

CHAPTER ONE

I was five when the hospice nurse folded the spare blanket at the foot of my mother’s bed and told me she wouldn’t be waking up again. After the funeral, Dad packed his suitcase for a “business trip” that never really ended; his postcards — lipstick smudged and smelling of hotel soap — arrived more often than he did. So Grandma fixed two extra place settings, and Grandpa cleared a corner of his workbench for my school projects. Their farmhouse became my whole world: early-morning pancakes, the hum of the canning jars sealing on the stove, Grandpa’s worn-out radio humming old country songs while we weeded the garden. I learned resilience between rows of corn, patience at Grandma’s quilting frame, and that love sometimes shows up wearing sensible shoes instead of polished dress shoes.

By the time I hit twelve, Dad’s quick-money schemes had finally stuck, and the man who used to borrow Grandpa’s truck now flew in on chartered helicopters. He’d land behind the barn, stepping out in suits as crisp as the bills he tossed at anyone who held a door for him. Overnight, his gifts scaled with his balance sheet: a pure-bred foal I had no fence for, a sapphire bracelet that snagged on my flannel sleeves, and concert tickets for shows he never planned to attend with me.

Grandma used to call him that man—never your father—as though disapproval could be boiled down to two clipped words. She was barely forty when Mom brought him home, a silver-tongued thirty-five-year-old who turned heads at the diner where she waitressed. Mom was nineteen, bright as a just-struck match; he was old enough to know better and charming enough not to care.

Whenever his name crept into conversation, Grandma’s measuring spoons clanged louder, and Grandpa’s jaw sawed back and forth like he was grinding gravel instead of chewing supper. They’d warned Mom that a man twice her age collecting pretty young things would never settle, but love—or whatever heat she mistook for it—blinded her faster than the cancer that eventually took her.

After she was gone, their dislike hardened into granite. When my father’s helicopter dusted the zucchini leaves, Grandpa spat tobacco and muttered about vultures circling the farm. Grandma chased me inside, wiping the rotor grit from my hair, saying, “A gentleman parks on the road and walks to the door.” They endured his landings only because I stood somewhere between them and him, but not once did they let me forget the lesson they thought my mother had missed: that real love never needs an age-gap loophole or a credit card apology—only the courage to stay.

I was barely fourteen when the rotor-wash fell silent for good. No more surprise landings behind the barn, no more suits stepping onto our crab-grass runway. Instead, brown delivery trucks began rumbling up the gravel drive, drivers lugging glossy boxes addressed to “Miss Casey Warner” in looping, impersonal ink. Dad still signed the packing slips with a flourish—as if a signature were a hug—but he never called to ask whether the boots fit or if my braces hurt.

The gifts grew stranger without his visits to anchor them. One week, a pair of courtside basketball tickets arrived, even though the nearest arena was three hours away and Grandpa’s pickup rarely made it past the grain elevator. The next was a limited-edition gaming console, which I had no one to play with. That was followed by a designer handbag that Grandma declared “too grown” and hid on the top shelf of her closet. Every box felt like a reminder that he could afford everything except a Saturday spent baiting my fishing hook.

I stacked the unwrapped treasures in the attic like mismatched puzzle pieces of a father I no longer recognized. Sometimes, when the house was quiet, I’d pick up the silk scarf or diamond pendant, searching for fingerprints of affection, but all I felt was the cool sheen of distance. Eventually, I stopped opening the packages altogether, letting them pile beside Grandma’s canning jars—proof that you can ship extravagance by overnight courier. However, love still has to show up in person.

It happened quietly, almost like shedding a skin. One afternoon, a thick-padded envelope showed up with a necklace I’d never wear, and Grandma asked, “Did your daddy remember a note this time?”
“Stephen sent jewelry again,” I answered before I could stop myself. The name sounded sharp and adult on my tongue, but it felt truer than Dad. After that, I couldn’t force the old word out; it belonged to bedtime stories he’d never read and scraped knees he’d never bandaged. Stephen fit the man who mailed feelings in bubble wrap and tracking numbers.

