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Chapter 1: The Empty Nest
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The cedar-lined closet smelled of Arnold—a scent of crisp cotton, faint cigars from a bygone era, and the underlying, slightly chalky aroma of his new medications. I folded another linen shirt, my fingers smoothing the precise creases he demanded, and placed it in the open suitcase on the king-size bed. Outside our estate’s wall of windows, Lake Muskoka was a sheet of hammered lead under the late September sky, the vibrant fire of the maples already beginning to smoulder into rust.

“You’re sure you packed the Adalat? The little blue one?” Arnold’s voice, always a decibel too loud, as if perpetually competing with boardroom murmurs, cut through the quiet.

“Top left pocket of your toiletry bag, Arnie,” I said, not turning around. I used the diminutive he hated, a tiny rebellion lost on him. I heard the rustle of him checking anyway. He trusted his own verification above all else.

At thirty-eight, I felt a strange superposition of states here at the cottage—both invisible and hyper-visible. The wife. The caretaker. A decorative piece in a stunning, empty gallery. Arnold, at fifty-five, was a monument being slowly weathered by the very empire he’d built. His once-ruddy complexion had paled, and a new network of fine veins mapped the stress across his cheeks. The business—something opaque about “optimizing supply chain logistics” that made my eyes glaze—was a relentless beast. This month-long retreat was supposed to be a recharge, but after two weeks, the beast had clawed him back. A “critical flux in the Toronto office” required his presence. Consultant bullshit. It always “required him.”

“Chuck from the office will handle the preliminary numbers, but you know how it is. The client wants the patriarch,” he said, coming to stand beside me. He placed a hand on my lower back, a gesture that felt more proprietary than affectionate. “Only be a week. Ten days, tops. You’ll enjoy the peace.”

The peace. A synonym for the profound, echoing silence of a six-thousand-square-foot timber-frame house. The place wasn’t so much a cottage as it was a modern estate property, a first-rate mansion built as a display to affluence and success.

The “peace” meant more of the same. The company of novels I’d already read, walks where the only sound was the crunch of my own steps on the gravel lane, and dinners where I’d talk to myself as I’d cook to keep my sanity.

“I’ll manage,” I said, offering a smile that felt thin on my face. “Just don’t forget to actually take the pills. No skipping because you’re ‘in the zone,’ Arnold.”

He grunted, a non-committal sound, and checked his platinum Rolex. Time, the one true master. “Car’s coming in twenty. You’ll be alright? The generator’s been acting up. Call the maintenance guy if it kicks off.”

“I’ll be fine.” Lonely, but fine, I thought.

The goodbyes were efficient, like all our rituals. A dry kiss on the cheek, the weight of his gaze already shifted south, towards the city and its demands. I stood on the broad stone steps, hugging myself against the chill as the black town car swallowed him whole and whispered down the long, tree-lined drive. Just like that, the solitude descended, thick and absolute.

The afternoon bled away. I tried to settle with a book in the great room, but the crackle of the fire I’d built seemed mocking in its cheer. I wandered to the kitchen, poured a glass of Pinot Noir too early, and watched the dusk paint the lake indigo. My reflection in the window was a ghost staring back at me: Lauren, the lady of the manor. Auburn hair still vibrant, eyes that Arnold said were my best feature (hazel, he’d call them, though they were more green), a body I worked hard to maintain with laps in the lake and yoga on the dock. A well-kept asset. The thought tasted bitter, and I washed it down with the wine.

By ten, the emptiness had a sound—a high-pitched hum in the ears. I went through the locking-up routine, a lengthy process involving deadbolts, alarm panels, and checking the massive lower patio doors. Our property was one of only four on this private point of land, each estate sitting on several acres, shrouded by pines and birch for privacy. The closest was directly across the lane, the old Henderson place. A family from the city, rarely up after Labour Day.

I climbed the wide staircase to the master suite, the room now feeling absurdly large. Slipping into silk pajamas, I moved to the bank of windows that faced the front of the property and the lake beyond. I reached for the cord to draw the heavy blackout drapes.

And stopped.

Across the lane, a single, golden square of light burned in the lower level of the Henderson house.

I blinked. It hadn’t been on last night, or any night this month. No cars had come up the lane; I’d have heard the gravel. Yet there it was—a warm, alive beacon in the vast, dark quilt of the peninsula.

A flicker of curiosity, quickly banked. Probably the caretaker doing a late check. Or a timer switch malfunctioning. It meant nothing.

Still, I left the drapes open a foot.

Climbing into the cold expanse of bed, I turned off my lamp. In the new darkness, that distant light seemed to grow brighter, more definite. It wasn’t the light that held my gaze, but what it implied: another presence. A break in the solitary sentence of my next week. It was a tiny, silent company in the night.

A faint, unfamiliar spark kindled in the hollow of my chest. Not hope, exactly. More like the slightest recalibration of the silence. With my eyes on that distant, golden window, I let sleep pull me under, for the first time all day not thinking of Arnold, or the empty house, but of potential human contact waiting in the shadows, just across the way.
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Chapter 2: Him
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The morning light did little to lift the weight of the empty house. I moved through the rituals on autopilot: the slow, deliberate French press coffee, a half-hearted yoga flow on the sun-drenched eastern deck, a breakfast of yogurt and berries I barely tasted. The silence was no longer peaceful; it was accusatory. It highlighted the performative nature of my movements, a show for an audience of none.

It was during the last of my sun salutations, reaching toward the glittering expanse of the lake, that a flicker of movement across the lane caught my eye. I lowered my arms slowly, pretending to adjust my leggings, and stole a glance.

A man stood in the floor-to-ceiling window of the Hendersons’ great room, shirtless, holding a mug. Even from this distance, the definition of his torso was clear—the cut of pectorals, the lean taper of a waist that spoke of dedicated work, not just genetics. He was facing the water, his profile sharp against the bright interior. Dark, tousled hair, the kind that looked better for being slept on. He took a sip of his coffee, utterly at ease in his own skin, a stark contrast to my own coiled stiffness.

