed us, for the first time ever.
We drifted into sleep, two halves of the same improbable whole, the world outside finally at peace.
The future waited, bright and tangled and ours for the taking.
And for the first time, I wasn’t scared of what would come next.






  
  Chapter twenty








Bonds Forged


The day after the world turned itself inside out, I woke in a tangle of linen and Lily and possibility, so lightheaded I half-expected to float off the edge of the bed. She slept draped across me, skin still warm from the hours before, hair a mess of gold thatched across my shoulder. I lay there for a while, just letting it sink in: Lily was here. Not just here, but mine, and not just mine, but ours—Riley’s, Fi’s, June’s, even Bella’s, in her own steely way. If there was a morning in my life that felt more like a sunrise, I couldn’t remember it. 
She stirred, blinked the sleep from her eyes, and fixed me with a look so soft I nearly died on the spot.
“Hi,” she whispered.
“Hi,” I whispered back.
She pressed her face to my chest and laughed, low and satisfied. “Did we really—?”
I nodded, unable to keep the stupid grin off my face. “We really. Three… no four times if memory serves.”
She groaned and buried her face deeper, then reached down and pinched my side. “Good. Because if that was a dream, I’m not waking up.”
We lazed there, half-dressed and whole, until the rumble of footsteps in the hall snapped us back to the living. I heard the familiar shouts of sibling rivalry—Riley and Bella, already at it before breakfast—followed by the softer thump of June’s slippers and the faintest trace of French curses from somewhere near the kitchen.
Lily sat up, not bothering to cover herself, her legendary breasts of full display, and regarded me with mock severity. “Do you think they’ll notice if I come to breakfast like this?”
I reached up, tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, and ran my hand down the length of her spine. “I think they’d riot if you wore anything less.”
She snorted. “I’m topless wearing a pair of panties, any less, and I’ll arrive at the breakfast table naked.”
I let my hand settle on the small of her back. “You want to take a shower first, or…?”
She thought about it, then shook her head, a glint of rebellion in her eye. “No. Let them see me like this. Well, like this plus your shirt. I want the whole house to know I’m not running away anymore.”
I caught her around the waist, pulled her down, and kissed her like the world might end at any second. She kissed back, fierce and greedy, until we both forgot where we were supposed to be going.
Eventually, we made it to breakfast. The table was set, a gaudy spread of pastries, eggs, and at least three different kinds of jam. Riley lounged at the head, hair wet from the lake, a towel slung across her shoulders. Bella hunched over the newspaper, red pen in hand, already editing the world before noon. June and Fiona sat at the far end, their heads together in a whisper of French and soft laughter.
Lily strode in, wearing nothing but a borrowed t-shirt—mine, at least three sizes too big—and a confidence I’d never seen on her before. The room went silent for a beat, then Riley whooped and slapped the table.
“Atta girl!” she crowed.
June raised a glass, eyes bright. “To new beginnings,” she toasted, and the others murmured their agreement.
Lily blushed, but she didn’t hide. She took her seat beside me, our knees bumping under the table, and poured herself a glass of juice with a steady hand.
Fiona caught my gaze over the rim of her cup. She smiled, slow and knowing, then winked. I felt my blood rise, sudden and involuntary, and looked away before I made a spectacle of myself.
The morning spun out in the usual chaos, but there was a new texture to it—softer, lighter, the edges smoothed over by relief and the promise of something better. Every time Lily reached for the butter, her hand brushed mine. Every time she laughed, I felt it in my ribs.
We spent the day working on the house—painting, patching, finishing off the last few tasks of the renovation but without the imposing deadline looming over us. By midafternoon, the light had a honeyed quality, the kind of gold that only happens when the air is thick with the memory of summer. We worked as a team, but every so often, I’d catch Lily watching me from across the hall, her expression unreadable but her intent clear.
As the sun dipped toward the water, Riley rounded us up for an impromptu swim. “One last time before it gets cold,” she declared, and who was I to argue? We stripped down at the dock, laughing as the wind slapped goosebumps onto our skin, and dove in with a chorus of shrieks and curses.
I surfaced, sputtering, and saw Lily floating on her back, eyes closed, the light painting halos on her bare shoulders. I swam over, kicked out beside her, and watched the sky turn pink.
She cracked one eye, smirked. “You ever think about what comes next?”
I shrugged. “Not really. But I think maybe that’s the point.”
She rolled over, splashed me square in the face, and kicked for shore. I chased her, caught her ankle, and dragged her under, both of us tumbling through the bubbles and the blue, laughing so hard we nearly drowned.
We made it to the dock, dripping and breathless, and collapsed onto the warm boards. The others trailed after, settling in a pile of wet limbs and tangled towels. For a while, we just lay there, watching the sky, listening to the water, pretending the world was nothing but this.
That night, after dinner, after laughter, after the thousand rituals that made the house feel like home, I slipped away to the master bedroom. The others filtered off to their corners of the house, but I could feel the tension in the air—a charge, waiting to be struck.
I lit the candles. I turned down the sheets. I arranged the pillows just so. I made the space as inviting as I could, a cathedral of warmth and welcome, ready for whatever came next.
At nine o’clock sharp, I heard the soft tap at the door.
I opened it, and there they were.
Fiona and Lily. Both barefoot, both wrapped in silk robes, both hair unbound and shining in the candlelight. They looked like sisters, or rivals, or maybe two halves of a whole, each as stunning as the other but different in the ways that mattered. Lily’s eyes were wide and nervous, her lips parted as if she might ask a question and then think better of it. Fiona was the opposite: serene, confident, the tiniest of smirks playing at her mouth.
They entered without a word. I closed the door behind them, and the rest of the world fell away.
Fiona crossed to me first, slipping her arms around my neck. Her robe gaped open at the chest, showing the swell of her breasts, the soft golden curve of her collarbone. She leaned in, kissed me—slow and deep, with the measured authority of someone who knew exactly what she was about.
Behind her, Lily hesitated, then let her robe fall to the floor. She wore nothing beneath. Her body was all pale curves and clean lines, the softness of her stomach a perfect contrast to the sculpted length of her legs. Her breasts were large and heavy, crowned with rosy nipples, her hips wide, her ass round and perfect. She was every inch the goddess I’d always imagined, but more than that, she was real—flesh and blood and trembling anticipation.
