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Chapter 1

The bed springs creaked under us. A cheap metal frame from Target that rattled every time she moved. Marissa rode me like she'd done this a hundred times before. Maybe she had. Her eyes were shut tight. She didn't look at me once. Just kept her head tilted back, long blonde hair spilling over her shoulders, jaw slack like she was somewhere else entirely. Her small breasts moved with each motion, nipples hard in the cool air from the open window. Pale skin, soft stomach, the curve of her waist where my hands should have been if she'd let me touch her.

But not really here at all.

I reached for her hip. Tried to slow her down.

She slapped my hand away.

"Don't."

So I didn't.

She ground harder against me, faster now, chasing something I couldn't give her. Something that had nothing to do with me. Her breath came quick and shallow through parted lips. I watched her tits bounce with each thrust, the only part of this that felt real.

Her rhythm turned desperate. Selfish. Like she was using me to get somewhere I wasn't invited.

A few seconds later, she gasped—sharp and high—shuddered once, and collapsed sideways off me onto the mattress. The springs bounced. She was already reaching for her phone before her breathing settled.

I lay there. Still hard. Still wearing the condom she'd rolled on without asking if I was ready.

"Thanks," she said. Flat. Like she'd just borrowed a pen.

Something twisted in my chest.

I sat up. Grabbed her wrist before she could roll off the bed completely.

"Wait."

She turned back, annoyed. "What?"

I didn't answer. Just pulled her toward me and flipped her onto her stomach.

"Noah, I'm—"

I gripped her hips and yanked them up off the mattress. Her knees scraped against the sheets as I positioned her exactly where I wanted her. She started to say something else—probably another excuse about being finished, about having somewhere else to be—but I shoved inside before the words could form.

Deep. All the way. No warning.

Her sentence cut off into a sharp gasp that echoed off the dorm room walls. Her fingers clawed at the cheap cotton sheets, bunching them in her fists. Good. Maybe now she'd actually feel something. Maybe now this would mean more than just her getting herself off while I happened to be underneath.

I took her hard. Fast. One hand wrapped in her hair, pulling her head back so I could hear every sound she made. She tried to speak again—something about being done, about needing to go—but I twisted my fist tighter and she moaned instead.

Her body responded even if her mouth didn't want to. She pushed back against me. Arched her spine. Grabbed at the sheets.

I finished thirty seconds later. Let go of her hair and pulled out.

The condom made a wet snap when I peeled it off. I tied it, tossed it toward the trash can. Missed.

Marissa scrambled off the bed like the mattress had caught fire. She grabbed her jeans from the floor and yanked them on without looking at me.

"What the hell was that?" Her voice shook. Not from pleasure. From anger.

I pulled the sheet over my lap. Stared at the wall. "What?"

"You just—" She shoved her feet into her sneakers. Didn't bother tying them. "What's wrong with you?"

I didn't answer.

She grabbed her jacket. Her phone. Her keys. Everything she'd dumped on my desk when she came in an hour ago. "You're supposed to ask. You're supposed to—"

"You didn't ask either."

That stopped her. For half a second.

Then she laughed. Sharp and bitter. "Unbelievable."

She stormed toward the door. Paused with her hand on the knob and looked back at me. Her face was red. Eyes narrow.

"Don't text me."

"Wasn't planning on it."

The door slammed hard enough to rattle the frame.

I exhaled. Long and slow. Listened to her footsteps pound down the hallway until they faded into nothing.

The LED strip lights on my desk flickered blue, then purple, then back to blue. Someone in the next room over had their music up too loud. Bass thumped through the wall in a rhythm that made my skull ache.

I rolled onto my back. Stared at the water stain on the ceiling that looked like Texas.

Don't know.

That was the truth. I didn't know what was wrong with me. Didn't know why I kept doing this. Kept letting girls like Marissa use me for ten minutes of friction and then leave like I was nothing.

Why can't I just find something real?

My phone buzzed on the nightstand.

I ignored it.

It buzzed again. Twice. Three times.

I groaned and grabbed it. The screen lit up my face in the dark.

* * *

The texts weren't from Marissa.

Liam: yo you still up?

Liam: dude call me

Liam: serious

I pressed dial before I could overthink it. He picked up on the first ring.

"Finally." His voice sounded off. Strained. "Thought you were dead."

"Almost." I rubbed my temples. The bass from next door hadn't stopped. "What's going on?"

Static crackled on his end. Then a long breath. "Weekend's off."

I sat up straighter. "What?"

"Dad had a thing. Heart thing. He's fine—or he will be—but the New Step Mom's losing her mind and I gotta stay home and make sure she doesn't burn the house down stress-cooking."

"Shit, man. Is he okay?"

"Yeah. Yeah, they caught it early. Just... scared the hell out of everyone." He paused. I heard a door close on his end. His voice dropped lower. "But listen. You should still go."

"Go where?"

"The lake." He said it like it was obvious. "No one's gonna be there anyway. My real mom's," he paused for a chuckle at his own joke,  "probably working in the city all weekend. You'd have the whole house to yourself."

I stood. Paced to the window. Campus stretched out below me—brick buildings and streetlights and drunk kids stumbling back from frat row.

"I don't know, man."

"Why not?"

Because your mom makes me forget how to talk like a normal person.

I didn't say that. Couldn't say that.

"Just... weird. Going there without you."

"It's a house, not a shrine." Liam laughed. It sounded forced. "Come on. You've been there a million times. You know where everything is. Hell, you helped me fix the dock last summer."

I had. Spent three days in the sun with a hammer and wood screws while Liam held boards in place and complained about splinters. His mom had brought us lemonade. Homemade. She'd smiled at me when she handed me the glass. Not the polite smile she gave Liam's other friends. Something warmer. Softer.

I'd thought about that smile for weeks.

"Noah." Liam's voice pulled me back. "You look like crap on Snapchat. When's the last time you slept?"

"I sleep."

"Bullshit. You look like you're one exam away from a full breakdown." He exhaled. "Just go. Unplug. Fish. Drink beer. Whatever. The key's in the same spot—under the turtle statue by the back door."

I leaned my forehead against the cold glass. My reflection stared back at me. Dark circles under my eyes. Jaw tight. I looked tired. Felt worse.

"What if your mom's there?"

"Then say hi. She likes you." He paused. "More than she likes most of my friends, honestly."

My chest tightened.

"She won't care," Liam continued. "Seriously. She's been weird since the divorce anyway. Keeps saying she wants the house to feel 'lived in' again. You'd probably be doing her a favor."

I didn't answer.

"Dude. It's free. It's quiet. It's better than sitting in your dorm listening to Jake's EDM bullshit through the wall."

He wasn't wrong about that.

"Just promise me you won't drown or burn the place down," Liam added.

A half-smile tugged at my mouth. First one all night. "No promises."

"There he is." Liam laughed. Real this time. "Leave Friday after your last class. I'll text my mom and let her know you're coming. She'll probably leave you a casserole or something."

"She doesn't have to—"

"She will anyway. It's what she does." His voice softened. "Seriously, man. Take the weekend. You need it."

We hung up a minute later. I stood there holding my phone, staring at the dark screen.

I needed the escape.

That much was true. Needed to get out of this box of a room. Away from girls like Marissa who used me like a vending machine. Away from classes and deadlines and the constant noise.

Even if it came with her shadow in every room.

Lydia.

I'd been to that house a dozen times. Maybe more. But she was always there in the background—folding laundry, watering plants, laughing at something Liam said. She moved through that space like she owned it. Barefoot on hardwood. Hair pulled back. Yoga pants that fit in ways I shouldn't have noticed.

I shook my head. Tossed the phone onto the bed.

Maybe this weekend would be different.

Maybe I'd actually get some sleep. Clear my head. Figure out why I kept letting myself end up in situations like tonight.

I grabbed my backpack from the floor. Unzipped the main pocket and started pulling things out. Laptop. Charger. A notebook I hadn't opened in weeks.

My hand brushed against something else. I pulled it out.

Condoms. The box was crumpled. Half-empty. I'd bought it at the start of the semester with some vague idea that college would be different. That I'd meet someone who actually gave a damn.

Hadn't worked out that way.

I stared at the box for a long moment. Then muttered, "Just in case," and shoved it into the bag's side pocket.

Stupid. I wouldn't need them. Liam's mom wouldn't even be there.

But I zipped the pocket anyway.

I pulled off my jeans. Kicked them into the corner. Found my hoodie on the chair and tugged it over my head. The room smelled like sex and regret. I opened the window. Cold air rushed in and cut through the staleness.

The lights on my desk still cycled through their colors. Blue. Purple. Green. I hit the switch and killed them.

Darkness swallowed the room.

I climbed into bed. Pulled the sheet up to my chest. Closed my eyes.

One weekend. Alone. Quiet.

That's all I needed.

I almost believed it.




Chapter 2

I threw my duffel into the trunk Friday around four. The parking lot was half-empty. Most people had already cleared out for the weekend. Parties. Home visits. Anywhere but here.

I slammed the trunk shut. Dust clung to the windshield in uneven streaks. I thought about wiping it down. Didn't bother.

The driver's seat creaked when I dropped into it. Springs worn down from too many years and too many miles. I tossed my phone into the cupholder. Cranked the engine. It sputtered once before catching.

The stereo kicked on mid-song. Some indie track I'd forgotten I had queued. Guitar and a voice that sounded like it came from the bottom of a well. I left it.

Campus disappeared in my rearview mirror. Red brick buildings. Crowded sidewalks. Girls in sweatshirts and guys tossing frisbees like they didn't have a care in the world.

I felt lighter the second I hit the highway.

The road opened up ahead of me. Two lanes cutting through farmland and patches of forest that hadn't been touched in decades. I rolled the window down. Cold air rushed in and yanked at my hood. My hair was still damp from the shower I'd taken an hour ago. Rushed. Functional. Nothing special.

The sun hung low on the horizon. Gold bleeding into orange. Shadows stretched long across the asphalt.

I reached for the trail mix on the passenger seat. The bag crinkled when I grabbed a handful. Mostly raisins left. I hated raisins. Ate them anyway.

The highway stretched out in front of me. Trees blurred past on either side. Pines and oaks and something with red leaves that caught the fading light. The sky shifted from amber to deep navy. Stars started punching through the dark.

I turned the music up. Let the guitars fill the silence.

My mind wandered.

What if Liam's mom were at the house for the weekend?

The thought hit me harder than it should have. I gripped the wheel tighter.

What would I even say?

I ran through it in my head. Practiced like an idiot.

"Hey Lydia. Sorry to barge in. Liam said it was cool."

Too stiff.

"Hope it's okay I'm here. Didn't mean to intrude."

Worse.

"You look great."

I groaned out loud. "God, shut up."

The trees didn't answer.

I shook my head. Focused on the road. White lines disappearing under my hood. Taillights in the distance. A semi rumbling past in the opposite lane.

I shook my head. I'd have the whole weekend to myself. Fish. Drink a beer or two. Sleep without Jake's subwoofer shaking the wall at three in the morning.

That's all this was.

A break.

Nothing more.

But my chest felt tight anyway.

I merged onto the smaller county road. Pavement gave way to gravel. The hatchback rattled and bounced over uneven ground. Dust kicked up behind me in pale clouds.

The trees thickened. Branches arched overhead like a tunnel. The last of the daylight bled through in scattered fragments. Gold. Purple. Gone.

I slowed down. Turned off the music.

The gravel crunched beneath my tires. Steady. Rhythmic. The only sound except for the engine's low hum.

I rounded the final bend.

The trees opened up.

And there it was.

The lake stretched out in front of me. Still. Dark. A mirror reflecting the first stars. The water looked black this time of night. But I knew it. Knew the way it shifted from green to blue depending on the sun. Knew the dock that jutted out from the shore. Knew the rocks where Liam and I used to sit and throw bottle caps into the water.

Time to rest.

* * *

I stepped out of the car. My legs ached from the drive. Three hours hunched over the wheel. I stretched my arms overhead and felt my spine crack in two places.