A hot flush, entirely unrelated to the sun, climbed my neck. I snapped my gaze back to the lake, my heart doing a stupid little tap dance against my ribs. The caretaker? No. Caretakers in their fifties didn’t look like that. A guest? The mysterious, never-seen eldest son? I’d heard the Hendersons mention a boy—no, a man—off “finding himself” out west or down south. I’d always pictured a lanky, bearded guy in flannel.

This was not that.

I finished my routine with a haste that betrayed my sudden self-consciousness, gathering my mat and slipping inside as if the glass were transparent on only one side. For the rest of the morning, the house felt different. The silence wasn’t empty; it was charged. I found myself drifting to windows that faced the lane, my eyes scanning for another glimpse. Nothing. The Henderson house stood silent, its single lit window from last night now dark in the daylight.

By two o’clock, boredom and a peculiar, restless energy drove me into action. I needed groceries I didn’t need. The drive to the little market in town was an excuse for motion, for seeing other human faces, however briefly.

I returned an hour later, the back of the SUV holding a pathetic collection of gourmet olives, artisanal bread, and an overpriced pinot gris—items that screamed lonely woman attempting curated enjoyment. As I pulled up to our garage, I saw him.

He was across the lane, leaning into the open trunk of a dusty, capable-looking Jeep. He’d pulled on a faded grey t-shirt, but it did nothing to hide the play of muscles across his back and shoulders as he hefted a heavy-looking duffel bag. The late afternoon sun gilded his tan arms.

My throat went dry. This was my chance, my only chance, to avoid a week of ghost-like speculation. I grabbed a single, manageable bag of groceries—the bread and olives, fortuitously—and got out, making a show of struggling with the house key.

The sound of my car door must have carried. He straightened up and turned.

Up close, he was... devastating. Not in a pretty-boy way, but in a lived-in, capable way. His eyes were a clear, warm blue, crinkling slightly at the corners as he offered a casual, friendly smile. Stubble shadowed a strong jaw. He looked like a man who built things, or climbed mountains for fun.

“Need a hand with those?” he called, his voice carrying the easy confidence of someone used to open spaces.

“Oh!” I fumbled the key. “No, no. Just bit off a bit more than I could chew, I guess. Didn’t want to make a second trip.” I sounded breathless, idiotic. “You just... startled me. We haven’t seen anyone up here in weeks.”

He walked over, not with a swagger, but with a loose-limbed, natural gait. He stopped a polite distance away, as though he didn’t want to make me uncomfortable. “Yeah, I’m kinda the surprise guest. Brad Henderson.” He wiped a hand on his jeans and extended it.

Brad. The name was solid, unpretentious. I took his hand. His grip was firm, warm, calloused. A jolt, simple and electric, went straight up my arm. “Lauren,” I said, releasing his hand perhaps a second too quickly.

“I love your house, by the way,” Brad stated with a smile.

“Oh, thanks. I like it but personally, I think this geometric giant is a bit much.”

He grinned, a flash of white teeth that made his eyes brighter. “I totally get that. The palace. My parents always pointed it out from the minute you guys started building it.” He said it without a hint of malice or envy, just a statement of fact.

“Oh, really? Ugh! I hope it wasn’t too much of a pain during construction!”

He waved me off, immediately. “Don’t worry about that, it was years ago.”

There was a brief, but natural pause, before I asked, “Your parents... are they with you?” I leaned slightly against my car door, hoping it looked casual.

“Nah, they’re in Europe until Thanksgiving. I’m off on my own, solo. Just got back from a long stint in Colorado, working trail restoration. Needed a place to decompress and figure out my next move before I head back to the real world.” He hooked a thumb toward the Jeep. “All my worldly possessions are in there. Classy, right?”

Twenty-eight. He had to be around twenty-eight. The age hit me with a sudden, dizzying clarity. A decade younger. A lifetime younger. He was all future and possibility, smelling of sun and fresh air, while I smelled of cedar closets and loneliness.

We chatted for five minutes. He asked about the lake ice in winter, I asked about Colorado bears. It was easy, surprisingly easy. Too easy. I heard myself laugh, a light, girlish sound I hadn’t made in months. I touched my hair. I tilted my head. I was, to my own horror, flirting. Not overtly, but with the subtle, practiced signals a married woman forgets she knows until they come flooding back unbidden.

He was perfectly friendly, relaxed. He didn’t lean in, didn’t mirror my gestures, didn’t seize any of the tiny openings I inadvertently offered.

“Well,” he said finally, nodding toward his duffel bag. “I should wrangle my stuff and bring it  inside. It was really nice to meet you, Lauren. Don’t be a stranger!”

“You too, Brad. Welcome home.”

Home. The word felt intimate, wrong.

I watched him grab his bag and walk back to his house, the muscles in his arms corded with the effort. He gave a final, easy wave before disappearing inside.

I stood in my driveway for a long minute, the grocery bag forgotten at my feet. The interaction played on a loop in my mind. My laugh. The hair touch. The leaning. God, did I come on too strong? I felt a cringe of heat wash over me. To him, I was just the neighbour. The slightly older, slightly sad housewife from the palace across the lane. A friendly local curiosity.

The spark of connection I’d felt had been entirely one-sided. A handsome, vibrant man like that, with his whole life a blank slate ahead of him... why would he even look twice at me?

The question curled in my stomach, a mix of shame and a strange, defiant yearning. As I finally picked up my groceries and walked into my silent, beautiful prison, it was the only question that mattered.
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Chapter 3: Coffee Run
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The restless energy from yesterday had solidified overnight into a sharp, focused drive. Brad’s offhand friendliness, his easy dismissal of my flirting as nothing, had scraped a nerve I’d thought was calloused over. It wasn’t about him, not really. It was about the reflection I’d seen in his polite, untroubled eyes: a woman past her prime, safely categorized as ‘neighbour’.

I awoke with a mission. For me.

The yoga mat was banished. I pulled on high-impact leggings and a sports bra, firing up a punishing high-intensity interval training video on the great room’s massive screen. The serene lake view became a backdrop to gasps and burning muscles. I pushed through burpees until my arms shook, through mountain climbers until my lungs screamed. It was agony, and it was cathartic. Every squat was a rebellion against the silence, every plank a defiance of the ‘well-kept asset’ narrative. Sweat dripped onto the polished concrete floor, a tangible proof of effort. Of existence.