Fiona drew back and regarded Lily with open admiration. “Tu es belle, chérie,” she murmured.
Lily laughed, nervous but pleased. “You’re not so bad yourself, Fi.”
Fiona let her robe slip, revealing her own body in all its glory. She was shorter than Lily, but built with the compact strength of an athlete. Her waist was impossibly narrow, her ass a bubble of perfection, her breasts high and firm, tipped with pink that matched the flush of her cheeks. The two women looked at each other, and in that instant I knew I was the luckiest bastard alive.
Fiona reached for Lily, took her hand, and drew her in. Their bodies pressed together, skin to skin, breasts flattening against each other, arms sliding around backs and waists. They kissed, at first tentative, then hungry, mouths opening as their hands began to wander.
I stood frozen, transfixed by the sight. The two blondes tangled together, blue eyes half-lidded, hair cascading in golden rivers down their backs. Lily’s fingers splayed across Fiona’s shoulder, pulling her closer; Fiona’s hand cupped Lily’s ass, squeezing, kneading, coaxing her to arch into the kiss.
Lily broke away, panting. “I can’t believe this is real,” she whispered.
Fiona smiled, stroked her cheek, and turned to me. “Come, Matt. Tonight is for Lily. Let us show her everything.”
I crossed the room, heart hammering, cock already hard as granite. I reached for Lily, but she reached for me first, wrapping her arms around my waist and pressing her body tight to mine. Her breasts crushed against my chest, her nipples hard and hot through the fabric of my shirt. She tilted her head, brushed her lips to my jaw, then down my neck, her breath hot and trembling.
Fiona stood behind Lily, hands on her hips, lips nuzzling at the curve of her ear. She whispered something in French, and Lily shivered, giggling as Fiona’s hands slid up to cup her breasts.
I ran my hands down Lily’s back, over the swell of her ass, squeezing the perfect flesh there. She moaned, grinding herself against my thigh, seeking friction. Her hands tugged at my shirt, desperate to feel skin. I obliged, pulling it off in one motion and tossing it aside.
Lily stared, eyes wide and greedy, then ran her hands over my chest, mapping every scar and muscle with reverent fingers. “You’re beautiful,” she said, almost in awe.
Fiona laughed, low and rich. “We should unwrap the rest, oui?”
They set upon me together, hands busy, mouths finding every inch of exposed skin. Lily kissed my sternum, then my stomach, while Fiona worked the button of my jeans, sliding them down to expose the rigid tent of my underwear. Lily knelt, eager and trembling, her face level with the bulge, while Fiona watched with a look of pure mischief.
Lily glanced up, seeking permission. I nodded, and she pulled down the waistband, freeing my cock. It sprang up, hard and leaking, the head angry red, veins pulsing along the shaft.
“God,” Lily whispered. “It’s… I don’t think I’ll ever get used to how big you are.”
Fiona knelt beside her, eyes twinkling. “Let’s see if we can handle it together, non?”
They moved as one, each taking a side, their hands warm and soft as they wrapped around my cock. Lily stroked the shaft, fingers barely able to meet around its girth, while Fiona cupped my balls, rolling them gently in her palm. Lily leaned in first, tongue flicking the tip, tasting the precum, then sucking it clean with a shiver of delight.
Fiona took the base in her mouth, lips stretching to accommodate the thickness, her cheeks hollowing as she sucked. Lily watched, fascinated, then joined in, licking up the side, kissing the crown, then bobbing her head in tandem with Fiona’s. The sensation was indescribable—two mouths, two tongues, two sets of lips working in concert, each trying to outdo the other in devotion.
They alternated, taking turns swallowing as much as they could, then working together, mouths meeting at the midpoint, tongues entwining as they shared the length of me. Fiona would take me deep, her throat relaxing to accept every inch, while Lily licked and sucked the exposed shaft, her eyes locked on mine the whole time. Then they’d switch, Lily gasping as she pushed herself further, determined to impress.
I fisted my hands in their hair, guiding them gently, urging them on. The sight of their blonde heads bobbing in unison, the feel of their tongues dancing over my cock, the guttural moans they made as they devoured me—it was almost too much.
I felt myself building, pressure mounting, balls tightening. “I’m close,” I warned, voice ragged.
Fiona pulled off, grinning. “Not yet, chéri. Tonight, you are for Lily.”
She pulled Lily up, kissed her hard, then turned her to face me. Lily’s lips were swollen, her cheeks flushed, her breath coming in quick, shallow bursts.
“I want you,” she said. “All of you.”
I lifted her, cradling her in my arms, and carried her to the bed. Fiona followed, crawling up behind us, her hands never leaving Lily’s body.
I laid Lily down, then settled between her legs, my cock brushing the slick heat of her pussy. She spread her thighs, inviting me in, her hands trembling on my shoulders.
Fiona kissed her from behind, whispering encouragement, while I lined up and pushed in, slow and careful. Lily gasped, her back arching, as I stretched her open, inch by inch. She was so tight, so hot, her body gripping me with desperate need.
Fiona reached around, played with Lily’s breasts, pinching the nipples, rolling them between her fingers. Lily writhed, caught between pleasure and something close to pain, but she never asked me to stop.
I began to move, slow at first, then faster as she adapted. Each stroke drove me deeper, the head of my cock kissing her cervix, the walls of her pussy clenching with every withdrawal. Fiona kept up a constant stream of kisses and French filth, her hands roaming everywhere at once, her body pressed against Lily’s back.
I bent forward, captured Lily’s mouth with mine, swallowed her cries as I fucked her, the bed creaking with the force of it. She dug her nails into my arms, her legs wrapping around my waist, pulling me in for more, more, more.
Fiona slid down, her lips finding Lily’s neck, then her shoulder, then her back. She licked a trail down Lily’s spine, then moved to the side, licking and sucking at the spot where our bodies joined. She lapped at Lily’s clit, tongue flicking in time with my thrusts, and Lily went wild, bucking between us, lost to sensation.
“I’m going to come,” she gasped, eyes wide and wet. “Oh god, Matt, I—”
Fiona’s mouth clamped down on her clit, and I felt Lily seize up, her pussy clamping so hard I saw stars. She screamed, back arched, every muscle straining as she came in violent, shuddering waves.
The sight, the sound, the feel of her milking me—it was too much. I let go, burying myself to the hilt, emptying into her with a roar. The world went white, then black, then white again.
We collapsed in a heap, panting, sweating, bodies tangled together. Fiona climbed up, lay beside us, and kissed Lily’s cheek, then mine.
“Bien fait,” she whispered. Well done.
Lily laughed, tears in her eyes. “I never want to leave this bed.”
I pulled them both close, one in each arm, and held on tight.
Outside, the lake reflected the last of the sunset, the world pink and blue and infinite.
Inside, we made our own light.