Grandpa noticed first. He gave a slow nod, the kind that says, 'I wish things were different, but I understand,' and went back to sanding the porch rail. Grandma hesitated, sadness pooling behind her glasses, yet she didn’t correct me. From then on, whenever another parcel thudded onto the porch, I’d glance at the label—From: Stephen Warner—and feel oddly relieved. A father could disappoint me; Stephen was just a distant benefactor, easier to box up with the rest of his unopened gifts and shove into the attic of things I no longer needed.

I was sixteen when the restlessness that once carried my mother out of Briarfield finally made sense. The town had only two stop-lights and one story anyone ever told: you were born here, you married here, you died here. All summer, I shelled peas on the porch and listened to cicadas drone over the cornfields, but the hum no longer sounded like homey comfort; it sounded like a ceiling fan stuck on low, moving hot air in circles.

Grandma’s friends treated my life like a quilt already mapped—church socials, a job at the feed store, maybe a boy who’d hand me his class ring—yet I kept picturing highways slicing west toward cities where no one knew my name or my father’s credit limit. When college recruiters visited the high school gym with glossy pamphlets, I felt the doors of the world crack open the way Mom must have when Stephen winked and promised bigger things beyond county lines.

I didn’t excuse the choices that followed, but I understood the spark that lit them. The farm was soil-deep love, steady and wholesome, yet its fences could feel like bars once you’d tasted possibility. Mom wanted a life loud enough to drown out the crickets; at sixteen, I finally heard the same hunger echoing in my chest.

By senior year, guidance counselors pushed glossy brochures at me like lifelines, but the pictures of manicured quads and tail-gate Saturdays felt as foreign as Stephen’s penthouse windows. The college’s looked like another holding pen—four more years of fluorescent lights and Scantron bubbles—only this time, I’d be paying for the privilege or owing favors to a father I’d long since demoted to a benefactor.

I already knew how to rebuild a carburetor, balance Grandma’s ledger, and coax stubborn seedlings out of unforgiving dirt; none of those lessons cost thirty grand a semester. What I wanted was motion — a job that let me keep moving, enough cash to fill a tank, and the freedom to point the truck toward any skyline I chose. So, while my classmates compared financial aid packages, I sat on the bleachers tracing escape routes on a weather-beaten road atlas and decided a degree wasn’t the passport I needed. I’d carve my way, tuition-free, and let the world be my classroom instead of another brick-walled confinement.



I broke the news over Tuesday night meatloaf, the words falling between the mashed potatoes and the gravy boat: I wasn’t filling out any college applications. Grandpa set his fork down with a slow clink and leaned back, studying me like a puzzle he’d almost solved.

“Well,” he said, voice rough with something halfway between pride and caution, “you’re just like your mother—can’t pen a wild heart inside a syllabus.” The comparison landed heavier than the cast-iron skillet cooling on the stove. I couldn’t tell if it was meant as a warning or a benediction.

Across the table, Grandma’s hands flew to her mouth. Tears slipped past her bifocals, catching the porch light in tiny sparks before dropping onto her apron. She didn’t scold or plead; she only cried, the same quiet, unstoppable way rain sometimes seeps through an old barn roof.

I wanted to promise her I’d stay safe, that I wouldn’t repeat Mom’s worst mistakes, but the vow stuck behind the same hunger that tugged me toward the highway. So I reached across the checkered tablecloth, squeezed her soft, flour-dusted fingers, and whispered, “I’ll carry the farm in my back pocket, Grandma. I just need to see what’s past the county line.”

Grandpa nodded once—approval, resignation, or both—then passed me the bowl of green beans like the conversation was settled. But long after the dishes were washed and the lights clicked off, I still heard Grandma’s muffled sobs behind her bedroom door and Grandpa’s restless footsteps pacing the porch, each step spelling out the cost of choosing my own road.