After a cool-down and a long, grateful shower, I felt spent but alive, the self-doubt temporarily scorched away by exertion. I was wrapping my damp hair in a towel, wearing only leggings and a loose camisole, when the knock came.

It was so alien a sound in this house that I froze. Arnold? No, impossible. Some repair guy? No, they always called first.

Cautiously, I padded over to the grand oak door and peered through the sidelight.

Brad stood on the stone step, shifting his weight. He held two steaming paper cups from Tim Hortons. The sight was so profoundly ordinary, so unexpectedly sweet, it short-circuited my post-workout equilibrium.

I pulled the door open, acutely aware of my bare shoulders, the towel turban, my complete lack of preparation.

“Brad. Hi.” I sounded pleasantly winded, which at least fit the circumstance.

His warm blue eyes did a quick, polite sweep—from my face, down, and back up—so fast I might have imagined it. A smile, easier than yesterday’s, broke across his face. “Hey. Hope I’m not interrupting. I was in town grabbing some stuff and... I don’t know.” He lifted the cups slightly. “It’s dumb. I just thought you might be up here alone, and I remembered seeing a Tim’s mug in your car yesterday. I got you a French Vanilla. I hope you like those! But if you hate it, my bad.”

The gesture was so thoughtful it momentarily stole my words. He’d thought of me. He’d seen a detail and acted on it. “That’s... incredibly nice of you! It’s perfect, actually. Come in, you don’t have to stand there.”

He hesitated for a half-second, then stepped inside, his boots quiet on the flagstone floor. He handed me a cup. Our fingers brushed. “You look like you’ve been busy,” he said, his gaze flicking to my damp hair, the flush I could still feel on my chest.

“Just trying to justify the existence of this gym-quality floor,” I said, leading him to the kitchen island. “Home workout craze, day one. We’ll see if it lasts.”

He leaned against the island, looking completely at ease amidst the stainless steel and quartz. “Looks like it’s working. I’m jealous of the discipline. After a trail build, all I want to do is drink beer and not move for a week.”

We fell into conversation more smoothly this time. No car doors between us, no grocery bags as props. He told me about the mind-numbing boredom of drywall repair he was starting at his parents’ place; I confessed my failed attempt to read a literary novel last night. We laughed. It wasn’t the light, flirty laugh from yesterday, but something warmer, more genuine. I felt my shoulders relax. I was still in my loungewear, hair a mess, and I wasn’t cringing. It felt... normal.

After fifteen minutes, he pushed off from the island. “I should let you get on with your day. Just wanted to drop that off.”

“You saved me from my own terrible coffee, so thank you.” I walked him to the door, the sweet, creamy drink warm in my hand.

He paused on the threshold, the afternoon light catching the gold flecks in his stubble. “No problem, Lauren. Seriously, if you get bored... the offer stands. I’m just across the lane, usually covered in drywall dust.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, and meant it.

He gave a small nod, his eyes meeting mine. And there it was—a pause, a beat too long. His gaze held, not intrusive, but... appreciative? Curious? It traveled from my eyes down to my mouth, just for a fraction of a second, before snapping back up. A faint, unreadable smile touched his lips.

“See you,” he said, his voice a shade softer.

“See you, Brad.”

I closed the door softly, leaning my back against its cool, solid wood. The sweet vanilla scent filled the air. My heart wasn’t hammering from exertion anymore.

He brought me a coffee. Completely unprompted. He thought of me while he was in town.

The logical part of my brain, the part that had been married for fifteen years, supplied the answers: He’s being neighbourly. He’s a nice guy. He’s killing time.

But that look... that lingering, quiet look at the door. It wasn’t the look you gave a friendly local curiosity. It was the look you gave a woman you found attractive.

Was it? Or was I, in my lonely, workout-high state, constructing an entire fantasy from a single, stretched second?

The question was different now. No longer a pathetic ‘Why would he look at me?’ but a thrilling, terrifying ‘Could he actually be looking at me... like that?’

I took a sip of the coffee, the sweetness blooming on my tongue. For the first time in a long time, the silence in the house didn’t feel empty. It felt like it was waiting.
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Chapter 4: A Chance Encounter?
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The French Vanilla sat like a spent cartridge on the kitchen island, a sweet, empty monument to a gesture that had rewired my entire nervous system. Another day had dawned, and the focused drive from yesterday had morphed into a different, more volatile energy: a buzzing, anticipatory itch beneath my skin.

My workout was more frantic, less cathartic. My eyes kept straying to the window during lunges. And there he was—a glimpse of him carrying sheets of drywall through the open garage door, the muscles in his back straining under the weight. Another time, I saw him stretching on the deck, shirtless again, a towel slung around his neck. He was so damn hot it was almost offensive. It felt like a taunt. Every sighting poured gasoline on the low, restless fire he’d lit inside me. I was no longer working out for myself; I was a performance with an audience of one, even if he wasn’t watching.

I wanted to talk to him. I practically needed to. But marching across the lane empty-handed felt desperate, weird. The coffee had been his move. I needed a pretext.

Post-shower, rummaging through the walk-in pantry for a sensible lunch, I found my solution. Stashed in the back were Arnold’s secret, shameful stash of junk food—bags of ketchup chips, bags of pretzels, and a couple of tins of candied nuts. All stuff I didn’t want to be tempted by. Processed contraband he’d sneak when he thought I wasn’t looking. He wouldn’t miss them. And a guy covered in drywall dust, working physically all day... he’d probably appreciate the salt, the easy fuel.

It was perfect. A friendly, neighbourly offering. A way to clear out Arnold’s junk and see Brad again. Win-win.

I changed into jeans and a simple, fitted black t-shirt, ran a brush through my hair, and applied a touch of lip balm. Not a look, just... presentable. I shoved the assorted snacks into a reusable grocery bag, took a deep breath that did nothing to calm my racing heart, and crossed the lane.

The Hendersons’ front door was ajar. I could hear the rhythmic thump-scrape of a drywall knife from inside. I knocked on the frame.

“It’s open!” Brad’s voice called, slightly muffled.

I pushed the door wider. The great room was in mild disarray, with drop cloths on the floor and a fine layer of white dust over everything. Brad stood on a low platform, facing a newly installed sheet of drywall. He was focused, his t-shirt damp with sweat at the back, his movements economical and sure. He glanced over his shoulder, and his expression shifted from work-concentration to pleasant surprise.