      ***Time loses meaning when you’re in the thick of it—every moment is now, and everything outside these walls could be a thousand miles or a hundred years away. Lily’s voice still echoed in my ears, ragged and triumphant, her body melted against the tangle of sheets, Fiona curled up at her side with a cat’s contentment. I had never felt so emptied and so full at the same time.
Fiona nuzzled Lily’s shoulder, running her fingertips in lazy circles along the delicate curve of her spine. “Do you need a minute?” she asked, lips brushing Lily’s ear, her accent thickening with each word. “Or are you ready for more?”
Lily laughed, voice shot through with disbelief. “You mean people do this more than once?”
Fiona shot me a wicked grin, eyes sparkling in the candlelight. “You’ll be surprised how quickly you recover, darling.”
I propped myself on an elbow, drinking them in. Lily on her back, hair fanned out like some medieval saint, chest rising and falling as she caught her breath. Fiona beside her, smaller but fierce, every inch of her body charged with purpose. It would have been enough just to watch them, to memorize the play of muscle and bone and sweat-glossed skin. But tonight wasn’t about restraint.
I reached out and cupped Lily’s cheek, thumb stroking just below her eye. She turned her head, kissed my palm, then my wrist, then pulled my hand to her mouth and sucked two fingers in, slow and deep. She looked up at me, blue eyes dark with intent, and I felt my cock twitch back to life.
Fiona trailed her fingers down Lily’s ribs, grazing the underside of her breast, then bent to take a nipple between her lips. She sucked, gentle at first, then with growing hunger, her tongue flicking at the tip until Lily arched up, moaning and clutching at my hand.
I climbed over them, bracing myself so my weight didn’t crush either of them, and kissed Lily while Fiona kept worshipping her breasts. Lily’s mouth was hot, insistent, tasting of whiskey and sweat and a little bit of salt. Her hands wandered down my back, then slipped lower, squeezing my ass, dragging me down so our bodies aligned.
Fiona broke away, glanced up at us, then nudged Lily with her shoulder. “Turn over,” she said, the words a gentle order.
Lily hesitated, then rolled onto her stomach, pushing herself up onto hands and knees. Her hair fell over her face, but the rest of her was exposed—back, ass, thighs, all glowing gold in the candlelight. She shivered, more from anticipation than chill.
Fiona knelt behind her, running her palms down Lily’s spine, then over the swell of her ass. She looked at me, nodded. “She’s ready for you, chéri.”
I positioned myself at the foot of the bed, knelt behind Lily, and ran my hands over her hips, gripping the soft flesh, steadying us both. I pressed the head of my cock to her entrance and pushed in, slow and careful, letting her adjust to every inch.
Lily’s breath caught, her arms trembling. “Jesus, Matt,” she gasped. “You feel so…”
“Big?” I offered, unable to hide the pride.
She laughed, head dropping between her shoulders. “Yeah. But in a good way.”
Fiona leaned forward, her breasts pressing against Lily’s back, her arms wrapping around Lily’s waist to steady her. She whispered encouragement, words I couldn’t make out but which made Lily sigh, relax, open even further.
I started to move, shallow at first, then deeper with each thrust. Lily’s body accepted me, then demanded more, her hips pushing back, her ass jiggling with each impact. I couldn’t take my eyes off the play of motion—the way Lily’s back arched, the ripple of her muscles, the deepening flush as she neared the edge.
Fiona never stopped touching her. Sometimes it was her lips, kissing along Lily’s shoulder or biting gently at her neck. Sometimes it was her hands, one splayed over Lily’s belly, the other reaching between her legs to rub her clit in tight, perfect circles. Lily moaned, long and low, her whole body strung tight as a bow.
The pressure built in me, slow and relentless. I wanted to make it last, to stretch the moment until it snapped, but Lily was wild now, meeting every thrust, begging for more.
“Don’t stop,” she begged, voice cracking. “Please—don’t ever stop.”
Fiona kissed the nape of her neck, then looked over Lily’s shoulder, locking eyes with me. “She wants it, Matt. Give her everything.”
I did. I picked up the pace, slamming into her, the sound of flesh on flesh echoing off the high plaster ceiling. Lily’s hands clenched the sheets, her knuckles white, her voice a steady stream of “yes, yes, yes” as Fiona’s fingers coaxed her higher.