The night air hit me like cold water. Sharp with pine and something else. Chimney smoke from somewhere across the lake. Wood burning low and steady.

I grabbed my duffel from the trunk. The gravel shifted under my boots as I walked toward the house. Dark wood siding. Windows that reflected nothing but black. The porch light was off.

My shoes scuffed against the wooden steps. I reached for the flowerpot by the door. Heavy ceramic thing shaped like a turtle. Liam's mom had bought it years ago. I tilted it up and felt around underneath.

The key was there. Cold metal against my fingertips.

I slid it into the lock. Turned. The door creaked when I pushed it open.

The house smelled like her.

I stood in the doorway for a second. Breathing it in. Something floral but not sweet. Jasmine maybe. Or gardenia. With a sharp edge underneath. Clean and warm and expensive.

Shit.

I dropped my bag by the door. It hit the hardwood with a dull thump.

The house was cool. Too cool. Like the heat had been turned down for the night. I reached for the light switch on the wall. Clicked it. A lamp in the corner came on. Warm yellow light spread across the living room.

Leather couch. Coffee table with magazines fanned out like someone had been reading. A throw blanket folded neatly over the arm of a chair.

I walked toward the kitchen. My footsteps echoed in the quiet.

That's when I saw it.

A wine glass on the kitchen island. Red wine. Half-full. The glass was thin. Expensive. The kind that cost more than I made in a day.

A pair of black heels sat nearby. Low heels. Practical but elegant. The leather was soft and worn in places.

A light sweater draped over the back of a chair. Cream colored. Cashmere maybe. It looked like something she'd slip on when the air conditioning got too cold.

She's here.

Of course she's here.

Liam said she wouldn't be. But maybe he didn't ask.

My chest tightened. I set my keys on the counter next to her wine glass. The metal clinked against the granite.

A floorboard creaked upstairs.

I froze. Hand still gripping my keys. The sound came from directly overhead. The master bedroom. Where she slept.

The ceiling groaned softly. Someone shifting their weight. Rolling over. Maybe reaching for a pillow or pulling the covers up.

She's awake.

Or almost awake.

I backed away from the counter. My heart hammered against my ribs. Steady and hard like it was trying to break free.

I should leave. Pack my bag and drive back to campus. Sleep in my dorm room and pretend this never happened. Tell Liam the roads were too rough. The weather too unpredictable.

But I didn't move.

I stared at her wine glass. The lipstick mark on the rim was faint but visible. A soft pink that matched her mouth perfectly.

I'd thought about that mouth. More than I should have. More than was right.

The way it curved when she smiled. The way her teeth were slightly crooked on the bottom but perfect on top. The way she bit her lower lip when she was thinking.

The way she'd said my name the last time I saw her.

"Noah, honey, can you help me with these groceries?"

Honey.

Like I was still a kid. Like I was harmless.

But her eyes had lingered on my hands when I carried the bags. On my arms when I reached for something on a high shelf. On my mouth when I wasn't looking.

Or maybe I'd imagined it.

Maybe I was the kid she thought I was.

I picked up her wine glass. The stem was delicate between my fingers. I could snap it without trying.

The wine was good. Better than anything I could afford. It tasted like dark fruit and something earthy. Rich and complex and nothing like the cheap stuff I drank at parties.

I drained the glass in three swallows. My throat burned. Not from the alcohol. From something else. Something that felt like want and fear mixed together.

I set the empty glass back on the counter. Exactly where I'd found it.

The house was quiet again. No more creaking. No more shifting. Just the hum of the refrigerator and the distant sound of water lapping against the dock.

I should go upstairs. Find the guest room. Close the door and pretend I was alone.

But I didn't trust myself. Not with her sleeping twenty feet away. Not with that wine warming my blood and her perfume still hanging in the air.

I walked back to the living room. Sat on the edge of the couch. My hands felt too big. My feet too heavy.

What was I doing here?

What did I think would happen?

Nothing. That's what I'd told myself. A quiet weekend. Some fishing. Some reading. Time to clear my head.

But that was bullshit and I knew it.

I'd been thinking about her for months. Since the divorce. Since she'd started looking at me differently. Since she'd touched my shoulder that day in the kitchen and let her hand linger just a second too long.

I'd been thinking about her when I was with other girls. When Marissa rode me like she owned me. When I flipped her over and took what I wanted.

It was always her face I saw. Her body I imagined beneath mine.

Fuck.

I rubbed my face with both hands. Tried to think straight.

Maybe she didn't even know I was here. Maybe Liam hadn't texted her yet. Maybe I could slip out early. Before she woke up.

Or maybe she was lying upstairs right now. Staring at the ceiling. Listening to me move around downstairs. Wondering what I was doing here.

Wondering if I was thinking about her the way I was.

The wine had left a bitter taste in my mouth. I swallowed hard. Tried to wash it away.

It didn't work.

Nothing would work. Not until I figured out what the hell I was going to do about this.

About her.

About the way my body reacted every time she was in the same room.

About the way she made me feel like a man and a boy at the same time.

I leaned back against the couch. Closed my eyes. Listened to the house settle around me.

Nowhere to run now.

She was here. I was here.


Chapter 3

I heard her before I saw her.

A faint creak from upstairs. Then another. Weight shifting on old wood. Slow and deliberate. Not the sound of someone trying to be quiet. Just careful. Steady.

Bare feet on the stairs.

I looked up.

Stopped breathing.

Lydia Harlow stood halfway down the staircase, one hand trailing along the banister. The overhead light was off, but the glow from the kitchen caught her from behind. Silhouetted her.

She was thirty-five. Liam's mom. My best friend's mother.

But none of that mattered when she looked like this.

Her hair was wet. Shoulder-length chestnut that hung in dark strands against her neck and collarbone. Fresh from the shower. Drops of water still clinging to the ends. One strand stuck to the side of her throat, and I watched a bead of moisture slide down toward the collar of her robe.

The robe was pale silk. Cream-colored. Tied loosely at the waist with a sash that looked like it could come undone with a single tug.

She descended another step. The robe shifted.

I saw the curve of her thigh. Smooth and pale in the warm light. Long. Toned from years of yoga and hiking and whatever else she did when no one was watching.

My chest tightened.

She took another step. The silk parted slightly at her shin. Her legs were bare beneath it. All the way up.

Jesus.

No makeup. Just clean skin. Freckles scattered across the bridge of her nose. A small scar on her chin I'd noticed before but never asked about. Her lips were slightly chapped. Natural pink. Not the glossy color from the wine glass.

Her eyes found mine.

Hazel. Sharp and unreadable. Tired but gorgeous. The kind of eyes that saw through people. Through lies. Through bullshit.

Through me.

She didn't look surprised.

"Did Liam send you?"

Her voice was soft. Casual. Like she'd been expecting this.

I opened my mouth. Nothing came out.

My hand was still gripping the edge of the couch. I forced myself to let go. Tried to stand straighter. Look normal.

"Uh—" My voice cracked. I cleared my throat. "He said no one would be here."

She smiled. Just barely. One corner of her mouth lifted.

"He was wrong."

She walked past me. Barefoot on the hardwood floor. Her steps were quiet but deliberate. The kind of walk that didn't ask permission.

The robe brushed my arm as she moved by.

Warm silk on skin.

The scent of her shower gel hit me. Something floral. Jasmine mixed with vanilla and clean water. It filled my lungs and stayed there.

I didn't move. Couldn't.

She crossed to the kitchen. Opened the fridge without looking at me. The light spilled across her face. Made her skin glow.

She pulled out a bottle of white wine. Expensive-looking. Condensation beading on the glass.

She didn't offer me any.

I watched her uncork it with practiced ease. Pour a glass. The liquid was pale gold in the light. She brought it to her lips and sipped. Slow. Thoughtful.

Then she turned and walked into the living room.

I stood there like an idiot. Heart hammering against my ribs. Louder than the hum of the fridge. Louder than the rain starting to tap against the windows.

No one looks like that in a robe.

No one.

She sat on the armchair by the window. Tucked one leg beneath her. The robe fell open slightly at her knee. She didn't adjust it.

She looked at me over the rim of her wine glass.

"You drove all the way out here thinking you'd have the place to yourself?"

I forced myself to move. Walked to the edge of the living room. Stopped at the threshold. Kept distance between us.

"Yeah."

"And now?"

"Now I'm thinking I should go."

She tilted her head. Studied me.

"Long drive back, Noah."

"I know."

"Roads are getting bad." She gestured toward the window with her glass. "Rain's picking up. They're calling for flooding on the county roads by midnight."

I glanced outside. She was right. The drizzle had turned heavier. Steady sheets of water running down the glass.

"I'll be fine."

"Will you?"

Her voice was quiet. Not challenging. Just... curious.

I met her eyes. Tried to read them. Failed.

She's supposed to be off-limits.

She's supposed to be safe.

But she wasn't. Not at all.

Not sitting there in that robe with her wet hair and her bare legs and that look on her face that said she knew exactly what I was thinking.

My hands felt too big. Awkward. I shoved them into my pockets.

"I didn't mean to intrude."

"You're not."

"Liam said—"

"Liam doesn't know everything." She sipped her wine again. "He thinks I'm in the city. At a friend's place. Having a girl's weekend or whatever he imagines divorced women do."

I swallowed. Twice. My throat was still dry.

"Why aren't you?"

"Wanted to be alone." She paused. Looked at me. "Guess that didn't work out."

The silence stretched between us. Heavy and thick. The kind of silence that felt louder than words.

Rain hammered the roof now. Steady and relentless.

"I can sleep in my car if—"

"Don't be ridiculous." She set her glass on the side table. Leaned back in the chair. The robe shifted again. More thigh. More skin. "Guest room's upstairs. Second door on the left."

I nodded. Didn't trust myself to speak.

She watched me. Her gaze moved slowly. From my face to my shoulders. Down to my hands. Back up again.

It wasn't sexual. Not exactly. But it wasn't innocent either.

It was... assessing.

Like she was measuring something. Deciding something.

My pulse kicked up another notch.

What am I doing here?

What does she think I'm doing here?

"You're more muscular than I remembered," she said quietly.

"Yeah."

"When did that happen?"

"Don't know."

She smiled. Faint. Sad. "Time moves fast."

I didn't know what to say to that.

She moved past me toward the kitchen. Not rushed. Not slow. Just moving.

I followed.

She took off the robe. Yoga pants—black, tight—and a faded Fleetwood Mac t-shirt that hung loose around her shoulders. The kind of shirt that looked soft. Worn in. Like it'd been washed a hundred times.

No bra.

I caught myself staring at the outline of her body as she opened the fridge again. The curve of her back. The way the fabric shifted when she reached for something on the top shelf.

Look away.

Now.

I didn't.

She pulled out a salad bowl covered in plastic wrap. Set it on the counter. Then she grabbed a leftover pizza slice from the fridge and tossed it onto a plate.

"Microwave's there." She pointed without looking at me.

I heated the pizza. The hum of the microwave filled the silence. She prepared the salad with the same measured movements. Poured dressing. Tossed it with a fork.

We sat at the table. Her across from me. Wine glass in one hand. Fork in the other.

I picked up my slice. Took a bite. Watched her.

She ate slowly. Each bite deliberate. She chewed with her eyes half-closed, like she was savoring every piece of lettuce and tomato.

Then she crossed her legs.

The motion sent a ripple through the fabric of her pants. The hem of her t-shirt shifted higher on one side.

I nearly dropped my fork.

The clatter against the plate sounded like a gunshot in the quiet kitchen.

She didn't look up. Just kept eating.

Get it together.

I took another bite of pizza. Forced myself to chew. To swallow. To focus on anything except the woman sitting three feet away from me.

It didn't work.

"You always stare at women like this, or just the older ones?"

Her voice was light. Casual. Like she'd just asked about the weather.

I choked.

Pizza lodged in my throat. I coughed. Grabbed my water bottle. Drank half of it in one gulp.

"I—I wasn't—"

She looked at me. The smirk on her face was small but unmistakable.