“Hey! Lauren. Come in, watch your step.”

“I come bearing... provisions,” I said, holding up the bag, my voice a little too bright. “Or, you know, junk food. I was cleaning out our pantry and figured you might have more use for these than I do.”

He set his tool down on a ledge and hopped off the platform, landing with a soft thud. He wiped his hands on his dusty jeans, leaving white streaks. “A woman after my own heart. You have no idea how perfect this timing is.” He took the bag and peeked inside, a genuine grin spreading across his face. “Ketchup chips. The official fuel of Canadian tradesmen. You’re a lifesaver!”

The awkwardness I’d felt on the threshold began to melt under the warmth of his appreciation. “I aim to please. How’s it going in here?”

“Slow. Messy. My respect for anyone who does this for a living has tripled in two days.” He gestured to the room. “It’s satisfying, though. You can see the progress.”

We fell into an easy enough chat about the drudgery of renovation. I asked questions, he showed me the problem corner he was wrestling with. It was comfortable, safer than the charged silence of my kitchen yesterday. I was just the neighbour, dropping off snacks. Nothing more.

After a few minutes, he leaned against a bare stud, crossing his arms. A little line of sweat traced its way down his temple. He looked at me, his head tilted slightly.

“So, what’s on your agenda for the rest of the day? More... intense floor justification?”

I laughed. “I think I’ve justified it into the next decade. Just a quiet night in, I guess.”

He nodded, his eyes holding mine. There was a pause, just a heartbeat, where the air seemed to still. “A quiet night in sounds... quiet,” he said, a playful edge in his tone. “I was going to order a pizza later. Destroy this bag of chips. If you’re not doing anything... you wanna hang out? I promise I’ll have wiped most of the dust off.”

My stomach did a free-fall. He asked. He actually asked.

I played it cool, the picture of casual acceptance. “Yeah, that sounds great. Actually,” I added, the idea striking with sudden, brilliant clarity, “why don’t you come over to my place? I’ve got a fridge full of beer that’s just going to waste, and we can order pizza there. Save you from your own drywall haze.”

His smile widened, those blue eyes crinkling. “Sold. A beer and pizza that I didn’t have to clean for? You’re upgrading my whole night.”

We settled on 7:30. Casual. No big deal.

“Perfect,” I said, turning to leave before I could say anything else. “See you then.”

“Looking forward to it, Lauren.”

I walked back across the lane, the afternoon sun warm on my skin, but it was nothing compared to the heat flooding my veins. The bag was gone from my hand, but my palms were still tingling.

What had I just done?

I had invited a twenty-eight-year-old man, who made my heart pound like a trapped bird, into my empty mansion for beer and pizza after dark. I had engineered the entire encounter. This was no longer a friendly coffee run. This was a plan executed. A line, not yet crossed, but boldly approached and marked with neon paint.

The silence of the house greeted me, but it was different now. It wasn’t waiting. It was holding its breath. And so was I.
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Chapter 5: The Hang Out
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I was too aware of my own skin. That was the problem. The air felt thin, my clothes felt like a costume. By seven, the geometric giant wasn't a house; it was an arena, and I was pacing it. I settled on black leggings and an oversized cream sweater, the fabric soft, the neckline slipping off one shoulder. Not trying. Just... existing. Vulnerably.

The knock at 7:30 was a shock to my system.

He stood there, backlit by the last copper glow of sunset. He’d changed into dark jeans and a simple heather-grey tee that stretched across his chest. He smelled of soap and the cool evening air. In his hands was a six-pack of Muskoka craft lager.

“I didn’t want to presume you’d have cheap taste,” he said, a half-smile playing on his lips.

“You presumed well! But you didn’t have to! I have beer, too. Come in,” I said, waving Brad inside.

He stepped inside, his presence immediately claiming space, making the grand foyer feel human-sized. “Oh well, I wasn’t sure how much you had and didn’t want to be rude as a guest. I had to bring something, right?” he asked, smiling.

“No, you really didn’t have to! You were so sweet and got me the coffee yesterday.”

“Yeah, and you brought me the snacks today. So now we’re even!”

“Pfft,” was all I could manage. I didn’t know what else to say.

We moved to the kitchen. I got glasses; he popped the caps. The hiss of the bottles was the only sound for a moment.

“To drywall survivors,” I said, clinking my glass against his bottle.

“And to the generous souls who fuel them.” His eyes held mine over the rim as he drank.

We stood on opposite sides of the island, the polished stone a continent between us. The pizza was ordered with a brittle, charged efficiency.

“So,” he said, leaning his hips against the counter, his posture relaxed but his gaze intense. “Lauren. What does a person do in a place like this, all alone?”

“You’re looking at it,” I said, sweeping a hand around. “I walk. I read. I stare at the lake and wonder what the fish are thinking.”

“And what are they thinking?”

“Probably, ‘Why is that woman always staring at us? Get a hobby.’” I took a sip of beer, the cold bite a contrast to the warmth in my cheeks.

He laughed, a rich, genuine sound. “I doubt that. I’ve seen you. You’re not just staring. You’re doing yoga like you’re trying to win a gold medal in stillness.”

The fact he’d watched me, had a memory of me, sent a jolt through my core. “You were supposed to be fixing drywall, not people-watching.” I couldn’t stop myself from blushing a little bit.

“The drywall was boring. The view across the lane was better.” He said it plainly, no slyness, just a statement of fact that made my breath catch. “It looked... peaceful. You looked peaceful.”

“I was faking it,” I blurted out, surprised at my own honesty.

His smile softened. “Yeah. I know the feeling.”

The pizza arrived, breaking the spell only to deepen it. We took the box to the living room, abandoning the island’s formality. He didn’t sit in a chair. He sank onto the same large sectional as me, close enough that I could feel the heat radiating from him. We ate from the box between us, our fingers brushing over the crust and pepperoni.

The conversation turned, effortless and deep. He spoke about the mountains with a reverence I’d never heard Arnold use for anything. I found myself talking about my art history degree, abandoned for a life that required no expertise at all.