Fiona murmured in French, words that might have been praise or filth or both. Whatever it was, it worked. Lily went rigid, her whole body seizing, then she cried out, shattering on the edge of orgasm.
The sensation of her coming around my cock, the pure animal sound of her release, triggered my own. I grabbed her hips, buried myself to the hilt, and let go, coming so hard I saw sparks behind my eyelids. My groan mixed with Lily’s moan, the two of us shaking, spent, and Fiona holding us both together with her steady hands.
We collapsed in a heap, Lily sprawled half-off the bed, Fiona lying across her back like a second skin. I pulled out, trembling, and rolled onto my side, desperate for air.
After a minute, Fiona propped herself up, surveyed the scene, then grinned. “Encore?” she suggested.
Lily managed a weak laugh. “You’re insatiable.”
Fiona climbed off the bed and walked to the bathroom, hips swaying, skin slick with sweat. She returned with a damp washcloth and wiped Lily down, then me, the tenderness of it somehow more intimate than anything that came before.
When we were all clean—or clean enough—Fiona stretched out beside me, pressing her breasts into my arm and nipping at my earlobe. “I want to try something different,” she whispered, loud enough that Lily heard.
Lily perked up, curiosity chasing away her exhaustion. “What?”
Fiona nudged me onto my back, then straddled my hips, settling her ass on my thighs. She grabbed my cock, already beginning to harden again, and stroked it until it was fully erect.
“Lily,” she said, “come here.”
Lily crawled up the bed, a little wobbly, and knelt over my chest. Her pussy hovered inches from my face, still flushed and glistening. I reached up, cupped her hips, and pulled her down. She gasped as my tongue found her, licking slow and deep, savoring the taste of her and the scent of our shared sweat.
Fiona guided my cock to her entrance, then slid down in one fluid motion, taking me all the way in. She was so tight, so wet, the heat of her almost painful. She rode me, slow at first, then with growing abandon, her hands gripping my shoulders for leverage.
Above me, Lily ground her pussy against my mouth, her thighs squeezing my head. I tongued her clit, sucked it between my lips, and felt her shudder, the first hints of another orgasm building.
Fiona bounced on my cock, each motion sending waves of pleasure up my spine. She leaned forward, captured Lily’s face in her hands, and kissed her, deep and open-mouthed. Their breasts pressed together, nipples grazing, sweat mixing. I watched them, stunned by the beauty and the heat and the impossible reality of it all.
Fiona broke the kiss, then licked her way down Lily’s neck, biting and sucking at the sensitive skin. She reached behind, grabbed Lily’s ass, and pulled her closer, mashing her cunt harder against my tongue.
The three of us moved as one, a feedback loop of sensation and sound. Fiona’s pussy milked my cock, the friction exquisite, while Lily’s taste filled my mouth, her cries of pleasure muffled by Fiona’s mouth on hers.
I could feel it building in all of us, the pressure rising, impossible to hold back.
Fiona’s rhythm grew frantic, her moans sharp and desperate. “Je t’aime,” she gasped. “Vous êtes ma lumière. You are my light. My everything.”
Lily came first, hips bucking, voice gone raw as she spasmed around my tongue. Fiona followed, her pussy clamping down on my cock in a vice, her whole body shaking as she came with a scream.
That set me off. I grabbed Fiona’s hips, thrust up hard, and emptied myself inside her, the pleasure overwhelming.
We collapsed, a tangle of limbs and hair and sticky skin, breathing in ragged sync.
For a long time, none of us moved.
Then Lily started laughing, the sound pure and unguarded.
“What’s funny?” I managed, half-choked with exhaustion.
She rolled off, curled against my side. “I just never thought I’d be this happy,” she said, wonder in her voice. “Or this sore.”
Fiona snuggled in on my other side, one leg draped over mine, her hand tracing circles on my chest. “You belong here,” she said, “with us.”
I kissed them both, first Lily, then Fiona, tasting sweat and love and a future I’d never dared to imagine.
The candles burned low, shadows dancing across the ceiling.
We drifted together, breathless, our bodies sticky and entwined, as the world outside faded to nothing.
And in the dark, I heard the words again—French, English, it didn’t matter.
I love you. You are my light.
And I believed it, every syllable.