"Relax." She speared another piece of lettuce. "You're not subtle, but you're not the first."

My face burned. I felt the heat spread from my neck to my ears.

She knew.

Of course she knew.

I wanted to crawl under the table. Disappear into the floor. Drive back to campus and pretend this weekend never happened.

But I didn't move.

Because despite the embarrassment—despite the fact that I wanted to vanish—I was also... intrigued.

She wasn't mocking me. She was amused. Entertained, even.

The power dynamic was clear. She held all of it. Every ounce.

And she knew it.

I swallowed. Tried to find words that didn't make me sound like an idiot.

"Sorry."

"Don't be." She sipped her wine. Slow. Thoughtful. "Just be aware."

I nodded. Looked down at my plate.

She went back to eating.

She eats like she's always known her worth.

Like she's tasted everything in life… and still picks her wine carefully.

I'd never met anyone like her. Not even close.

The girls at school they were all trying to prove something. To themselves. To me. To everyone watching.

Lydia wasn't trying to prove anything.

She just was.

And that made her more dangerous than anyone I'd ever met.

I took another bite of pizza. Chewed slowly this time. Tried to keep my eyes on the table.

Her foot nudged mine.

I froze.

The contact was brief. Soft. Her bare skin against my sock.

She didn't pull back. Didn't apologize.

Just kept eating.

Accidental.

Had to be.

My breath caught in my chest. Held there.

I waited for her to move. To shift. To acknowledge what had just happened.

She didn't.

She ate another bite of salad. Crossed her legs the other way. Her foot slid away from mine.

The wine glass lifted to her lips again.

Maybe not.

I forced myself to breathe. To look down at my plate. To finish the last bite of pizza even though I couldn't taste it anymore.

The silence stretched. Comfortable for her. Suffocating for me.

Finally, she set her fork down. Pushed the salad bowl to the side.

"You're welcome to stay." Her voice was dry. Matter-of-fact. "Just don't burn the place down."

I managed a weak laugh. "I'll try not to."

She stood. Picked up her bowl and glass.

I grabbed my plate. Followed her to the sink.

She rinsed her dish. I did the same. We moved around each other in the small kitchen. Close but not touching.

She dried her hands on a towel. Smiled at me. Soft. Genuine.

"Thanks, Noah."

"For what?"

"Not making this weird."

Too late for that.

I nodded.

She left the kitchen. Her footsteps light on the stairs. The bedroom door clicked shut a moment later.

I stood alone in the kitchen. The rain pounded against the windows. Steady and relentless.

The wine glass was still on the table. Half-full. A smudge of lipstick on the rim.

I stared at it.

I'm not going to survive the weekend.


Chapter 4

I sat on the back porch, phone in my hand, staring at nothing.

The lake stretched out before me. Calm. Reflective. The kind of beauty that should've relaxed me.

It didn't.

Lydia had left early. Before sunrise. I'd heard the car start, the gravel crunch under the tires, the sound fading into the distance.

She hadn't knocked on my door. Hadn't left a note. Just... gone.

Maybe she regretted letting me stay.

Maybe she realized how uncomfortable it was. How weird.

Maybe she left for good.

The thought sat heavy in my chest. Heavier than it should have.

She was Liam's mom. That was it.

But the wine glass. The foot under the table. The way she'd looked at me when she said relax.

None of it felt like nothing.

I flipped my phone over. Checked the screen. No messages. No missed calls.

What did you expect?

A text? "Hey Noah, sorry I made you uncomfortable. Here's why I touched your foot"?

I laughed. Bitter. Quiet.

The sun hung low over the trees, painting everything gold. The kind of light that made the lake look like glass. Perfect. Untouchable.

I set my phone down. Leaned back in the chair. Closed my eyes.

The silence pressed in.

A whistle cut through it.

Sharp. Playful.

I opened my eyes.

A girl stood by the dock. Tan legs. Oversized white tee tied at the waist. Long dark hair piled messily on top of her head. She held a red cooler in one hand, a portable speaker in the other.

She lifted her sunglasses. Looked right at me.

"You're Liam's friend?"

Her voice carried across the yard. Confident. Easy.

I stood. Walked to the edge of the porch.

"Yeah. Noah."

She grinned. Set the cooler down. Walked toward me with a lazy, deliberate stride.

"Talia." She stopped at the bottom of the porch steps. Tilted her head. "You here alone, or did the hot divorcée finally catch herself a pool boy?"

I choked.

Not literally. But close.

My mind scrambled for words. Found none. Settled on the truth.

"She's... my friend's mom."

Talia's grin widened. Mischievous. Knowing.

"Even hotter."

Jesus.

I didn't know what to say. Didn't know if I should laugh or apologize or pretend I hadn't just turned red.

She saved me the trouble.

"Relax." She climbed the steps. Stopped in front of me. Close enough that I could smell coconut sunscreen and something floral. "I'm kidding. Mostly."

She was shorter than Lydia. Curvier. Her skin bronze from the sun. Her eyes dark and sharp and unapologetically direct.

She knew exactly what she was doing.

I just didn't know if I wanted to play along—or be played.

"You always this quiet?" She leaned against the porch railing. Crossed her arms.

"Not usually."

"Liar."

I laughed. Couldn't help it.

She smiled. Softer this time.

"I live next door. Been here all summer. Saw you pull up last night." She nodded toward the driveway. "Figured I'd come say hi before you turned into a hermit."

"I'm not a hermit."

"You've been sitting on this porch for two hours."

"You've been watching me for two hours?"

She shrugged. Unbothered. "The lake's boring when you're by yourself."

I didn't argue. She wasn't wrong.

She pushed off the railing. Walked past me toward the cooler she'd left by the dock.

"You drink?"

"Sometimes."

"Good." She popped the lid open. Pulled out two beers. Walked back up the steps. Handed me one.

I took it. Cold against my palm.

She cracked hers open. Took a long drink. Watched me over the rim of the can.

"You gonna open that, or just hold it?"

I opened it. Drank. The beer was cheap. Light. Tasted like summer.

She sat on the top step. Patted the wood beside her.

I hesitated. Then sat.

We didn't talk for a minute. Just drank. Watched the light shift across the water.

"So." She turned toward me. "Why are you really here?"

"Liam and I was supposed to come. Family stuff got in the way."

"And you decided to crash at his mom's place alone?"

"She wasn't supposed to be here."

Talia's eyebrows lifted. "But she is."

"Yeah."

She grinned. Leaned back on her hands. Stretched her legs out in front of her.

"How's that working out for you?"

"Fine."

"Liar."

I looked at her. She was still grinning. Eyes sharp. Playful.

"You're not very subtle, are you?"

"Why would I be?" She drank again. Slow. Deliberate. "Life's too short for subtle."

I didn't have an answer for that.

She set her beer down. Turned toward me fully. Knees almost touching mine.

"You should come hang out later. By the dock. I've got a fire pit. Some music. Maybe some better beer than this crap."

"Maybe."

"That's not a yes."

"It's not a no."

She laughed. Bright. Genuine.

"Fair enough."

She stood. Brushed off her shorts. Looked down at me.

"Don't overthink it, Noah." Her voice was lighter now. Less teasing. "It's just a fire. Some drinks. Nothing complicated."

Nothing complicated.

The words hung in the air.

I nodded. "Okay."

"Okay."

She grabbed her cooler. Started down the steps.

"Talia."

She stopped. Looked back.

"Thanks."

She smiled. Not the teasing grin from before. Something softer. Warmer.

"Anytime."

She walked down to the dock. Barefoot. Unhurried. The speaker kicked on a moment later. Music drifted across the water. Low. Rhythmic.

I sat on the porch. Beer in my hand. Watching her settle onto the edge of the dock. Feet dangling in the water.

She knew exactly what she was doing.

And part of me wanted to let her.

Part of me wanted the distraction. The escape. The chance to stop thinking about Lydia. About the wine glass. About the foot under the table.

Nothing complicated.

I finished my beer. Set the can down beside me.

The sun sank lower. The gold light deepened to amber. The lake turned the color of fire.

I stood. Walked inside. Grabbed a hoodie from my bag.

My phone buzzed on the kitchen counter.

I picked it up.

A text from Liam.

How's the lake? Mom give you any trouble?

I stared at the screen.

No trouble.

I typed it out. Hit send.

The lie tasted worse than the cheap beer.

I shoved the phone in my pocket. Walked back outside.

Talia waved from the dock.

I raised my hand. Waved back.

Nothing complicated.

I walked down to meet her.

* * *

The dock swayed under our weight. Gentle. Rhythmic. Talia handed me a can—pink and silver, beaded with condensation.

"What is this?"

"Mango something. Just drink it."

I cracked it open. Sweet. Cold. Strong enough to feel it in my chest.

She sat cross-legged. Tapped her can against mine.

"To boring summer nights."

"This doesn't feel boring."

"Not yet." She drank. Grinned. "Give it time."

The sun disappeared behind the trees. The sky bled purple and orange. String lights flickered on along her family's boathouse—white bulbs strung between posts. Warm. Inviting.

She kicked her feet. Splashed water toward me.

"Hey—"

"What?" She did it again. Harder.

I set my can down. Leaned forward.

"You want to start something?"

"Maybe."

I splashed her back. Water hit her legs, her stomach. She shrieked. Laughed. Kicked harder.

We went back and forth. Laughing like idiots. Water everywhere. Her hair stuck to her neck. My shirt clung to my chest.

She stopped. Breathing hard. Eyes bright.

"Okay. Okay. Truce."

I picked up my drink. Took another pull.

She moved closer. Shoulder brushing mine. Her hand rested on my thigh. Light. Casual.

"You're not what I expected."

"What did you expect?"

"I don't know. Quieter, I guess. More uptight."

"I'm not uptight."

Her fingers pressed down. Just a little.

"I know."

I looked at her. She didn't look away.

The music drifted across the water. Slow. Hypnotic.

"I dare you," she said.

"Dare me what?"

"Jump in."

"Now?"

"Right now."

"It's getting dark."

"So?" She stood. Pulled her tank top over her head. No hesitation. Just skin and a black sports bra. "You scared?"

"No."

"Prove it."

I stood. Stripped off my hoodie. My shirt. Kicked off my shoes.

She watched. Bit her lip.

I hooked my thumbs into my waistband. Stopped.

"You first."

She laughed. Shimmied out of her shorts. Stood there in her bra and underwear—black, simple, confident.

"Your turn."

I dropped my jeans. Stood in my boxers.

Her eyes traveled down. Then back up.

"Not bad, Carter."

"You gonna keep staring, or you gonna jump?"

She ran. Dove off the edge. Hit the water clean. Surfaced a second later. Hair slicked back. Grinning.

"Come on!"

I jumped.

The water hit cold and sharp. Woke me up. I surfaced. Gasped. Laughed.

She swam toward me. Close. Too close.

"Race you to the boathouse."

"You're on."

We raced. Hard. Fast. Water churning around us. She beat me by a second. Grabbed the ladder. Pulled herself up.

I followed.

We stood there. Dripping. Breathing hard.

She grabbed two towels from a bench. Tossed me one.

I dried my face. My chest. She wrapped hers around her shoulders. Stepped closer.

"You're cute when you're confused."

"I'm not confused."

"Liar."

Her hand touched my cheek. Warm against cold skin.

She leaned in.

Kissed me.

No hesitation. No warning. Just lips. Tongue. Heat.

I kissed her back. Hard. Hungry.

Her hands moved to my chest. My shoulders. My neck.

I grabbed her waist. Pulled her closer.

She moaned. Soft. Needy.

"Inside," she whispered.

We stumbled into the boathouse. Dark except for a single lantern hanging from a hook. Orange glow. Shadows everywhere.

She pushed me down onto a bench. Straddled me. Kissed me deeper.

"Don't think," she breathed against my mouth. "Just feel."

Her hands guided mine. Up her sides. Over her ribs. She arched into my touch.

I pressed my lips to the curve of her neck. Tasted chlorine and something sweeter underneath. Her pulse hammered against my mouth. I moved lower. Found the hollow of her throat. The ridge of her collarbone. She shivered in my arms.