“What would you do?” he asked, turning slightly toward me, his knee now pressing against my thigh. The contact was electric, deliberate. “If you could do anything right now?”

The question, his proximity, the darkening room—it stripped away my filters. “Something that didn’t feel like waiting,” I whispered.

His blue eyes searched my face in the low light. The air between us thickened, humming with a tension so potent it was almost sound. He leaned in an inch, just to retrieve his beer from the table, but the movement brought his face close to mine. I could see the faint scar through his eyebrow, the gold stubble on his jaw.

“I don’t think you’re a woman built for waiting, Lauren,” he said, his voice low, the words meant only for me in the vast, quiet room.

My pulse was a wild drum in my ears. I couldn’t look away. The space between our lips was a tangible thing, a challenge. I could feel the pull, a physical magnetism drawing me toward him. My gaze dropped to his mouth.

He saw it. A slow, knowing heat flared in his eyes. He didn't close the distance, but he didn't retreat. He held us there, in the breathless, aching potential of it.

The moment stretched, taut and shimmering.

Then, with a visible effort, he leaned back, breaking the spell before it consumed us. He took a long, slow drink of his beer, his eyes never leaving mine. “I should probably go,” he said, but his voice was rough, and he made no move to stand.

“Probably,” I breathed, not meaning it at all.

He reached out then, not for a kiss, but to gently tuck a strand of hair that had escaped behind my ear. His knuckles grazed my cheek, a touch so tender it stole the air from my lungs. The spark was not a spark anymore; it was a steady, burning flame.

But as he was about to get up, something came over me. With a sudden bout of boldness, I gripped his wrist, and pulled him back toward me. Naturally, his body turned and he looked to see what I was doing.

And as he turned his face, that’s when I kissed him.

Right then. Right there. Right on the lips.

And I wasn’t sure what I would be met with.

But to my pleasant surprise (and slight expectation), he kissed me right back.
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Chapter 6: Makeout
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The kiss wasn’t a question. It was an answer—to the tension, the waiting, the silent, screaming question that had hummed between us for days. My lips met his, and the world contracted to the points of contact: my mouth on his, my hand gripping his wrist, the solid heat of him as he turned fully toward me.

For a heartbeat, he was still, surprised. Then a low sound, almost a growl, vibrated from his chest into mine, and he kissed me back.

It was not gentle. It was a release. The careful control, the polite distance, the ‘good neighbour’ pretence—it all shattered. His hand came up to cradle my jaw, his fingers tangling in my hair, holding me to him as his mouth moved over mine with a hungry certainty that stole my breath. I tasted beer and salt and him.

My own hands were desperate things, sliding up the solid wall of his chest, over the soft cotton of his shirt, to clutch at his shoulders. I pulled him closer, and he came willingly, his other arm wrapping around my waist, hauling me onto his lap as if I weighed nothing. The empty pizza box tumbled to the floor, forgotten.

We kissed like we were drowning and the other was air. Deep, searching kisses that left us gasping, only to come back for more. His stubble scraped my chin, a delicious, rough friction. My fingers found their way into his hair, gripping the dark, soft strands. He smelled of clean sweat and evening air and something uniquely, intoxicatingly Brad.

Between kisses, breathless words escaped.

“I’ve wanted to do this,” he murmured against my lips, his voice rough, “since I saw you staring at the goddamn fish.”

A laugh bubbled out of me, smothered by his mouth. “Liar.”

“Since you handed me that bag of chips, then.” He kissed the corner of my mouth, my jaw, the sensitive spot below my ear. I arched against him, a shiver wracking my body. “Since you opened the door in that towel,” he finished, his teeth grazing my earlobe.

His hands were everywhere, mapping my back through the soft wool of my sweater, sliding down to the curve of my hip, pulling me tighter against him. I could feel the hard proof of his desire pressed against me, and a fresh, liquid heat pooled low in my own belly. It was wrong. It was scandalous. It was the most alive I’d felt in a decade.

My own explorations grew bolder. I tugged his shirt from the waistband of his jeans, my palms finding the hot, smooth skin of his back. He shuddered under my touch. I traced the defined ridges of his abdomen, and he broke the kiss with a sharp intake of breath, his forehead resting against mine, eyes closed.

“Lauren,” he whispered, my name both a prayer and a warning.

“Don’t stop,” I breathed back, chasing his mouth again.

We sank deeper into the cushions, a tangle of limbs and frantic touch. The world was his taste, his scent, the hard muscle under my hands, the desperate, beautiful rhythm of our kissing. Time lost all meaning. There was only this: the slide of his tongue against mine, the possessive grip of his hand on my thigh, the soft, pleading sounds I didn’t recognize as my own.

When we finally broke apart, panting, we were a mess. My sweater was halfway off my shoulder, his hair looked ravaged by my hands, and both our lips were swollen, glistening. The fire had died to embers, leaving the room in intimate shadow. The only light came from the moon over the lake, casting a silver path across the floor that led, it seemed, directly to us.

His blue eyes were looking darker, blown wide with desire. He looked wrecked, and he’d never been more beautiful. He brushed his thumb over my wet bottom lip, his gaze following the movement with a focus that made my core clench.

“Your husband...” he started, the word a dash of cold reality.

“Is not here,” I finished, the statement simple, final, and loaded with intention. I didn’t want to think about Arnold. Not now. This night was mine. “He’s not here, Brad.”

He searched my face, looking for doubt, for hesitation. He found only a mirror of his own fierce want. With a decisive nod, as if settling an internal debate, he kissed me again, softer this time, a slow, searing promise.

I stood up on trembling legs, my hand extended toward him. The air between us crackled, thick with anticipation. My heart hammered against my ribs, a frantic drumroll for what was to come.

“Come with me,” I said, my voice surprisingly steady.

He looked from my eyes to my outstretched hand, a slow, wicked smile spreading across his kiss-bruised mouth. Without a word, he took it, his fingers lacing through mine, strong and sure.

I led him away from the scattered remnants of our pizza, away from the couch that held the imprint of our bodies, across the moonlit floor of the silent, giant house. I led him toward the wide staircase, and toward the bedroom whose door had never felt like an invitation until this very moment. His presence behind me was a palpable heat, his grip on my hand an unbreakable tether.