      ***After the thunderstorm comes the hush. The air in the bedroom went heavy and still, our bodies cooling and our hearts catching up to where our skin had already gone. I lay on my back, Fiona tucked in tight on my right, Lily on my left, the sheets damp and the mattress a warzone of twisted linens and lost pillows. My arms ached in the best possible way, my cock still throbbed, but all I wanted was to hold on to both of them, never letting go.
Fiona was first to break the silence. She shifted closer, her breast pillowing against my chest, one leg thrown over my waist. She nuzzled my neck, lips tracing lazy shapes, her breath feather-light as she spoke.
“You know what we need?” she murmured.
I smiled, not opening my eyes. “Tell me.”
“A bigger bed,” she said. “Preferably one with a lake view.”
I laughed. Lily giggled, then rolled to face me, her hair damp and wild, cheeks pink with afterglow. She propped herself on her elbow, hand drifting across my abs.
“I like it here,” Lily said, kissing my shoulder. “But I wouldn’t say no to a monster king-size. One big enough to fit all five of us at once.”
Fiona stretched her arm across my chest and took Lily’s hand, linking their fingers together right above my heart.
“I could stay like this forever,” I said, and for once it didn’t sound like a line.
Lily sighed, soft and happy. “Do you think it’s weird? That I want all of this? That I want you—” She looked at Fiona, eyes shining. “—and you, and this place, and all of it?”
Fiona squeezed her hand. “Not weird at all,” she said. “It’s perfect. It’s exactly what I’ve always wanted. Even before I knew what it was.”
I stroked Lily’s cheek, then trailed my hand down to rest on her hip. She pressed into the touch, eyes closing for a second.
“We could do anything, you know,” I said. “Go to France, fix up a chateau. Or stay here, build an empire of wedding venues and vacation rentals. Or just live on the lake and never see another soul.”
Fiona's eyes lit up. "We could go back to our place in Provence," she said, her fingers tracing circles on my chest. "The vineyard cottage has plenty of room." She glanced at Lily, a rare vulnerability in her expression. "You'd come with us, wouldn't you?"
"In a heartbeat," Lily said. "All of us together. The whole family." She grinned, teeth white in the dim light. “But you know I’ll insist on baking every morning. And running the kitchen.”
Fiona rolled her eyes, but affection softened the gesture. “If you wake me up before nine, I’ll pour espresso on your head.”
We laughed, and the last of the tension evaporated. Lily wriggled up until her face was level with mine, then kissed me—sweet and slow, with none of the desperation from before. When she pulled away, her eyes were softer than I’d ever seen.
“I love you,” she said. “I think maybe I always have.”
“Me too, Lils.”
Fiona nudged my chin, demanding her turn. I obliged, kissing her with a different heat—one that had nothing to do with lust and everything to do with gratitude. She smiled into my mouth, then whispered, “Je t’aime,” and I felt the words settle into my bones, permanent as a tattoo.
We lay there, three parts of a single heart, letting the minutes tick by. Outside, the wind had calmed. The water on the lake was flat, reflecting the moon in a band of silver so sharp it could’ve cut glass.
Lily’s voice was dreamy, more to herself than to us. “Someday, I want to get married out there. Under the willow. With all of you, and everyone we love. No secrets, no lies. Just the truth, as bright as day.”
I kissed her temple. “We can do that. We can do anything you want.”
Fiona smiled, tracing a fingertip down my chest. “I want to see the world with you. All of it. I want to walk the streets of Paris and drink terrible wine in Italy, and come back here every summer and watch our children jump off the dock.”
Lily looked at her, surprise flickering, but then she just smiled and nodded, as if she’d known all along.
For a while, we just talked—about France, and the future, and the ridiculous number of kids Riley and June would probably have together. About the taste of freedom, and the magic of new starts, and how lucky we were to have found each other at all.
Eventually, exhaustion overtook even our best intentions. Lily fell asleep with her head on my chest, Fiona draped over my shoulder, their hands still clasped together across the width of me. The candles guttered out one by one, leaving only the light from the moon and the deep, even breath of people finally at peace.
I stayed awake for a while, listening to the lake, memorizing the weight of them both. In that hush, I thought about all the things I’d feared, all the reasons I’d run from love, all the ghosts that had once haunted these walls. For the first time in my life, the only thing I wanted was right here, between my arms.
Home, not as a place, but as a choice. As a promise.
I closed my eyes, let myself drift, and dreamed not of the past, but of the million sunrises still waiting for us.
When I woke, it would be to the smell of coffee and the laughter of the women I loved, the future bright and endless as the lake itself.
And I’d never let it go.