"Noah—"

Her voice broke on my name. Breathy. Desperate.

I kissed along the line of her shoulder. Where her bikini strap had been. The skin there was paler. Softer. She arched into me. Fingers tangling in my wet hair.

"God, yes—"

Her gasp echoed in the small space. Raw. Unguarded.

My hands found the clasp of her bra. Between her shoulder blades. Small metal hooks that felt impossible under my shaking fingers. She helped me. Fingers working together. Urgent. The fabric fell away and she was perfect. Bronze skin glowing in the lantern light. Curves that made my chest tight.

She reached for my swim shorts. Pulled them down in one smooth motion. Her eyes went wide when she saw me. All of me.

"Jesus, Noah." Her voice was barely a whisper. "You're—"

She didn't finish. Didn't need to.

She looked up at me. Hair fanned out dark against the rough canvas. Skin luminous. Waiting.

"I want you," I said. Simple.

"Wait—"

She slid off me. Knelt between my knees.

My breath caught.

She looked up. Eyes dark. Lips parted.

"Let me."

Her hands moved down my body. Slow. Deliberate. Fingers tracing every line of muscle. Every ridge. She took her time exploring me. Learning me.

Then her mouth followed the same path.

I gripped the edge of the wooden bench. Knuckles white. Head falling back against the rough canvas wall. Every nerve in my body lit up like electricity. Fire spreading through my veins.

She looked up at me once. Eyes dark with intent. Then she focused completely on what she was doing. She took her time with me. No rush. No hesitation. Knew exactly what she was doing. Exactly how to suck me. How to use her tongue. How to make me lose every bit of control I thought I had.

My breathing came in sharp bursts. Ragged. Desperate.

She smiled against my skin. Pleased with the reaction she was getting.

"Talia—"

She pulled back. Smiled. Wiped her mouth.

"Not yet."

She climbed back onto my lap. Kissed me hard. I tasted myself on her tongue.

She moved against me. Slow. Teasing.

"Please—"

"Say it."

"Please."

She reached between us. Guided me inside her.

The heat hit me first. Wet. Warm. Perfect. Like silk wrapped around steel. She was so ready for me. So slick. I felt her body adjust. Accept me. Take me deeper.

She gasped. Soft. Breathless.

I held still. Let her get used to me. The size. The stretch. Her fingers dug into my shoulders. Nails biting skin.

"God," she whispered against my ear.

The sensation was overwhelming. Every nerve ending alive. Electric. She felt incredible around me. Tight. Warm. Welcoming.

She shifted slightly. Took me completely.

We both groaned.

She moved. Fast. Hard. No hesitation. Riding me like she owned me. Like she'd been waiting for this moment all night.

I gripped her hips. Tried to slow her down. Control the pace. She didn't let me. Pushed my hands away. Pinned them above my head.

"Let go, baby." Her voice was breathless. Commanding. "Stop thinking so much."

She rolled her hips. Ground against me. The friction was incredible. Maddening. I felt her muscles tighten around me with every movement. Every thrust.

Her breath came faster. Ragged gasps that matched the rhythm she was setting. Her moans echoed off the wooden walls of the cabin. Raw. Desperate. Beautiful.

I watched her face. The way her eyes fluttered closed. The way her lips parted. She was lost in it. In us. In the heat building between our bodies.

I couldn't hold back. The pressure was building. Rising. Threatening to break me apart.

She threw her head back. Arched against me. Cried out my name like a prayer.

Her body tensed. Trembled. I felt her come apart around me. Felt every wave. Every pulse.

I followed. Shattered. Completely.

She collapsed against my chest. Breathing hard. Trembling.

We stayed like that. Wrapped together. The lantern casting our shadows across the walls.

This was the best I'd had in a long time.

She kissed my neck. Soft. Lazy.

"See?" she whispered. "Not complicated."

I didn't answer.

Couldn't.

She climbed off me. Found her clothes. Dressed slowly.

I pulled on my boxers. My jeans.

She smiled at me. Warm. Easy.

"Same time tomorrow?"

I nodded.

She kissed me once more. Quick. Sweet.

Then she was gone.

I stood there alone. The lake quiet behind me. The lantern still swinging.


Chapter 5

I walked up the path from the dock. Slow. Shirt clinging to my chest where the lake water had soaked through. Hair still damp and messy. The night air smelled like pine and distant smoke—someone burning wood a few cabins over.

The boathouse light was off now. Dark. The water slapped against the dock in a steady rhythm. Like a heartbeat that wouldn't quiet down.

I could still taste Talia. The sweetness of whatever she'd been drinking. The faint cherry of her lip gloss. Still felt the ghost of her hands on my skin.

But something inside me felt wrong.

Hollow.

She'd been warm. She'd wanted me. Made that clear with every touch. Every breathless word. But the second it was over—the second she'd kissed me goodbye and walked away—it was like the air went dead.

Like I'd just proven how empty I could be.

I rounded the corner of the house and stopped.

Lydia was there.

Sitting on the porch swing. Legs folded beneath her. A wine glass in one hand, half-empty, catching the moonlight. She wore that same silk robe from earlier. Loosely tied. One shoulder exposed to the silver wash of moon. The fabric draped across her thighs. Bare feet tucked under her. Red toenail polish.

She looked up at me. Smiled.

It didn't reach her eyes.

"You're out late."

My throat went dry. I tried to steady my breathing. Make it look natural.

"Just... went for a swim."

Her eyebrow arched. Teasing. But something sharper lurked beneath it.

"I saw." She took a slow sip of wine. "You weren't alone."

The words hit me like a punch to the chest.

I froze. Pulse stumbling. Trying to read her face in the dim light. Was she angry? Mocking me? Jealous?

I couldn't tell.

"Talia's a pretty girl." Her tone was light. Playful. But it cut deep. "Hope you enjoyed yourself. You were in the boathouse long enough."

She said it like a joke. But her eyes didn't laugh. God, why did it sound like she cared?

I opened my mouth. Tried to find words. Something to explain. Defend. Justify.

Nothing came.

She stood. Smooth. Deliberate. The robe brushed against her calves as she moved. She set the wine glass down on the small table beside the swing.

"I went into town earlier." Her voice was casual now. Matter-of-fact. "Stocked up since I've apparently got company. There's bread, cold meat, and  fruit if you're hungry." She paused. Glanced at me. "You'll have to make your own dinner, though. Also got you some beer."

"Thank you," I whispered, my throat dry.

She moved past me toward the door. Close. Too close. Her shoulder grazed my arm. The heat of her skin burned through the damp fabric of my shirt.

Jasmine and wine. That's what she smelled like.

"Goodnight, Noah."

The words were soft. Almost tender. But they felt final. Like a door closing.

She disappeared inside. Her footsteps swallowed by the dark house.

I stood there. Alone on the porch. The swing still rocking gently from where she'd been sitting. The wine glass abandoned. A faint lipstick mark on the rim.

The lake stretched out before me. Black water reflecting broken moonlight. The sound of it lapping against the shore filled the silence.

I'd been inside another woman less than an hour ago. So why did it feel like Lydia was the one I'd betrayed?

I dragged a hand through my wet hair. Exhaled hard. Tried to shake the feeling.

It didn't work.

I walked to the edge of the porch. Leaned against the railing. The wood was rough under my palms. Grounding.

Talia had been easy. Fun. Uncomplicated. Exactly what she'd promised. No strings. No expectations. Just heat and pleasure and forgetting.

But standing here now—staring at the dark water—I felt nothing.

No satisfaction. No release.

Just emptiness.

Because the only person I'd been thinking about the entire time was upstairs. In that big empty bed. Wearing silk and smelling like jasmine.

And she'd watched me leave with someone else.

I pushed off the railing. Walked to the door. Hesitated with my hand on the knob.

The house was quiet. Dark except for a faint glow from the second floor. Her bedroom light.

I stepped inside. Locked the door behind me. The jasmine smell was stronger here. Mixed with the faint scent of wine and something else. Something uniquely her.

I needed to cool down. In more ways than one.

* * *

I climbed the stairs. Each step felt heavier than the last.

The hallway was dark except for a sliver of light beneath her door. I stopped outside it. Listened. Nothing. Just the faint creak of the house settling and my own heartbeat pounding in my ears.

I moved past her room. Down the hall to the bathroom.

The bathroom was small. White tile. A clawfoot tub with a shower curtain. A single window overlooking the lake. I flipped on the light and closed the door behind me.

The mirror showed me what I already knew. Damp hair. Flushed skin. Eyes that looked haunted.

I turned on the water. Let it run hot. Steam began to fill the space, fogging the mirror, erasing my reflection.

Good. I didn't want to see myself right now.

I stripped. Jeans first. Then boxers. Everything damp from the lake. From Talia. I left it all in a heap on the floor and stepped under the spray.

The heat hit me like a wall.

I let it. Let the water pour over my face, my shoulders, down my back. Washing away lake water. Sweat. The smell of Talia's perfume. The guilt that clung to my skin like oil.

I braced my hands against the tile. Leaned my forehead against the cool ceramic. Closed my eyes.

But it didn't help.

Because all I could see was her.

Lydia.

Sitting on that porch swing. Legs folded beneath her. That robe hanging off one shoulder. The way she'd looked at me when she said Talia's name. Like she knew exactly what had happened. Like she'd seen right through me.

"Hope you enjoyed yourself."

I should stop thinking about her.

About the curve of her lips when she smiled. The way her voice dropped low and warm when she said my name. The heat of her shoulder brushing mine as she walked past.

I should stop.

But it was like trying to unsee lightning once it's burned through the sky.

The water beat down on my shoulders. Hot enough to sting. I turned my face up into the spray. Let it drown out everything else.

It didn't work.

Because I could still feel her. The way she'd touched my foot under the dinner table the night before. Casual. Accidental. Except it hadn't felt accidental. It had felt deliberate. Testing.

And tonight—standing on that porch—she'd been so close I could smell the wine on her breath. Feel the silk of her robe against my arm.

God.

I pressed my palms flat against the tile. Tried to steady my breathing.

This was wrong.

She was Liam's mom. His mom. I'd known her for years. Watched her make pancakes on Sunday mornings. Laugh at Liam's terrible jokes. Survive a divorce that gutted her.

I had no right to think about her like this.

No right to imagine what that robe would look like on the floor.

But I did.

The steam thickened around me. The bathroom disappeared into white fog. Like I was suspended in some liminal space where nothing was real and everything was possible.

I reached for the soap. Lathered my hands. Tried to focus on something—anything—else.

Talia.

She'd been eager. Confident. Knew exactly what she wanted and took it without hesitation. It should've been enough. Should've scratched the itch I'd been carrying around campus for months.

But it hadn't.

Because the entire time—even when I was inside her, even when she was saying my name—I'd been thinking about someone else.

Someone upstairs.

In that big empty bed.

Wearing silk.

I rinsed off. Let the water run over me until it started to cool. Until my skin stopped burning.

Then I turned off the tap.

The silence rushed in. Louder than the water had been.

I stood there dripping. Staring at the fogged mirror. My outline barely visible through the steam.

What the hell am I doing?

I grabbed a towel. Dried off mechanically. Wrapped it around my waist.

The pile of damp clothes on the floor mocked me. I kicked them aside. Opened the door.

The hallway was still dark.

But the light beneath her door was gone now.

She'd gone to bed.

I stood there. Towel slung low on my hips. Water still dripping from my hair. Staring at that closed door like it held all the answers I didn't have.

I could knock.

Ask if she needed anything. Apologize for... what? For going to the boathouse with Talia? For drinking her wine? For existing in her space and making everything complicated just by being here?

My hand lifted.

Hovered near the wood.

Then I dropped it.

Coward.

I turned away. Walked down the hall to the guest room. Closed the door behind me.

The bed was made. Fresh sheets. A lamp on the nightstand casting warm light across the pillow.

I dropped the towel. Climbed under the covers. Lay there staring at the ceiling.