We didn’t speak. The only sound was the soft tread of our feet on the stairs, and the thunderous, shared beating of our hearts.
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Chapter 7: The Room (Move)
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The door clicked shut behind us, and the world outside ceased to exist. The only light was a silver blade of moonlight slicing through the window, cutting the bedroom into planes of shadow and faint, ghostly illumination. The air, once cool, was already thickening, charged with a current that hummed between our bodies.

Brad didn’t speak. His eyes, dark and relentless, held mine as he backed me toward the bed. The backs of my knees met the mattress, and I sank down, the duvet yielding beneath me. He followed, a predator in slow motion, bracing his hands on either side of my hips, caging me in.

“Look at me,” he said, the command a low vibration in his chest. “Only at me.”

I obeyed, my breath catching as his fingers traced the line of my jaw, down the flutter of my throat, to the first button of my sweater. Each button gave way under his deliberate touch, not a shred of haste in him, only terrifying purpose. Fabric whispered open, cool air kissed my skin, then was chased away by the scorching heat of his palms. He peeled the sweater from my shoulders, his gaze worshipping and claiming every newly revealed inch.

When I was bare before him, I reached for his own clothes, my fingers fumbling with need. He allowed it, helping only when the tangle of fabric became too much, until there was nothing, nothing at all between us.

The moment our skin met, full length, was a shock. A gasp tore from my lips. He was solid heat and coiled strength, every contour of his body a testament to a power held ruthlessly in check. I could feel the heavy, insistent press of him against my thigh, and a fresh wave of liquid heat pooled low in my belly.

He kissed me then, but it was nothing like before. This was a conquest. Deep, devouring, a claiming of my mouth that mirrored the claim he was about to stake on my entire being. My hands slid up the granite planes of his back, urging him closer, but he captured my wrists in one smooth motion.


“No,” he murmured against my swollen lips. “My turn.”



With effortless control, he stretched my arms above my head, pinning my wrists to the pillow. The position arched my back, leaving me utterly vulnerable. A thrill of pure, undiluted adrenaline shot through my veins. I was trapped, and I had never felt more free.

He used his free hand to explore, to taste. His mouth was at my breast, his tongue laving a peak before drawing it deep, suckling with a pressure that made me cry out. His hand journeyed down my trembling side, over the curve of my hip, and dipped between my legs.

I was drenched, ready, aching. He stroked me, his touch knowing and merciless, coiling the tension inside me tighter and tighter. I bucked against his hand, a sob of frustration and pleasure breaking from me.

“Please,” I begged, the word ragged. “Now. I need you now.”

He released my breast, lifting his head. In the moonlight, his face was all stark angles and savage intent. He positioned himself, the broad, blunt head of him pressing against my soaked, quivering entrance.

“Look at me,” he commanded again.

I did. And as he sank into me, I lost the ability to blink, to breathe, to think.

It was a slow, inexorable invasion. He was... immense. A stunning, stretching fullness that obliterated all space, all thought. My eyes flew wide, my lips parting in a soundless ‘O’ of stunned surprise. He was larger than I’d imagined, and he was going deeper than I’d thought possible, touching a place that had never been touched, lighting a fuse at my very core.

He saw it, the shock in my eyes, and a possessive, gratified growl rumbled in his throat. He held there, fully seated, buried to the hilt, letting me adjust, letting me feel the shocking reality of his complete possession.

“You feel that?” he ground out, his voice strained with the effort of his control. “Every inch. That’s where you take me. That’s where you hold me.”

He began to move.

It was a deep, driving rhythm, each withdrawal a sweet torment, each thrust a devastating return to that breathtaking depth. He kept my wrists pinned, his grip firm and unyielding, mastering me completely. The angle was perfect, brutal, divine. With every plunge, he brushed that secret, exquisite spot, sending shocks of white-hot pleasure radiating through me.

The bed rocked with the force of his passion. The sounds that filled the room were raw and primal: the slap of skin, our mingled, ragged breaths, my sharp, keening cries that rose in pitch with every stroke. I was unravelling, the coil within me winding to a breaking point. The world narrowed to the point where our bodies joined, to the fierce, beautiful intensity of his eyes locked on mine.

“You like that, don’t you?” Brad teased, his voice a dark caress.

“Yes,” I gasped. “Mmmmm! I love it,” I admitted, the truth wrenched from me.

“Good girl. I love when you’re honest with me,” he said, following it up with a sexy little wink that was so him, even here, even now.

The thrusts continued, deeper and as full as could be, for what felt like a blissful eternity. I felt myself getting close to the edge, teetering on a precipice of pure sensation.

That’s when I heard him say it. As if he’d somehow read my mind.

“Come for me,” he snarled, his pace becoming punishing, breathtaking. “Let go. Now.”

It was an order I couldn’t disobey. The climax detonated, a supernova within me. I screamed, my back bowing off the bed as wave after wave of ecstasy tore through me, violent and exquisite. My inner muscles clenched around him, milking him, pulling him deeper into the vortex.

Feeling me convulse around him shattered the last of his control. With a final, guttural roar that was my name, he drove into me rapidly, pulling out just before losing control. His release was a torrent, hot and claiming, pulsing all over me as he began to pull away. I felt the heat of it, the shocking intimacy of the act, and a second, softer ripple of pleasure echoed through my spent body.

For a long moment, there was only the sound of our laboured breathing in the dark. Slowly, he released my wrists, his fingers gently stroking the skin he’d held so tightly. He collapsed beside me, pulling me into the shelter of his body, feeling immediately warm. My mind was a blank slate of shattered, stunned wonder. In the moonlight, on the smooth skin of my stomach, the physical proof of what we’d done glistened.
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AFTERWARD, ONCE WE’D been all cleaned up with tissues, I turned back to him. He was watching me, a look of quiet, satiated intensity on his face.

A slow, satisfied smirk curved my lips. I trailed a single finger down the centre of his chest, over the firm planes of his abdomen, tracing the path my eyes had worshipped earlier. His skin trembled slightly under my touch.

“That was fun,” I said, my voice a low, sultry purr in the darkness.

He chuckled, the sound rich and warm. His hand came up to cover mine, holding it against his stomach. “Yeah,” he agreed, his thumb stroking my knuckles. “It was.”