  
  Chapter twenty-one












Epilogue


The afternoon was silver-edged and weightless, the kind of breeze that slipped beneath your collar with cool fingers, carrying the first whispered promise of autumn in its wake. I stood alone in the center of the new gazebo, letting the gold spill down through the latticework overhead and freckle my arms with moving shadows. The wood was fresh and sharp-scented, every mortise and beam a memory of sweat and sleepless nights, the grain still bright from yesterday’s final coat of oil. There were a thousand details I could’ve obsessed over—the symmetry of the arches, the crisp joinery, the way the breeze caught the tulle strung along the eaves—but today, for once, I let it go. Today wasn’t about the work. It was about the people I’d built this for. 
By two o’clock, the lake was a sheet of hammered glass, a reflection of everything above and nothing below. The house itself hummed behind me, the muffled clatter of last-minute shoes and voices spilling out across the lawn. Even now, after all these months, the place didn’t feel real: three stories of white clapboard and broad, sun-drunk porches, wrapped in a smell of fresh-cut grass and woodsmoke and lilies blooming wild in the yard. It was supposed to be a wedding venue by now. It was supposed to be Lily’s, and Ethan’s, and I was supposed to be gone. Instead, it was ours, and nothing about that made any more sense today than it had yesterday.
I heard the first steps up the walk—light, deliberate, then a staccato of high heels on flagstone. I didn’t turn. I knew the rhythm by heart.
Fiona appeared at the edge of the arbor, dress a watercolor blue that made her hair look like spun gold. She wore it loose, for once, the curls brushing her shoulders and framing her face in something softer than I’d ever seen. Her only jewelry was the tiny silver cross she’d worn since college and the ring I’d given her last winter, snug on her left hand. She walked with the calm of someone who’d already seen the world burn down and wasn’t afraid of what came next.
She saw me, smiled, and let out a slow breath. “You did it,” she said, voice dipped in disbelief and pride. “I didn’t think it could be this beautiful.”
“It’s not finished,” I said, but she waved me off.
“It’s perfect. You are impossible, but perfect.”
She came to stand beside me, reached for my hand, and for a second, the day felt lighter.
Behind her, June and Bella rounded the corner together, arms linked. June wore a sundress the color of honeysuckle, the fabric cut to skim her belly, which had started to show in the last week. Her hair was twisted up in a loose knot, a few strands already coming free in the damp. She looked so much like Riley in that moment—freckled and bright-eyed and full of secret plans—that I almost expected her to start an argument for the fun of it.
Bella was in black, of course. But not her usual courtroom armor; this was a slinky slip dress, simple and elegant, cut just sharp enough to hint that she’d picked it for herself and not the crowd. She carried herself like a queen in exile—chin high, every gesture calculated, but her eyes softer than I’d ever seen them.
They entered together, June grinning, Bella pretending not to care but squeezing June’s arm tight.
“This is a power move,” Bella said, giving the place a critical once-over. “You could charge triple for this view alone.”
“Is that your way of saying you approve?” I asked.
She pretended to consider, then nodded. “I approve. And if you ever tell anyone I said so, I’ll have your tongue removed.”
June laughed, and it was the first unguarded sound of the day.
The three of them joined me in the center, and we stood, four points in a circle, waiting for the last piece.
Riley was late. Of course she was. She always was.
When she finally arrived, she did it at a run, hair windblown and dress hitched up at the knee. She wore white, and she’d paired it with combat boots and a leather jacket she must’ve stolen from my closet.
She skidded to a stop just outside the gazebo, panting and red-faced. “Sorry! Shoes were a bitch. Anyone got water?”
June threw her a glare. “We’re making family history and you’re pre-gaming like it’s a tailgate?”
Riley flashed her a grin, then shot me a look. “You look good, Ford. Clean up nice.”
I grinned. “You’re five minutes late.”
She shrugged. “Fashionably. You want me any other way?”
I didn’t, and she knew it.
She took her place next to Bella, draping an arm over her sister’s shoulder and giving her an affectionate, almost violent squeeze.
That left only Lily.
There was a hush, like the intake of a single breath, when she stepped into view. No one said a word.
Lily wore blue, too—a pale, almost luminous shade that set her apart from everyone else, as if she’d planned it that way. Her hair was up, with a few loose tendrils escaping, and her face had that unstudied beauty that never needed a scrap of makeup. She looked taller, somehow, her posture straight and sure, eyes wide and unafraid.
She walked slow, taking her time, and the sun caught her at the precise moment she hit the arbor, making her look like a stained glass Madonna.
She reached the center, looked around at all of us, and then at me.
“I can’t believe it’s real,” she said, voice shaking with joy.
“Me neither,” I said. “But I want to.”
She took my hand, and we all joined together, six sets of fingers laced tight in a ring.
I looked around the circle, letting my eyes linger on each of them.
Fiona—always the center of gravity, her presence a constant even when the world tilted off its axis. June—gentle, stubborn, the only one who could call me on my bullshit and make me thank her for it. Riley—wild and hungry, every inch of her a dare, but with a loyalty that ran bone-deep. Bella—smart, lethal, but at her core just a girl who’d built a thousand walls to keep the world from ever hurting her again. And Lily—radiant, finally whole, and somehow still the shy, brave girl I’d loved from the start.
I squeezed their hands, one by one, and for the first time in my life, I was exactly where I was supposed to be.
The wind picked up, fluttering the tulle and the wildflowers woven through the beams overhead. The air tasted of rain and honey and the promise of something bright just out of reach.
I cleared my throat, ready to begin, and Riley elbowed me in the ribs. “Don’t fuck this up, Ford.”
I smiled, took a breath, and stepped into the future we’d built, one stubborn, impossible piece at a time.