The house creaked around me. Settling into the night.

Somewhere down the hall, she was doing the same thing. Lying in bed. Maybe awake. Maybe asleep.

Maybe thinking about me.

Stop.

I closed my eyes. Tried to will myself into sleep.

But all I could see was her smile. The one that didn't reach her eyes.

All I could hear was her voice.

"Goodnight, Noah."

I rolled onto my side. Punched the pillow into submission.

It was going to be a long night.


Chapter 6

I woke to silence.

No footsteps downstairs. No coffee brewing. No sound of Lydia moving through the house like a quiet storm.

Just the creak of old wood settling and the distant rustle of wind through the trees.

I sat up. Rubbed my face. My neck ached like I'd slept wrong, but I knew better. The soreness wasn't physical. It was something else. Something that had nothing to do with the mattress or the pillow.

I pulled on jeans and a t-shirt. Went downstairs.

The kitchen smelled faintly of jasmine. Her scent. But she wasn't there.

A note sat on the counter, folded once. I recognized the handwriting before I even opened it—neat, precise, the kind of cursive they don't teach anymore.

"Went into town early. We'll need boards for the windows. Storm's moving fast. Be back soon. — L."

I read it twice. Turned it over like there might be something more on the back.

There wasn't.

I set it down. Stared at it for a moment longer than necessary.

Boards for the windows.

I glanced out toward the lake. The water was flat. Too flat. Like glass someone had forgotten to disturb. The trees bent slightly, their leaves flipping to show their pale undersides.

The air felt heavy. Thick with something I couldn't name.

I grabbed a cup of cold coffee from yesterday's pot. Drank it black. Didn't bother reheating it.

Then I stepped outside.

The porch boards were cool under my bare feet. The wind picked up, just enough to stir my hair. Clouds hung low and gray, bruising the horizon.

It felt like the world was holding its breath.

"Sleep okay?"

I turned.

Talia sat on the porch rail of her house next door, knees drawn up to her chest, bare feet hooked on the wood. She wore a white tank top and denim shorts. Her hair was wild, like she'd just woken up and hadn't bothered with a brush.

Her smile was the same as yesterday. Amused. Knowing. Like she could see straight through me.

I shrugged. "Tried to. Didn't really."

She hopped down. Crossed the yard without hesitation. Barefoot on the grass, completely unbothered by the dew or the sharp edge of gravel near the path.

"Come on." She stopped in front of me, tilting her head. "You're thinking too much again."

I didn't answer.

She grabbed my hand. Her fingers warm against mine. Firm. Playful but not asking permission.

"Let's go," she said, tugging me back toward the house.

I planted my feet. "Go where?"

"Inside." She grinned. "Unless you want to stand out here and brood all morning."

"I'm not brooding."

"You're totally brooding." She tugged again, harder this time. "You've got that look. Like you're stuck in your own head and can't find the way out."

I pulled my hand free. Gently. But enough to stop her momentum.

"Talia."

"Noah." She mimicked my tone, stepping closer. Close enough that I could smell her—something floral and sharp, like citrus mixed with sunscreen. "What's wrong?"

"Nothing's wrong."

"Liar."

Her eyes locked on mine. Dark and bright at the same time. She was reading me. Or trying to.

"You were fine last night," she said. "Better than fine. And now you're all..." She waved a hand at me. "Whatever this is."

I exhaled. Looked past her toward the lake. The clouds were moving faster now. Rolling in like something unstoppable.

"Just tired," I said.

"Tired." She didn't believe me. "Right."

She reached for my hand again. This time I let her take it.

Her thumb brushed over my knuckles. Light. Deliberate.

"You know what you need?" she asked.

"What?"

"To stop overthinking." She tugged me forward, stepping backward toward the porch steps. "Come on. We've got time before the storm hits."

I followed. Not because I wanted to. But because it was easier than standing there alone with my thoughts circling like vultures.

She led me inside. The screen door slapped shut behind us.

The house was still empty. Still smelled like Lydia.

Talia didn't seem to notice. Or maybe she did and just didn't care.

She turned, her back against the kitchen counter, and looked up at me.

"See?" she said. "Better already."

I wasn't sure that was true.

But I didn't say so.

She reached up. Touched my jaw. Her fingers cool against my skin.

"You're too serious," she murmured. "You know that?"

"Maybe."

"Definitely." Her smile softened. "You need to loosen up. Have some fun."

"Last night wasn't fun?"

"Last night was great." Her hand slid down to my chest. Rested there. "But you're already back in your head. I can tell."

She wasn't wrong.

But I didn't know how to explain it. Didn't know how to say that last night hadn't fixed anything. That it had only made everything worse.

Because the whole time—every second—I'd been somewhere else.

With someone else.

Talia's hand moved lower. Her fingertips brushed my stomach.

"Relax," she whispered.

I caught her wrist. Held it gently.

"Talia."

"What?"

I didn't have an answer.

She leaned in. Her breath warm against my neck.

"You think too much," she said again.

And maybe she was right.

But thinking was all I had left.

I let go of her wrist.

She didn't wait for permission. Her hands slid under my shirt, pushing it up. I raised my arms and she pulled it over my head, tossing it aside.

Her palms pressed against my chest. Warm. Steady.

"There," she whispered. "That's better."

I kissed her. Hard enough that she gasped against my mouth. Her fingers curled into my hair, pulling me closer.

This time felt different. Less frantic than the boathouse. Less raw.

She broke away, breathless, and grabbed my hand. Led me through the living room, up the stairs. Her grip tight. Certain.

We passed Lydia's door.

I didn't look at it.

Talia pulled me into the guest room. The bed was still unmade from last night, sheets tangled at the foot.

She turned. Her eyes locked on mine.

"You still thinking?" she asked.

"No."

"Good."

She pulled her tank top over her head. Dropped it on the floor. Her skin glowed in the pale morning light filtering through the window. Behind her, the clouds grew darker. Heavier.

I reached for her. My hands found her hips, pulling her close. She kissed me again, slower this time. Deeper.

Her fingers worked at my belt. I helped her. We moved together, shedding clothes until there was nothing left between us.

She pushed me onto the bed. Climbed on top of me. Her hair fell forward, brushing my face.

"Stop thinking," she said again.

I gripped her waist. Rolled her over onto her back. She laughed, surprised, then her breath caught as I pressed against her.

"Wait," she whispered.

I stopped.

She reached for the nightstand. Found a condom in my bag. Tore it open with her teeth and handed it to me.

I put it on. My hands shook slightly. She noticed but didn't say anything.

Then I was inside her. Slow at first. Careful.

She arched beneath me, her nails digging into my shoulders.

"Noah," she breathed.

I moved faster. Deeper. Her legs wrapped around me, pulling me closer.

This wasn't like before. Wasn't rushed or angry or desperate.

This felt like goodbye.

I pulled out. She made a sound of protest, but I flipped her over. Gentle but firm. She went willingly, rising onto her hands and knees.

I positioned myself behind her. My hands gripped her hips.

"Okay?" I asked.

"Yes." Her voice came out breathless. "Don't stop."

I entered her again. Slower this time. Watching her spine curve, her head drop forward.

My fingers pressed into her skin. Not rough. Not like before with Marissa. This was different.

I wanted to be present. To feel something real.

Talia pushed back against me, matching my rhythm. Her breathing quickened. Small gasps that turned into moans.

I leaned forward. My chest against her back. My lips found her shoulder. Kissed it. Tasted salt and sunscreen and something sweet.

"Harder," she whispered.

I gave her what she wanted. My hips drove forward, steady and deep. She cried out, muffling the sound in the pillow.

The storm rumbled outside. Low and distant. Coming closer.

I felt her tighten around me. Her whole body tensed. Then she shattered, shaking beneath me, my name on her lips.

I followed. The release hit me like a wave, pulling me under. For a moment, everything disappeared.

No thoughts. No guilt. Just sensation.

I collapsed beside her. Both of us breathing hard. The sheets stuck to my skin.

She rolled onto her back. Stared at the ceiling. Her chest rose and fell, still catching her breath.

I watched her. The curve of her jaw. The way her hair spread across the pillow.

She was beautiful.

But she wasn't who I wanted.

We lay there in silence. The storm grew louder. Rain started to patter against the window, soft at first, then harder.

Talia's heartbeat slowed. Steadied. I could feel it against my chest where our bodies touched.

I wanted to say something. To explain that this didn't change anything. That my heart was somewhere else.

But the words wouldn't come.

She sat up first. Reached for her clothes.

I watched her dress. The tank top sliding over her head. The shorts pulled up over her hips. She moved slowly. Deliberately.

"Dad and I are heading out," she said quietly. "We always drive inland when it gets bad."

I sat up. "When?"

"Soon. Within the hour." She found her sandals near the door. Slipped them on.

Then she turned. Looked at me. Really looked at me.

Her expression was different now. Softer. Sadder.

"You've got something brewing in there," she said. Tapped her temple. "Whoever she is... just don't waste it."

My throat tightened.

"Talia—"

"Don't." She shook her head. "You don't have to explain."

She crossed back to the bed. Sat on the edge. Her hand found mine.

"Last night was fun," she said. "This morning was... better. But you weren't really here. Not all of you."

I opened my mouth. Closed it again.

She smiled. Sad and knowing.

"I'm not mad," she said. "Just... don't be stupid about it. Whatever this is. Whoever she is. Don't let it slip away because you're scared."

She leaned in. Kissed me.

Not playful. Not seductive.

Just real.

Her lips were soft. Warm. I kissed her back, tasting goodbye in it.

When she pulled away, her eyes were bright.

"Take care of yourself, Noah."

"You too."

She stood. Walked to the door. Paused.

"And for what it's worth?" She glanced back. "She's lucky. Whoever she is."

* * *

The white SUV pulled into the gravel drive. Tires crunched over loose stones, then stopped.

I stood on the porch. Still barefoot. Still wearing yesterday's clothes.

The driver's door opened.

Lydia stepped out.

Her hair was pulled up in a high knot, strands already escaping in the wind. She wore a blue work shirt knotted at her waist, dark jeans hugging her hips, tan boots caked with dust. A smudge of dirt streaked across her left cheek.

She looked like she'd been loading lumber for hours.

She probably had.

Talia raised her hand from the driveway next door. "Morning, Lydia!"

Lydia lifted her chin. Gave a small wave back.

Then her eyes found me.

She stopped. Hand still on the door. Her expression didn't change, but something shifted in her posture. Shoulders straightened. Jaw tightened.

I felt exposed. Like she could see through me. Through the wrinkled shirt. The bedhead. The guilt written all over my face.

"Sleep in?" Her voice was light. Almost casual.

I swallowed. "Kind of. Just helping Talia with something."

The words came out awkward. Halting.

Her lips curved into a smile. Tight. Controlled.

But her eyes told a different story. Something flickered there. Sharp and quick, like a door slamming shut.

"Right." She glanced toward Talia's house. Back to me. "Well."

She reached into the SUV. Pulled out work gloves. Slapped them against her thigh.

"Let's get the windows boarded." She gestured toward the sky. "Looks like the wind's already picking up."

She walked past me. Close enough that I caught her scent. Jasmine and sawdust and something faintly metallic. Sweat, maybe. Effort.

I turned. Watched her disappear into the house.

The screen door banged shut behind her.

I stood there. The wind pulled at my shirt. The trees along the property line swayed, their leaves flashing silver in the growing gusts.

Talia's voice drifted over. "Good luck, Carter."

I glanced back. She was already heading inside her own house. Her father stood by their SUV, loading bags into the trunk.

I stepped off the porch. Followed Lydia inside.

The house was cooler. Darker. The curtains in the living room billowed where she'd opened the windows to let in air before the storm hit.

Lydia stood in the kitchen. She'd filled a glass with water and drained half of it in one long swallow.

I stopped in the doorway.

She set the glass down. Wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. The dirt smudge on her cheek caught the light.

"Boards are in the back of the SUV," she said. Didn't look at me. "Grab the toolbox from the garage. Hammer, nails, drill. You know what we need."