I let the smirk widen, my eyes locking with his in the dim light. “So,” I began, my tone playful but edged with a renewed, daring heat. “Do you think you could go for another round?”

He didn’t hesitate. A wide, boyish grin split his face, all white teeth and pure, unadulterated delight. “Yeah,” he said, his voice dropping to a teasing rumble. “I think I might be able to do that.”

My heart gave a thrilling kick. This was new. This was play. This was a game with a willing partner. I leaned closer, my lips nearly brushing his ear. “Good. I have a question for you, then.” I pulled back just enough to see his eyes. “Are you adventurous?”

His gaze darkened with immediate interest. “Definitely,” he answered without a breath of pause. “But what did you have in mind?”

Instead of answering with words, I slipped from the bed. The cool air whispered over my skin, but I was burning from within. I extended my hand to him, my expression an open challenge.

“Let me show you.”

His grin returned, fiercer now, full of promise. He took my hand, his grip sure and strong, and let me lead him from the bed, away from this very room.
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Chapter 8: By The Fire
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The cool hardwood was a shock under my bare feet, a sharp contrast to the inferno Brad had stoked inside me. I didn’t lead him far. The massive stone fireplace in the great room was the heart of the house, and tonight, it would be our altar. Flames danced behind the glass, casting a primal, wavering light over the expanse of white faux-fur rug spread before it.

I turned to face him, the firelight gilding the lines of his chest, his expression one of hungry anticipation. Without a word, I sank to my knees on the plush fur, the soft fibres tickling my skin. I held my hand out to him, an invitation.

He came to me, not as a man crossing a room, but as a force of nature descending. His hands found my hips, and he laid me back, following me down until his weight settled over me, cradled perfectly between my thighs. The heat from the fire washed over our right sides; the heat from his body consumed me wholly.

“Here,” I breathed, arching up to meet him. “Now.”

He didn’t need more instruction. He guided himself into me with a single, deep, claiming stroke that punched the air from my lungs. My head fell back against the rug, a cry tearing from my throat. This was different from the bed—harder, more elemental, with the unyielding floor beneath the fur and the fire painting our sweat-slicked skin in gold and shadow.

He set a punishing pace from the start, each deep, driving thrust sending a shockwave through my core. The room filled with the sounds of us: the wet, rhythmic slap of our joining, the crackle of the fire, my ragged, escalating cries.

“Oh God... Brad... right there!” I gasped, my nails scraping down his back. “Don’t you dare stop!”

“I have no intention of stopping,” he grunted, his own breath coming in hot bursts against my neck. He shifted his angle minutely, and a burning-hot bolt of pleasure seared through me.

“Yes! Like that! Just like that!” I was babbling, consumed. Every nerve ending was on fire. “You feel... so deep. I can’t... I can’t think.”

“Then don’t think,” he commanded, hammering into the spot that shattered coherence. “Just feel.”

I was a creature of pure sensation. The scratch of the fur on my back, the delicious bite of his hips against mine, the overwhelming fullness, the building, coiling tension that threatened to snap my spine. I chanted his name, a broken prayer. I begged for more, for harder, for forever.

“Please... please... I’m so close,” I sobbed, the crest of the wave towering over me, terrifying and glorious.

But he slowed, denying me, drawing out the torment. He propped himself up on his arms, looking down at me, his face a mask of strained control. “Not yet.”

The denial was a sweet agony. I whimpered, bucking beneath him, trying to reclaim that perfect rhythm. He just smiled, a wicked, possessive thing, and began moving again with a slow, grinding intensity that was somehow more maddening.

When I was a writhing, desperate mess, he pulled out of me entirely. The sudden emptiness was a physical pain. Before I could protest, his hands were on my hips, turning me over with an effortless strength that left me breathless.

“Up,” he ordered, his voice thick.

I got to my hands and knees on the fur, the fire now blazing beside us. He knelt behind me, his hands gripping my hips hard enough to bruise. I felt the broad head of him press against me, and then he was driving back into my soaking heat, somehow deeper from this angle, impossibly deeper.

A scream, raw and unrestrained, ripped from my throat. This was ruin. This was revelation. He set a brutal, piston-like rhythm, drilling into me with a focus that bordered on violence. Each impact drove me forward, each withdrawal left me empty and aching for the next.

“You take me... so... fucking... well,” he gritted out between thrusts, the words punctuated by the slap of flesh.

I could only moan, a continuous, ragged sound of utter surrender. The coil inside me was wound so tight I feared it would break me. The pleasure was a tidal wave, building, building, with no shore in sight.

“Brad... I can’t... it’s too much!” I cried, but I pushed back against him, contradicting myself as my body demanded more.

“You can,” he snarled. “You will. Come on, Lauren. Scream for me.”

And I did. I screamed into the fur, I screamed at the fire, I screamed his name until my voice was hoarse. The world dissolved into a blinding, hot nexus of feeling centred entirely where our bodies joined.

Through the haze of my impending climax, a final, desperate need crystalized. I wanted more than this incredible friction. I wanted his claim.

“Inside me,” I begged, the words a strained, guttural plea. “Finish inside me. I need it... I need you to... claim me. Please.”

His rhythm faltered for a single stroke. His hands tightened on my hips. “Are you sure?” he rasped, the question strained, a last thread of control.

“Yes! God, yes, I’m sure. Do it. Do it now!”

That was all he needed. The last vestige of his restraint evaporated. With a feral groan, he plunged into me, deeper than ever, and began to pound into my welcoming flesh with a furious, final urgency. The force of it drove my cries higher, sharper. I felt the exact moment his control shattered. His thrusts became erratic, devastatingly deep. A guttural roar tore from his chest, echoing mine, as he slammed home one last time and held, buried to the hilt.

I felt the hot, pulsing surge of his release deep inside me, the ultimate intimacy, the claiming I’d begged for. It was the final trigger. My own climax detonated around him, a convulsive, endless wave that tore a final, shattered scream from my lungs. It felt like being unmade and remade, all at once.

For a long, suspended moment, we were frozen there—him bowed over my back, his body shuddering with the last pulses of his finish, me collapsed beneath him, utterly spent, trembling violently through the aftershocks. The only sound was the crackle of the fire and our ragged, gasping breaths fighting to return to normal.