      ***The world held its breath. The only sound was the distant whine of a boat engine on the lake, and the hush of wind through the willow leaves above. I looked around at the circle—five women, all of them watching me with that blend of hope and challenge that meant this was no rehearsal, no dry run, no “let’s see how it feels” before we bailed and started over. The air tasted like wet wood and cut grass, and my tongue felt thick with the weight of everything I wanted to say, everything I’d rehearsed, everything I’d never find words big enough to hold.
I started anyway.
“I never wanted a family,” I said. My voice cracked, and Riley snorted, but I kept going. “Not because I didn’t think I’d be good at it. Because I was scared. Scared of failing, of turning into my old man, or screwing up something sacred.” I looked at Fiona, at those blue eyes that had never once judged me, even when I'd given her every reason—eyes that had watched me stumble through years of mistakes and still looked at me like I was worth coming home to. “But then I met you, and I realized families don’t happen to people. They’re made. Out of stubbornness and hope and refusing to give up, even when you should.”
June smiled, tears already starting, and I reached for her hand, squeezed it. “You’re the glue, June Bug. You never let us drift apart, even when we tried.” I looked to Bella. “And Bells, I know you don’t trust anybody, least of all me. But you taught me how to fight for what matters.” She looked away, blinking hard, and Riley elbowed her, making her laugh despite herself.
I faced Riley next, my voice steady now. “You were my first real friend. You make me better and crazier, usually at the same time. You’re never scared to say what you want, or who you want.” I let my hand fall on her shoulder, let her feel the truth of it.
“And Fiona—” I turned to her last, her eyes bright as diamonds in the late sun. “You taught me what it means to build something with your bare hands and never let go, no matter how impossible it seems. I’m better because of you, and I’ll never stop trying to deserve you.”
I took a breath. The hardest part was last.
“And Lily—” I let the word linger, the rest hanging in the golden air. She didn’t look away, didn’t even blink. “I don’t think I ever stopped loving you. Not for a second. I tried to be good, and do the right thing, but I always knew it would be you, if I was lucky enough to get another chance.”
I looked around the circle, five pairs of eyes fixed on me, and I felt the world shift, just a little, like maybe it could spin on a different axis than the one we’d all been handed.
“So this is my vow,” I finished. “I promise to keep building, and fixing, and fighting for us, no matter how weird or hard or stupid it gets. I promise to be yours, all of you, and to never let anyone—family, friend, or ghost—take this away from us again.”
I waited for the usual snark from Riley, the dry correction from Bella, but instead I got a silence so deep it hurt my ears.
Then Fiona stepped forward, breaking the spell. She took both my hands in hers and held them tight, her voice so low I felt it before I heard it.
“I never imagined this,” she said, her accent slipping in with the nerves. “I was meant to marry a lawyer and live in Paris, with a tidy apartment and no mess. But then you found me, and you made me want the mess, the chaos. You made me want everything.”
She pressed my hand to her stomach, where the slightest curve betrayed what we’d only just started to believe was real.
“I am afraid every day,” she admitted. “But I am less afraid with you. With all of you.” She looked at each woman in turn, eyes brimming. “I promise to love you, to build a future together, to raise this child with a tribe, not a prison.” Her words slipped into French, soft and rapid, the meaning clear even if you didn’t know the language. “Je t’aime. Je vous aime tous. This is my promise.”
She let go, wiped her eyes, and let June take her place.
June’s voice was softer, but steady. “I always thought love was a thing that belonged to other people. That I’d be a caretaker, a friend, a fixer, but never the one someone chose.” She shot Riley a glance, grinning. “Then you all made it impossible to say no.” She rested her hand over her belly, already more pronounced than Fiona’s, and smiled at the thought. “I promise to never take this for granted. I promise to be honest, even when it’s hard, and to never let any of us drift away again. I want this. All of it. Even the morning sickness and the endless piles of laundry.”
She looked at me, then the others. “I love you,” she said. “All of you. And I promise to never let you forget it.”
There was a pause, and then Riley barreled through it, her voice a trumpet in the hush.
“Okay, first, I want to clarify that this is not a cult, and no one is getting matching tattoos. Yet.” Laughter rippled around the circle, the tension breaking. “Second, I want to say that for all my shit-talking and running off at the mouth, I don’t know what I’d do without you people.” She looked at Bella, then Lily, then me. “You’re the only family that’s ever made sense to me. I don’t want to ever do it alone again.”
She shrugged, looking down at her boots. “I love you. Even when you drive me insane. Even when I’m not the center of attention.” She flashed a grin. “I promise to be the best mom, partner, and general shit-stirrer you could ever ask for. And Matt, if you ever hurt any of these women, I will rip your balls off with a cheese grater.”
The laughter was real this time, and Bella smiled, shaking her head.
She took her turn, voice cool but clear. “I’m not much for sentiment,” she started. “But I’ve spent my whole life protecting things that weren’t worth protecting, and pushing away the things that were. You all taught me what it means to care, even when it makes no sense. Especially when it makes no sense.”
She hesitated, eyes glistening. “I promise to fight for you. For all of you. To be the wall that keeps the world out when it gets ugly, and the soft place to land when it gets worse.” She looked at Riley, squeezing her hand. “And I promise to be the kind of aunt these kids can look up to. Or at least not get arrested with.”
The last was for Lily.
She stood taller than I’d ever seen her, every inch of her radiating confidence. She looked around at each of us, then focused on me.
“My whole life, I’ve been waiting for someone to tell me it was okay to want what I wanted,” she said. “To love more than one person, to have a family that doesn’t fit on a Christmas card, to be seen and chosen and kept.”
She reached for my hand, then Riley’s, then Bella’s, linking us together.
“I choose you,” she said. “All of you. And I promise to never hide who I am again. I promise to be the best partner, the best sister, the best whatever-this-is that you could ever hope for. And Matt—” she looked at me, eyes unblinking, voice unwavering, “I promise to love you, every day, even when you make it impossible.”
The sun dipped lower, catching the edge of the lake and setting the gazebo ablaze with light.
For a moment, none of us moved. We stood, hands locked, the air thrumming with something bigger than words.
Then, as if by silent agreement, the circle broke and everyone folded in, arms tangled, bodies pressed together in a knot of laughter, tears, and the kind of joy that makes you ache from the inside out.
I held Lily, Fiona, and Riley at once, June and Bella closing the loop. The heat of them, the solid weight of bodies and promises, felt like the only true thing in a world that had always tried to tell us we didn’t belong.
Someone—probably Riley—muttered, “Group hug forever,” and no one disagreed.
We stayed like that until the sky went purple, and the air filled with the hum of crickets, and the future started to feel less like a threat and more like a gift.
This was the vow. This was the family.
This was the home we’d built, battered and beautiful, stubborn and bright, and it was ours for keeps.