"Lydia—"

"Storm's supposed to hit by late afternoon." She moved to the sink. Ran the water. Splashed her face. "We've got maybe four hours to get this done."

Her voice was all business. Clipped. Efficient.

I didn't move.

She dried her face with a dish towel. Finally looked at me.

Her eyes were calm. Unreadable.

"You coming?" she asked. "Or do I need to do this myself?"

"I'm coming."

"Good." She tossed the towel onto the counter. Pulled her gloves on. "Start with the big window in the living room. I'll take the upstairs."

She walked past me again. This time, she didn't look back.

I heard her boots on the stairs. The creak of the landing. The sound of a door opening.

I stood in the kitchen. Alone.

The wind rattled the windows. The trees outside bent and swayed, their branches scraping against the siding.

I exhaled. Rubbed my face.

Then I moved.

Garage first. Toolbox. Heavy and metal, handles worn smooth from years of use. I carried it to the porch, then headed for the SUV.

The tailgate was already down. Boards stacked neatly inside. Pine, two-by-sixes, pre-cut to size.

She'd measured. Planned. Done it all herself.

I grabbed the first board. Felt the weight of it. The rough grain against my palms.

Above me, I heard her moving. The scrape of furniture. The low thud of something heavy being set down.

She was already working.

I carried the board to the living room window. Set it down. Measured it against the frame.

Perfect fit.

I picked up the hammer. Found a nail.

Outside, the sky darkened. The first fat drops of rain hit the glass.


Chapter 7

I pressed the drill against the board. Squeezed the trigger. The screw bit into wood, sinking deep with a high whine that cut through the wind.

Outside, the trees thrashed. Leaves scattered across the porch in violent bursts.

Lydia stood behind me. Holding the next board steady against the frame. Her forearms flexed with the effort. Tendons visible beneath tanned skin.

I stepped back. Wiped sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand.

She didn't move. Just stood there. Waiting.

I took the board from her. Lifted it into place. Our fingers grazed. Brief. Accidental.

But I felt it. A jolt that ran straight up my arm and lodged itself somewhere behind my ribs.

She pulled her hand back. No reaction. Nothing in her face.

Like it hadn't happened at all.

I held the board. She reached past me for the drill. Her shoulder brushed mine. The scent of jasmine mixed with something earthier. Sweat. Effort. Heat.

I stepped aside. Gave her room.

She drove the first screw without hesitation. Smooth. Practiced. Then the second. The third.

I handed her another screw from the toolbox.

She took it. Didn't say thanks. Didn't need to.

We moved like that. A rhythm that required no words. Just motion. Hand me this. Hold that. Step left. Step right.

The wind picked up. Rattled the boards we'd already secured. Rain pelted the roof in scattered bursts.

Lydia finished the last screw. Set the drill down. Wiped her hands on her jeans.

Her work shirt clung to her. Dark patches of sweat across her shoulders. The sleeves rolled tight against her biceps. Hair pulled back in a ponytail that swayed when she turned her head.

She looked like she could tear the house down with her bare hands if she wanted.

Or build it back up just as easily.

I picked up the toolbox. Followed her to the next window.

She grabbed the board before I could. Lifted it herself. Positioned it against the glass.

I held it steady. She drilled.

The silence stretched. Not uncomfortable. Just heavy. Like the air before lightning strikes.

She finished the top corner. Moved to the bottom. Her knee pressed against my thigh as she crouched. She didn't pull away.

Neither did I.

The screw went in crooked. She cursed under her breath. Backed it out. Tried again.

"You okay?" I asked.

"Fine."

But her jaw was tight. Her movements sharper than before.

I didn't push.

She finished the board. Stood. Brushed sawdust off her jeans.

The wind howled. A branch cracked somewhere in the distance. Loud enough to make us both look toward the window.

"We need to move faster," she said.

I nodded.

We went upstairs. The bedroom windows next. Smaller. Easier.

She handed me the drill this time. Our fingers touched again. Longer. Deliberate.

I looked at her.

She held my gaze. Green eyes steady. Unreadable.

Then she let go.

I turned. Drilled the first screw. Focused on the task. On the wood. The angle. Anything but her.

But I felt her behind me. Watching.

"Talia's bold," she said. Quiet. Almost casual.

I fumbled the screw. Caught it before it fell.

"What?"

"Not surprised she moved fast."

My hands stilled. I didn't turn around.

"It didn't mean anything," I said.

The words came out rougher than I intended.

She was silent for a beat. Two.

Then she stepped closer. I felt the shift in the air. The heat of her body just inches from my back.

"Didn't say it did."

I turned. Met her eyes.

She stood there. Arms crossed. Expression cool. But something flickered beneath the surface. Something sharp and quick, like a flame catching tinder.

"Then why bring it up?" I asked.

She tilted her head. Studied me.

"Because you're standing in my house, using my drill, and you look like you'd rather be anywhere else."

"That's not true."

"No?"

"No."

She held my gaze. Didn't blink.

"Then focus, Noah. We've got two more windows to finish."

She turned. Picked up the next board. Carried it to the second bedroom.

I followed.

We worked in silence again. Faster now. The wind beat against the house. Rain drummed the roof. Thunder rumbled somewhere over the lake.

She handed me screws. I drove them in. She adjusted the boards. I steadied them.

Her hand brushed my wrist. My shoulder. My hip.

Small touches. Incidental.

But they burned.

The last window went up just as the sky split open. Rain poured. Torrential. Violent.

Lydia stepped back. Wiped her forehead with her forearm. Surveyed the boarded windows.

"That'll hold," she said.

I set the drill down. Flexed my hands. Calluses stung where blisters had started to form.

She noticed. Frowned.

"Let me see."

She reached for my hand. I let her take it.

Her fingers were cool. Steady. She turned my palm up. Examined the raw skin.

"You should've said something."

"I'm fine."

"You're bleeding."

I looked down. She was right. A thin line of red across the base of my thumb.

She didn't let go. Just stood there. Holding my hand. Her thumb brushed the edge of the cut.

The wind howled. A branch cracked. Loud. Close.

We both looked toward the window.

The storm was here.

* * *

The lights died. One blink, then nothing.

Complete darkness.

Lydia's breath caught. Sharp. Audible even over the rain hammering the roof.

Thunder cracked. The whole house shuddered.

A shutter slammed somewhere outside. Metal on wood. Violent.

She stumbled backward.

I moved without thinking. Caught her. Arms around her waist. Pulled her against my chest.

Her hands gripped my shirt. Fisted the fabric. Her body rigid. Trembling.

"You okay?" I asked.

Her face turned up. Too close. I felt her breath on my throat.

She nodded. Didn't let go.

Neither did I.

The rain pounded. The wind screamed. The house groaned like something alive.

And we stood there. In the dark. Her body pressed to mine.

Her fingers loosened. Slid from my shirt to my ribs. Palms flat against me. Not pushing away. Just resting there.

I tightened my hold. Felt the curve of her waist. The rise and fall of her breathing. Fast. Shallow.

She tilted her head. Just slightly. Her lips brushed my jaw.

Not a kiss. Not quite. Just contact. Soft. Warm.

My pulse kicked. Hard.

She didn't pull back.

I didn't move.

The darkness wrapped around us. Made everything smaller. More immediate. Her scent. Jasmine and rain. The heat of her skin through the thin cotton of her shirt.

Thunder rolled. Closer now. The windows rattled in their frames.

She exhaled. Slow. Deliberate.

Then she stepped back.

Her hands slid away. Left my ribs cold.

"We should stay upstairs," she said. Voice quiet. Steady.

I nodded. Couldn't see her face. Just the outline of her shoulders. The shape of her in the blackness.

"Candles?" I asked.

"Kitchen drawer. By the sink."

I moved through the dark. Hands out. Found the counter. The drawer. Fumbled through batteries and twine and matchbooks until my fingers closed around a thick pillar candle.

Matches in my pocket. Left over from the grill last summer.

I struck one. The flame flared. Cast her face in gold and shadow.

She stood by the stairs. Watching me.

I lit the candle. Shook out the match.

She turned. Started up the steps.

I followed.

The candlelight threw our shadows long and warped against the walls. Her silhouette moved ahead of me. Hips swaying. Hair loose now, the ponytail gone. It fell past her shoulders. Damp at the ends.

The stairs creaked. The house groaned. Wind pressed against the boards we'd just nailed up.

She reached the landing. Stopped.

I came up behind her. Close enough to see the tension in her spine. The way her hand gripped the banister.

"Which room?" I asked.

She didn't answer right away.

The guest room door hung open to my left. Dark inside. Cold.

Her bedroom door sat closed to the right.

She looked at me. Green eyes catching the candlelight. Flickering. Uncertain.

"Mine," she said. "It's safer. Interior wall."

I nodded.

She opened the door. Stepped inside.

I followed.

The room smelled like her. Jasmine. Clean linen. Something floral I couldn't name.

The bed dominated the space. King-sized. White sheets. Pillows piled against the headboard.

She moved to the window. Checked the board we'd secured. Tested it with her palm.

"Solid," she said.

Thunder cracked. The loudest yet. The floor shook.

She flinched. Just a fraction. But I saw it.

I set the candle on the nightstand. Wax pooled at the base. The flame danced. Shadows leapt across the ceiling.

She turned. Leaned against the wall. Arms crossed.

"This is fine," she said. "We'll wait it out here."

I stayed by the door. Didn't trust myself to move closer.

The silence stretched. Broken only by rain. Wind. The house settling.

She watched me. I watched her.

"You don't have to stand there like you're guarding the door," she said.

"I'm fine."

"Noah."

I met her eyes.

"Sit," she said. Gestured to the chair by the window. "Or the bed. I don't care. Just stop hovering."

I moved to the chair. Sank into it. Old leather. Worn soft.

She stayed against the wall. One knee bent. Foot pressed to the baseboard.

"You scared of storms?" I asked.

"No."

But her fingers drummed against her arm. Quick. Nervous.

"Liar."

She smiled. Faint. Almost invisible in the candlelight.

"Maybe a little."

"Since when?"

She shrugged. "Since the divorce. Since being alone here."

Her voice dropped on the last word. Quiet. Raw.

I didn't know what to say.

She pushed off the wall. Crossed to the bed. Sat on the edge. Hands in her lap.

"You can take the guest room if you want," she said. "I won't make you stay."

"I'm not leaving."

She looked at me. Held my gaze.

"Okay."

The wind howled. A branch snapped. Somewhere close. The sound sharp and final.

She tensed. Shoulders tight.

I stood. Moved to the window. Checked the board again.

"It's holding," I said.

"I know."

But she didn't relax.

I turned. She sat there. Small in the dim light. Vulnerable in a way I'd never seen.


Chapter 8

The mattress dipped as I sat on the edge. The bed frame creaked. Thunder rolled overhead, making the house shudder.

"You can lie down," Lydia said from the darkness. "I'm not going to bite."

I stretched out on top of the covers, keeping distance between us. The candle threw shadows across the ceiling. My heart hammered against my ribs.

"He used to leave during storms," Lydia said.

I turned my head. Her profile was soft in the flickering light, eyes fixed on the ceiling.

"Rick. My ex." She drew a breath. "The first few times, he said it was work. Emergency calls. I believed him because I wanted to."

The wind screamed against the boarded windows.

"Then I stopped asking where he went." Her voice dropped lower. "And he stopped pretending I mattered enough to lie convincingly."

My chest tightened. I didn't know what to say. Didn't know if I should say anything.

"Fifteen years," she continued. "I gave him fifteen years. Had his son when I was barely more than a child myself. Built a life around making him comfortable. Making him happy." She laughed, but the sound was hollow. "And he left anyway."

Rain hammered the roof. The candle guttered.

"I'm sorry," I managed.

"Don't be." She rolled onto her side, facing me. "I'm not telling you this for sympathy."

"Then why?"

Her eyes caught the candlelight. Green and searching.

"Because I've been alone in this bed for six months," she said. "And I'm tired of it."

My pulse kicked up. The air between us felt electric.