Slowly, carefully, he pulled out and gathered me into his arms, rolling us onto our sides on the fur, away from the direct heat of the flames. He held me close, my back to his front, his arms locked around me. My body was limp, buzzing, profoundly ruined.

We didn’t speak. We just lay there in the flickering light, two bodies burned down to their essences by the fire between them and the one they’d made together. The air was cooling on our sweat-damp skin, a stark, quiet contrast to the inferno that had just consumed us, its embers still glowing warmly ten feet away.
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Chapter 9: Wrap Up
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He didn’t stay the night.

The fire had burned down to glowing coals, and the great room was cooling, the shadows deepening. We lay on the white fur, spent and tangled, for a long time, the silence a comfortable, heavy blanket. But as the digital clock on the mantle flipped past 2 a.m., he stirred. I felt the change in his breathing before he moved.

“I should go,” he said, his voice a low rumble against my hair.

I knew he was right. It was the only sane, safe choice. “I know,” I whispered back.

We untangled ourselves. The air felt shockingly cold on my skin where his body had been. We dressed in the near-dark, the simple act feeling both intimate and final. I walked him to the side door, the one that led to the path through the trees toward his house. We didn’t turn on any lights.

On the threshold, he turned to me. The moonlight caught the planes of his face, and he looked so young, so beautifully transient. He cupped my cheek, his thumb stroking my skin.

“This was...” he began, then shook his head, a small, awed smile on his lips. “I don’t have the word for what this was.”

“I know,” I said again, because I did. Words would only diminish it.

He leaned in and kissed me. It wasn’t the hungry, devouring kiss from the rug by the fire. It was soft, deep, and full of a poignant gratitude that made my throat tighten. A goodbye kiss. A perfect, full-stop punctuation on a sentence we’d written in feverish, unforgettable ink.

“Bye, Lauren,” he said softly.

“Bye, Brad.”

I watched him disappear into the shadows of the pines, a dark silhouette against the grey night. Then I closed the door, locking it, and leaned against the solid wood.

The silence of the house descended, but it was a different silence than before. It wasn’t empty. It was resonant, like a bell that had been struck and was still humming.

I climbed the stairs to the master suite alone. The bed was still a mess from our earlier session. I didn’t get in. I went to the wall of windows and looked out at the dark lane, at the Henderson house where a single light now glowed in an upstairs room.

A deep, quiet sadness settled over me, but it was clean, without regret. He was a chapter, a breathtaking, illicit chapter, and it was closed. We wouldn’t see each other much more. Our season was over.

My mind turned, not to him, but to the life that waited for me beyond these trees. To Arnold, who would return in a few days with his briefcase and his blood pressure pills and his distracted affection. To the geometric giant that was my gilded cage. To the woman I had been for so long.

The questions came then, not in a panic, but with a new, solid clarity.

Will my marriage make it? I didn’t know. The foundations felt cracked, worn thin by neglect and a fundamental loneliness. But I was looking at it now with open eyes, not the numb acceptance of before.

Do I want to stay in this beautiful, empty house? The view was spectacular, the luxury undeniable. But it wasn’t a home. It was a statement. I wasn’t sure I wanted to be the punctuation in someone else’s statement anymore.

Should I come clean about this affair? The thought sent a bolt of pure terror through me. The fallout would be nuclear. Or... should I hide it? Bury it like a secret treasure, a source of private strength? I didn’t know. The morality of it was a tangled knot I couldn’t unpick tonight.

But one thing I did know, with a certainty that vibrated in my bones: some changes needed to be made. I had found a part of myself I thought was lost—not in Brad, but through him. Through the sheer, animal aliveness, the agency, the honesty of my own desire. I had remembered what it was to want, and to take.

I wasn’t that woman anymore—the one who waited by the window, who justified floors, who was a well-kept asset. That woman had burned up on the fur by the fire.

What rose from the ashes was unclear. But she was more sure. Of her own strength. Of her needs. Of the fact that the rest of her life could not be a silent, elegant waiting room.

I turned from the window. The first faint hint of dawn was a pale smudge over the lake. The giant house around me was still silent, but it no longer felt like a prison. It felt like a territory. And for the first time, I felt like its sovereign, uncertain of the future, but finally, irrevocably, ready to face it.

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

-Ms Naughtee
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        The First Rule of the Ranch? Don't Sleep with the Boss.
Harrison Sharpe lives by a simple code: head down, work hard, and keep things professional. As a dedicated ranch hand in remote Montana, his world is defined by early mornings, hard labor, and the unspoken rules of cowboy conduct. That all changes with one desperate phone call.
A Favor Turns Into a Forbidden Frontier.
When his boss, Farmer John, loans him out to a neighboring rancher in crisis, Harrison expects backbreaking work—not the dangerously attractive woman who owns the place. Mallory Turner is a force of nature: a stunning, confident woman in her fifties who runs her spread with grit and grace. She's also completely alone and in over her head. What starts as a neighborly act—fixing fences, pulling calves, saving her livelihood—becomes an intense, daily collaboration charged with unspoken heat. The professional line between them wears thinner with every shared sunset.
Sparks Ignite in the Big Sky Country.
Forced into close quarters by the demanding work, their professional restraint shatters. A single, unexpected kiss in her kitchen unleashes a torrent of pent-up desire. What follows is a raw, passionate, and utterly secret affair, played out under the vast Montana sky. Harrison finds himself captivated, not just by her body, but by her strength and the unexpected connection they forge. But in a small, talkative community where reputation is everything, their secret is a ticking time bomb. Can a relationship born in secrecy survive in the light of day, or will the very life Harrison has built come crashing down?
Saddle Up for a Sizzling, Emotional Ride.
Hotwife: A Wild Ride is a standalone erotic romance novel that delivers:
Authentic, gritty ranch atmosphere that pulls you into the world of modern-day cowboys.A slow-burn, forbidden romance that explodes into intensely passionate, explicitly detailed scenes.A mature, confident heroine who knows what she wants and isn't afraid to take it.A compelling hero torn between duty, desire, and his own code of honor.The thrilling tension of a secret affair where every glance could give them away.
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