      ***We drifted out of the hug one limb at a time, like a flower unfurling in slow motion. Riley wiped at her nose with the heel of her hand, then punched my arm and told me not to get sentimental. June and Fiona leaned into each other, whispering secrets in French. Bella pretended not to cry, but when I looked over, her mascara was halfway down her cheek, and she didn’t even bother to fix it. Lily, at the center, glowed with a kind of quiet pride, her arms around everyone at once.
We stood in a loose circle, the summer air cooling now that the sun had dipped behind the trees. Someone started the slow walk back to the house, but no one wanted to be the first to leave, so we just meandered, the six of us orbiting the gazebo, reluctant to let the day end.
“We should get a plaque,” Riley said, breaking the silence. “Like, a real one. For the venue.”
Lily’s eyes lit up. “Something that says this is our place. Not just the business, but the family. All of us.”
“I could forge something,” I offered. “Steel and wood. Make it official.”
“Make it weird,” Bella added, rolling her eyes. “You know he will.”
Fiona grinned. “Maybe we let the next generation design it. They seem to have opinions already.” She patted her belly, and June did the same, the gesture almost synchronized.
Lily glanced at both, then at Riley, and the three exchanged a look that made my skin prickle with a combination of dread and awe.
“Not to alarm anyone,” Lily said, voice sly, “but at this rate, we’re going to need a daycare more than a venue.”
Riley snorted. “Speak for yourselves. I plan to pawn mine off on you degenerates and finally sleep in.”
“Ha! Like you’d survive without being the center of chaos,” June shot back.
Fiona squeezed my arm, soft and sly. “Are you ready for all this?” she asked. “Three babies in one year, and a house full of—” She looked for the word, then shrugged, “—us.”
I grinned, and for the first time in my life, I didn’t feel like I was faking it. “I was born for chaos,” I said. “Besides, we’ve already survived the hard part.”
“Don’t tempt fate,” Bella muttered, but she was smiling, and her hand found Riley’s without even looking.
We made our way to the porch, and Lily sat on the top step, gathering her dress beneath her knees. The rest of us fanned out, some standing, some sitting, all facing the lake and the sky gone indigo and gold at the horizon.
After a minute, Lily spoke. “I want to turn the kitchen into a bakery. Not for the business, but for us. For real bread, and croissants, and birthday cakes so over the top they piss off every dentist in the county.”
Fiona leaned into my side. “We could bring in wine from my family. Have a cellar, like in Provence.”
June nodded. “And I want a garden. Not just vegetables, but flowers. The kind that take over and make the place impossible to ever leave.”
Bella, ever the strategist, cut in: “We should make it a retreat. For families like ours. The ones that don’t fit anywhere else.”
Riley’s eyes went wide. “We could call it the Outlaw House. Or… the Ford Corral.”
“Or just home,” I said, and it felt right, like the truth had been hiding there the whole time.
We watched the sky for a while, the only sounds the distant call of a loon and the hush of wind in the birches. The air was thick with dreams and promises and the certainty that, for once, nothing could tear us apart.
When the bugs got bad, we retreated inside. The kitchen was warm and bright, the table covered with snacks and half-finished bottles of wine, the walls lined with photos from every year since the place was built. We gathered around, plates piled high, the babies already the center of conversation.
“You realize,” Riley said, pointing her fork at me, “that statistically speaking, you’ve set some kind of record here.”
June giggled. “Three pregnancies in less than a year. Are you sure you don’t have superpowers?”
Fiona winked. “Maybe he just found the right partners.”
Bella, dry as ever: “Let’s see if you can handle diaper duty before we nominate you for any awards.”
I just smiled and let them talk. There was no need to say anything else.
When the food was gone and the wine ran out, we piled onto the living room sofa—everyone tangled up, legs over laps, arms around shoulders. The windows were open, the lake breeze turning the candle flames into slow-motion dancers. I held Lily on my right, Fiona on my left, Riley curled at my feet, June and Bella tucked in like sentries at either end. I looked at the faces around me—laughing, teasing, alive—and felt the kind of peace I’d always assumed was just a myth.
Eventually, one by one, the girls dozed off. I carried them to bed, two at a time, tucking them in with the gentle precision of someone who’d practiced this a thousand times in his head but never thought he’d get to do it for real.
The house was quiet then, just the creak of old floorboards and the far-off call of a night bird.
I stepped out onto the porch one last time, the air cool and wet, the moon huge and round above the lake. I looked out at the gazebo, the white beams shining like bones in the dark, and I knew—finally, absolutely—that I’d built more than a house. I’d built a home.
A real one. With my own hands, and with the hearts of the people I loved best in the world.
I stayed there a long while, watching the ripples on the water, the promise of morning glimmering at the edge of the sky.
When I went back inside, I didn’t bother to lock the door.
There was nothing in the world left to be afraid of.
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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.













Harem Lake: Full Box Set: An Unconventional Harem Romance
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 This fully remastered Harem Lake box set brings together the explosive stories Birthday Bash and Daddy’s Girl—now expanded, intensified, and nearly doubled in length with a brand-new, never-before-released bonus scene! It’s hotter. It’s dirtier. It’s everything you didn’t know you needed.

After the death of his wife, Steve Parker is done mourning—he’s ready to live. And his best friend’s jaw-droppingly beautiful college-aged daughters are more than willing to help him remember how. With their curves, charm, and alluring bodies, the Wyatt sisters are temptation made flesh... and Steve’s lakeside mansion is about to become ground zero for a summer of raw, unfiltered desire.

First up is Brooke Wyatt—a sultry redhead with a wicked mouth and a body that begs to be worshipped. Her surprise 21st birthday bash is more than just a party—it’s an invitation. And when Brooke makes her birthday wish, she doesn’t blow out the candles… she ignites them.

But the heat doesn't stop there. Blonde bombshell twins, Samantha and Josie Wyatt aren’t about to let their sister have all the fun. Gorgeous, hungry, and dripping with desire, the college co-eds want Steve every bit as much—and they’ll do anything to claim their place in his bed... and in his heart.

Harem Lake is an uninhibited tale of second chances, raw passions, and the kind of wild, no-holds-barred fantasy that most men only dream of. At this lake, every rule gets broken—and every desire gets satisfied. 
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