"Lydia—"

"Just lie next to me." Her voice was barely a whisper. "I just want to feel someone. That's all."

This was wrong. Every rational thought in my head screamed it. She was Liam's mother. Thirty-five to my twenty. Vulnerable and hurting.

But I moved anyway.

I closed the distance between us, shifting onto my side to face her. The scent of her shampoo filled my lungs—jasmine and something sweeter. She didn't move away. Didn't flinch.

"Thank you," she breathed.

The storm raged outside. Inside, the silence stretched between us like a taut wire.

Her hand found mine in the darkness. Her fingers laced through mine, cool and delicate. My throat went dry.

"Noah." My name on her lips sounded different. Softer. Dangerous.

"Yeah?"

"Tell me something true."

I swallowed hard. "What do you mean?"

"Something you've never said out loud." She squeezed my hand. "Something real."

My mind raced. The truth sat heavy on my tongue, terrifying and inevitable.

"I've thought about you," I said. "Since the first time Liam brought me here last summer. I've thought about you in ways I shouldn't."

Her breath hitched. She didn't let go of my hand.

"What kind of ways?"

"Lydia—"

"Tell me."

The candle flickered. Thunder cracked overhead, closer now.

"Like this," I admitted. "In the dark. Just the two of us. No one else in the world."

She moved closer. I felt the heat of her body, the soft press of her knee against my thigh.

"And what did we do?" she whispered. "In your thoughts?"

My heart was going to explode. Blood roared in my ears.

"Everything."

Her free hand touched my chest. Palm flat against my sternum, feeling my hammering pulse. She dragged her fingers down slowly, deliberately, over my ribs, across my stomach.

"Lydia." My voice came out rough. Strained.

"Shh."

Her hand kept moving, a whisper of movement in the darkness. Lower. Fingertips tracing the edge of my waistband, then slipping just beneath the elastic. My entire body went rigid, every muscle locked tight as electricity shot through me.

"We shouldn't—" The words came out strangled, barely a whisper.

"I know." But her hand didn't stop. Didn't hesitate. She traced the outline of me through the thin cotton fabric of my shorts, her touch feather-light but devastating. I groaned despite myself, the sound raw in my throat. "God, Noah. I know we shouldn't."

The rational part of my mind screamed warnings. This was Liam's mom. My best friend's mother. The woman who'd made me sandwiches and asked about my classes and treated me like family for the past year. But that voice was drowning beneath the roar of want, beneath the fire spreading through my veins.

I was hard. Achingly, painfully hard. She felt it through the fabric, her fingers mapping every inch, learning the shape of me. Then her hand wrapped around me through my shorts, her grip firm and sure, stroking with a slow, torturous rhythm that made my vision blur.

This wasn't fumbling around in a dorm room with some girl from my economics class. This wasn't like Marissa, all nervous giggles and clumsy hands. Wasn't like Talia's aggressive hunger, all teeth and demands. This was something else entirely. Deliberate. Intentional. Lydia knew exactly what she was doing to me, knew exactly how her touch was unraveling me piece by piece, and the weight of that knowledge crashed over me like a tidal wave.

"Look at me," she commanded.

I met her eyes. The candlelight caught the hunger there, the need that mirrored my own.

"If you want me to stop," she said, her hand still moving, "tell me now."

I couldn't speak. Couldn't breathe. My entire world had narrowed to her touch, the heat building between us.

She shifted. Rolled closer. Her mouth found mine in the darkness.

The kiss was nothing like I'd imagined. It was softer. Slower. She tasted like wine and desperation, her lips parting against mine, tongue sweeping into my mouth with a quiet moan.

I kissed her back. God help me, I kissed her like I'd been drowning and she was air.

Her hand slipped inside my shorts, skin on skin now, and I gasped into her mouth. She stroked me with practiced precision, her thumb circling the head, spreading the wetness there.

"Fuck," I breathed against her lips.

"You're so hard," she whispered. "Is this for me?"

"Yes." The word tore out of me. "Always. Only you."

She kissed me harder, her grip tightening, rhythm increasing. I was falling apart, coming undone in her hands, and I couldn't stop it. Didn't want to stop it.

The storm screamed outside. Inside, we burned.

I reached for her, my hand finding her hip, then higher, cupping her breast through her thin shirt. She arched into my touch with a soft gasp.

"Noah—"

"I need—" I didn't finish. Couldn't form the words.

She understood anyway. She pulled back just enough to peel her shirt over her head, and then she was bare from the waist up in the candlelight, skin golden and perfect.

Beautiful. She was so goddamn beautiful it hurt.

"Touch me," she commanded.

I did. I traced the curve of her breast, thumbed her nipple until it hardened beneath my palm. She bit her lip, head falling back, and the sight of her like that—wanting, needing—nearly finished me.

Her hand worked faster now, more urgent, and I groaned her name into the darkness.

"Not yet," she breathed. "I want to feel all of you."

She kissed me again, deeper this time, swallowing my protests. Her leg hooked over my hip, pulling our bodies flush together. I felt the heat of her through the thin fabric separating us, and it took every ounce of control not to tear those barriers away.

This was wrong. This was Liam's mother. This was crossing a line I could never uncross.

But her mouth was on mine. Her hand was stroking me. Her body was pressed against me, soft and warm and willing.

And I was done pretending I didn't want this. Want her. More than I'd ever wanted anything in my life.

The candle died. Darkness swallowed us whole.

And in that darkness, nothing else existed. Not guilt. Not consequences. Not the storm raging outside.

Just her hands. Her mouth. Her whispered name against my lips as the world fell away.


Chapter 9

The darkness wrapped around us like a second skin. I couldn't see her face anymore, but I felt her everywhere—her breath against my jaw, her fingers tracing slow circles on my chest, the weight of her leg draped across mine.

"Noah."

My name. Just my name. But the way she said it made my throat tight.

I turned toward her. Found her mouth in the dark. Kissed her slow this time. No rush. No panic. Just her lips parting under mine, her tongue sliding soft against mine, her hand coming up to cup the back of my neck.

She tasted like wine and something sweeter I couldn't name.

I pulled back just enough to breathe.

"I want to see you," I said.

"You can't."

"I know."

My hands found the hem of her shirt. She lifted her arms, and I pulled it over her head. Heard the fabric fall somewhere beside the bed. Then my fingers traced down—collarbone, sternum, the soft curve of her breast.

She inhaled sharp.

I kissed her throat. Her shoulder. The hollow between her collarbones. My hand slid down her ribs, felt the taut muscle beneath her skin. She wasn't soft the way girls my age were. Her body was firm. Earned. Yoga and discipline and years of holding herself together.

Beautiful.

She shifted, pressed her chest into my palm. I circled her nipple with my thumb, felt it harden. Her breath hitched.

"Noah—"

I kissed lower. Down the center of her chest. Between her breasts. She arched into me, fingers threading through my hair.

I took my time. Kissed every inch of skin I could reach. Her stomach. The curve of her hip. She smelled like jasmine and sweat and something darker, richer.

When I hooked my fingers into the waistband of her yoga pants, she lifted her hips.

I slid them down. Slowly. Felt the fabric peel away from her legs. She kicked them off somewhere into the dark.

Then I kissed her thigh.

She gasped.

"Noah—wait—"

But her hand didn't push me away. It just rested on my shoulder, trembling.

I kissed higher. Felt her legs shift apart. Just a little.

"Tell me to stop," I said against her skin.

She didn't.

I kissed her inner thigh. Felt the heat radiating from her. My hands slid up her legs, held her hips steady.

"God," she whispered.

Then I tasted her.

She cried out—soft, choked—and her fingers tightened in my hair.

I moved slow. Used my tongue the way I'd imagined a hundred times but never had the patience for with anyone else. Because this wasn't anyone else. This was her.

Her hips rolled against my mouth. I gripped her thighs harder, held her in place, kept going.

"Noah—please—"

I didn't stop.

Her breathing turned ragged. Her thighs trembled. I felt her get wetter, warmer, her body opening under my mouth.

Then she broke.

Her back arched off the bed. Her hand pulled my hair hard enough to hurt. She said my name again, but this time it came out broken, desperate.

I stayed with her until she collapsed back against the mattress, breathing like she'd run miles.

For a while, neither of us moved.

Then her hands found my shoulders. Pulled me up.

I crawled over her, my body covering hers, and she kissed me—deep, hungry, tasting herself on my lips.

"Turn over," she whispered.

"What?"

Her hands pushed at my chest. Firm. Insistent.

"Lie on your back."

I rolled. She moved with me, straddled my hips before I could process what was happening.

I felt her thighs press against mine. Felt the heat of her core just inches from me.

My hands found her waist. She was all smooth skin and hard muscle. Curves in the right places but strength everywhere else. She felt like power.

She leaned down. Her hair fell around my face. Her lips brushed my ear.

"You're so hard," she whispered.

My breath caught.

Her hand slid down between us. Wrapped around me. I groaned.

"God, Noah."

She stroked once. Twice. My hips bucked.

Then she shifted. Positioned herself over me. I felt her wetness against the tip of me, and my brain short-circuited.

"Lydia—"

"Shh."

She sank down.

Slow.

So goddamn slow.

I felt every inch. The heat. The pressure. The way her body opened around me, took me in, held me like she'd been made for this.

She gasped when she bottomed out. Stayed there. Just breathing.

I gripped her hips. Tried not to move. Tried not to lose my mind.

"You feel—" She couldn't finish.

"I know."

She started to move.

Slow at first. Just rolling her hips. Testing. Finding her rhythm.

I watched her in the dark. Couldn't see her face, but I felt everything—the way her breath hitched when I hit deep, the way her nails dug into my chest, the way her thighs trembled as she rode me.

"Lydia—fuck—"

She leaned forward. Kissed me hard. Then she whispered against my mouth.

"Don't you dare finish before me."

I almost laughed. Almost.

Instead, I slid my hand between us. Found her clit. Circled it with my thumb.

She moaned into my mouth.

"Yes—like that—"

I kept the pressure steady. Felt her get wetter. Felt her start to shake.

She moved faster. Harder. Her rhythm broke into something desperate, erratic.

"Noah—I'm—"

"I know. I've got you."

She came apart on top of me.

Her whole body went rigid. Her head fell back. She cried out—louder this time, raw and unguarded—and I felt her clench around me, pulsing, pulling me deeper.

That was it.

I couldn't hold back.

I gripped her hips and thrust up into her, once, twice, and then I shattered.

It ripped through me—white-hot, obliterating—and I groaned her name as I emptied into her, every nerve ending on fire.

She collapsed onto my chest. Her heart hammered against mine. Her breath came in short, uneven bursts.

I wrapped my arms around her. Held her tight.

Neither of us spoke.

The storm outside had quieted. Or maybe I just couldn't hear it anymore.

All I heard was her breathing. All I felt was her skin against mine.

She pressed her lips to my chest. Just once. "Don't let me regret this."

I turned my head. Kissed her temple. "You won't."

She didn't answer.

But she didn't pull away either.

We lay in the dark, tangled together, until sleep finally took us both.


Chapter 10

Light.

Not harsh. Not sudden. Just soft grey filtering through the cracks in the boarded windows, turning everything muted gold.

The storm had passed.

I became aware of her warmth first. Then the weight of her body against mine. Her bare back pressed to my chest. My arm wrapped around her waist. Her hair spilled across the pillow, tickling my jaw.

I didn't move. Didn't want to break whatever this was.

My hand rested just below her ribs. I could feel her breathing—slow, even, peaceful. The rise and fall of her chest pulled something loose in mine.

She shifted slightly. Made a small sound in her sleep.

I brushed my lips against her shoulder. Barely a kiss. Just contact.

Her breathing changed.

She turned in my arms—slow, deliberate—and I found myself looking into green eyes that weren't quite awake yet but weren't asleep either.

We didn't speak.

Her hand came up. Touched my jaw. Traced the line of it like she was memorizing the shape.

I leaned in and kissed her.

Soft. No rush. No desperation like last night when the storm raged and we couldn't see each other's faces.

This was different.

This was daylight. This was real.

Her lips parted. I deepened the kiss, and she made a sound in the back of her throat that sent heat straight through me.

My hand slid down her spine. Found the curve of her hip. Pulled her closer until there was no space between us.

She broke the kiss. Looked at me with something I couldn't name.

"Noah—"

I shook my head. Kissed her again before she could finish.

Because I didn't want her to talk herself out of this. Didn't want her to remember all the reasons we shouldn't be here.

Not yet.

Her leg hooked over mine. Drew me closer. I felt her warmth against my thigh, and my breath caught.

"You're sure?" she whispered against my mouth.

I pulled back just enough to meet her eyes.

"I've never been more sure of anything."

Something in her face cracked open. Softened.

She kissed me this time. Slower. Deeper. Like she was letting herself believe it.

I rolled her onto her back. Settled between her thighs. She wrapped her legs around me, and I felt her everywhere—skin against skin, breath mingling, hearts hammering in sync.

No barriers. No hesitation.

Just her and me and the quiet morning light.

I kissed down her neck. Felt her pulse jump under my lips. She arched into me, and I took my time—mapped every inch of her with my mouth, my hands, memorizing the sounds she made when I touched her here, kissed her there.

"Noah—"

My name on her lips sounded different in daylight. Softer. More vulnerable.

I kissed the hollow of her throat. The curve of her collarbone. The space between her breasts.

She gripped my shoulders. Pulled me back up to her mouth.

"I need you," she whispered.

Not a demand. A confession.

I positioned myself at her entrance. Looked into her eyes.

"Tell me if—"

"Don't stop."

I pushed inside. Slow. Deliberate. Watched her face as she took me in.

Her eyes fluttered closed. Her mouth fell open. Her nails dug into my back.

"God—"

I stayed still. Let her adjust. Let myself feel every second of being inside her, connected to her, part of her.

Then I moved.

Slow, deep strokes. No urgency. No race to the finish.

Just the rhythm of our bodies finding each other. Learning each other.

She met me thrust for thrust. Her hips rolled against mine, pulling me deeper, and I groaned into her neck.

"Look at me," she whispered.

I lifted my head. Met her gaze.

Green eyes locked on mine. Clear. Unguarded. Terrified and brave all at once.

"Don't look away," she said.

I didn't.

I kept my eyes on hers as I moved inside her. Watched her expression shift—pleasure, vulnerability, something deeper I didn't have words for.

My hand found hers. Threaded our fingers together above her head.

She squeezed. Hard.

"Noah—I'm close—"

"I know."

I shifted my angle. Hit deeper. Felt her tighten around me.

Her free hand clutched my shoulder. Her breathing turned ragged.

"Don't stop—please—"

I wouldn't. Couldn't.

I kept the rhythm steady, purposeful, even as my own body screamed for release.

Because this wasn't about finishing first. Wasn't about proving anything.

This was about her. About us. About something real.

She broke first.

Her whole body tensed. Her back arched off the bed. She cried out—quiet, breathless—and I felt her pulse around me, felt her come undone beneath me.

I buried my face in her neck and let go.

The orgasm hit like a wave. Slow and overwhelming and endless. I groaned her name as I emptied into her, my body shaking, my mind blanking out everything except her.

We stayed like that.

My weight on top of her. Her legs still wrapped around me. Our hearts pounding against each other.

Eventually, I shifted. Started to pull out.

"No." Her arms tightened around my back. "Not yet."

So I stayed.

Kissed her shoulder. Her neck. The corner of her mouth.

She turned her head. Captured my lips with hers. Kissed me slow and deep, like she was trying to memorize the taste of me.

When she finally pulled back, her eyes were wet.

"Hey—" I brushed my thumb across her cheek. "You okay?"

She nodded. But a tear slipped free anyway.

I kissed it away.

"Lydia—"

"I'm not sad," she whispered. "I'm just—I forgot what this felt like."

"What?"

"Being seen."

My chest tightened.

I rolled onto my side, pulled her with me. She tucked her head under my chin, and I wrapped both arms around her.

Held her.

Outside, the morning birds started singing. The world kept turning.

But in this room, in this bed, time stopped.

And I wished—God, I wished—we could stay like this forever.

* * *

I heard the shower turn on down the hall.

Rolled onto my back. Stared at the ceiling. Smiled like an idiot.

The sheets still smelled like her. Like us. Jasmine and sex and something I couldn't name but wanted to drown in.

My phone buzzed on the nightstand.

I reached for it without thinking. Muscle memory.

The screen lit up.

Liam.

My stomach clenched.

[Text from Liam] "Yo. You still at the lakehouse? Did you and my mom survive the storm? Hope she did not keep you up all night being scared and all!"

I stared at the words.

Read them again.

Then a third time.

My throat went dry.

Hope she did not keep you up all night.

The air left my lungs.

I sat up. Gripped the phone too hard. My hands shook.

Down the hall, the water kept running. Lydia humming something soft and off-key. Happy.

I looked at the rumpled sheets. At the pillow where her head had been. At the faint smudge of her lipstick on my collarbone.

My best friend's mom.

Jesus Christ.

What had I done?

My thumb hovered over the keyboard. I needed to answer. Needed to sound normal. Casual.

But the words wouldn't come.

Because nothing about this was normal.

I'd just made love to Lydia Harlow. Twice. Watched her come apart in my arms. Held her while she cried. Told her I'd never been more sure of anything.

And Liam had no idea.

Hope she did not keep you up all night.

Bile rose in my throat.

I forced my fingers to move.

"Yeah, we're good. Storm was intense but house is fine. Your mom's a champ."

I hit send before I could overthink it.

Dropped the phone on the bed like it burned.

Ran both hands through my hair. Pressed the heels of my palms against my eyes.

The shower shut off.

Silence pressed in from all sides.

My phone buzzed again.

[Liam] "Good. Appreciate you being there man. I owe you."

I laughed. Sharp. Bitter. Tasted like acid.

You owe me.

Right.

The bathroom door opened. Soft footsteps in the hall. Getting closer.

I should get up. Should say something. Should—

But I didn't move.

Just lay there. Staring at the ceiling. Feeling the weight of what I'd done settle over my chest like concrete.

The guilt came in waves.

Not because I regretted her. God, no. Every second with Lydia had been real. Raw. The most alive I'd ever felt.

But Liam's face kept flashing behind my eyes. My best friend. The guy who'd had my back since freshman year. Who trusted me. Who sent me here because he thought his mom would be gone.

I owe you.

Yeah. He did.

Just not the way he thought.

The footsteps stopped outside the door.

I closed my eyes. Tried to breathe. Failed.

She didn't come in.

Maybe she heard something in the silence. Maybe she could feel the shift through the walls.

Or maybe she just knew.

Eventually, the footsteps moved away. Down the stairs.

I exhaled. Long and shaky.

Grabbed the phone again. Stared at Liam's messages until the screen went dark.

Then I fell back against the pillow.

Dizzy. Sick. Drowning in the crash of reality.

The ceiling blurred.

My eyes burned.

And somewhere between the guilt and the ache and the echo of her voice saying don't stop—

I fell asleep.

* * *

I woke to nothing.

No rain. No wind. No creaking floorboards or soft breathing beside me.

Just silence.

The wrong kind.

I sat up fast. Too fast. The room spun.

"Lydia?"

My voice cracked. Sounded small in the empty house.

No answer.

I grabbed yesterday's jeans off the floor. Yanked them on. Didn't bother with a shirt.

"Lydia?"

Still nothing.

I took the stairs two at a time. Checked the bathroom first. Door wide open. Shower dry. Her toothbrush gone from the cup by the sink.

Kitchen next.

Empty.

Counter wiped clean. Coffee pot cold. The wine bottle from last night missing.

My chest tightened.

"Lydia, come on—"

Then I saw it.

A piece of paper on the counter. Folded once. Weighted down by the red wine glass—the same one I'd drained when I first arrived. Before everything changed.

My name on the front in her handwriting.

Noah.

Not sweetheart. Not hey. Just my name.

Cold. Formal.

Final.

I stood there. Stared at it. Didn't move.

Didn't want to pick it up. Didn't want to read whatever she'd written in the dark hours while I slept. While I dreamed she was still beside me.

My hand shook when I finally reached for it.

The paper felt thin. Fragile.

I unfolded it slow.

Her words blurred at first. I had to blink. Force my eyes to focus.

To see what she'd left behind.

* * *

I unfolded the note.

Her handwriting looked rushed. Letters slanted, like she wrote it fast before she could change her mind.

I didn't plan this. I didn't plan you.

But there you were. With those quiet eyes and soft questions and that impossible way you saw me—like I was something new.

I told myself it was just a moment. Just one night.

But then I saw you sleep, and I knew it was more.

And I panicked.

Because the truth is, Noah… I feel something for you. Something that terrifies me.

And if I stayed, I'd keep feeling it.

I'm not running away from you. I'm running from the weight of what this would do to Liam. To you. To the way the world would see it.

You deserve light. Movement. Life. You deserve to finish college and fall in love the right way.

And maybe… one day… when the world isn't looking, and the lake is still, and we've both found who we're supposed to be…

Maybe then.

Don't forget me.

Love,

Lydia

The paper crumpled in my fist before I realized I was squeezing it.

I read it again.

Then a third time.

Each word carved deeper.

I feel something for you.

Yeah. I felt it too. Last night. This morning. Every second since I first walked into this house and found her glass on the counter.

Something that terrifies me.

Me too, Lydia. Me too.

But I didn't run.

I stood there. Stayed. Showed up.

And she left.

I pressed my palms flat against the counter. Breathed slow through my nose.

Liam. She mentioned Liam.

My phone buzzed in my pocket.

I pulled it out. Screen still lit from earlier.

Another text from him.

Liam: Dad's doing better. Should be home tomorrow. You good?

I stared at the words. Didn't answer.

What was I supposed to say?

Yeah, man. Everything's great. Spent the weekend inside your mom. Changed my life. Thanks for the invite.

I locked the screen. Shoved the phone back in my pocket.

The house felt too big. Too quiet. Like it knew she was gone.

I walked to the sliding glass door. Stared out at the lake.

Water smooth as glass. No wind. No ripples. Just stillness.

Mist hung low over the surface, thick and gray in the early light.

Beautiful.

Empty.

I pulled the door open. Stepped out onto the porch barefoot.

The wood felt cold under my feet. Damp from last night's rain.

I walked to the railing. Gripped it with both hands.

The note was still clutched in my right fist. I loosened my grip. Smoothed it out against the wood.

Read the last line again.

Maybe then.

Not never.

Not forget this happened.

Maybe.

I exhaled slow. Let the word settle in my chest.

Maybe wasn't a promise. Wasn't a plan.

But it wasn't a door slammed shut either.

It was space. Time. Distance.

Room to breathe.

Room to become whoever I was supposed to be without her shadow—or mine—hanging over it.

I folded the note carefully. Tucked it into the pocket of my jeans.

The mist curled across the lake, shifting, thinning in places where the sun started to break through.

I thought about last night. About the way she looked at me in the dark. The way her voice cracked when she said my name.

The way she asked me to stay.

And I thought about this morning. Waking up to nothing.

Both were real.

Both mattered.

I didn't regret it. Not a second.

But I understood why she left.

Liam would ask questions. People would talk. Lydia would get looks—that kind of look. The kind that made her small again. Made her less.

And me?

I'd be the kid who slept with his best friend's mom.

Not the man who saw her. Held her. Made her feel alive.

Just the kid.

She was protecting both of us.

Even if it hurt like hell.

I leaned against the railing. Let my head drop forward.

The lake stretched out in front of me. Endless. Still.

Waiting.

My phone buzzed again.

I ignored it.

Didn't matter what Liam said. Didn't matter what anyone said.

This was mine. Ours.

And maybe—maybe—one day, when the world stopped watching, when we were both different people in a different place…

Maybe then.

I smiled.

Just a little.

Because maybe really was enough.

For now.
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