I spent January weekends tucked behind the barn, turning that rust-red pickup into the tiniest house I could dream up—all by myself. I pried up old oak floorboards from the collapsed chicken coop, trimmed them with a circular saw, and screwed them to a frame I’d measured twice, cut once, and wrestled into the truck bed. I wired a salvaged marine battery to a pair of thrift-store solar panels, testing the connections until a row of warm LED fairy lights blinked to life under the camper shell.

Feed-sack linen became makeshift curtains, a collapsible camp stove slid out on drawer rails I scavenged from a junked dresser, and a five-gallon water jug wedged perfectly behind the driver’s seat. I arranged storage crates under a raised platform and unrolled Grandma’s patched quilt as my mattress. When I finally crawled inside, latched the tailgate, and listened to the gentle buzz of the inverter, the cedar-chip scent and map-pinned ceiling felt more luxurious than any penthouse Stephen could flaunt. I’d built four plywood walls on pure determination, and for the first time, the open road felt sized exactly for one.

Graduation came and went in a blur of creased gowns and sweaty handshakes. Grandma cried happy tears when they called my name, and Grandpa’s whistle echoed off the bleachers, but I was already eyeing the horizon. I spent the summer stocking the truck’s hidden crates with canned chili, spare belts, and a road atlas so dog-eared it looked rescued from a flood. Every paycheck from my part-time job at the hardware store slid into the same coffee tin that held Stephen’s recycled fortunes.

Two weeks after I turned eighteen—old enough to sign my title and cross state lines without permission—I eased the pickup out of the driveway at dawn. The envelope of consignment cash felt thick in the glove box; I was sure it could stretch all the way to the Pacific. I left Grandma a Polaroid of me leaning against the camper shell, scrawled I’ll call every Sunday on the back, and hugged Grandpa long enough for his after-shave to soak into my jacket.

As the gravel gave way to asphalt and the farm shrank in the rearview, the little house I’d built rattled like a tambourine behind me, every clatter singing the same refrain: freedom bought, paid for, and finally claimed. I watched the odometer flip past the county line and told myself I was rich enough—rich in miles, in maps, and in all the open roads still waiting to be written.

CHAPTER TWO

I pointed the truck west, chasing the sunset as it owed me answers. The engine hummed steadily under the hood, and every county I crossed peeled another layer of small-town dust from my lungs. For the first hundred miles, I kept one hand on the wheel and the other on the coffee tin bulging with consignment cash, convinced it was a magic talisman that could outrun bad luck.

I camped the first night on the edge of a Kansas wheat field, the sky so wide it felt like standing inside a snow globe of stars. I cooked chili over the camp stove, propped my boots on the tailgate, and told myself I’d never been richer—sunburn on my cheeks, map on my lap, and nothing but mileage between me and yesterday. In the morning, I woke to the rumble of combines and traded a jar of Grandma’s peach preserves for a hot shower in a farmhand’s bunkhouse; the world, it seemed, ran on barter as much as bills.

Days blurred into interstates, truck-stop coffee, and roadside oddities: the world’s largest prairie dog, a neon-pink Cadillac half-buried nose-first in Texas dirt, a diner in New Mexico where the waitress drew constellations in my notebook because I’d confessed I couldn’t name a single star. The farther I drove, the lighter my wallet—and my heart—felt. Money leaked away in gallons of gas and surprise detours, yet each emptying dollar added a story I could never have bought back home.

By the time I rolled into a desert campground outside Flagstaff, the cash had thinned to a wad of crumpled tens, but I’d learned to stretch a tank past its warning light and a smile past weariness. I spread Grandma’s patched quilt beneath a sky the color of embers and realized the open road wasn’t a straight shot to freedom; it was a long, looping conversation between me and the horizon.

I counted the last three crumpled tens on the dash and felt my stomach sink lower than the gas gauge. The coffee-tin fortune had trickled away through busted tail light bulbs, campground fees, and too many slices of roadside pie. Now I sat in a dusty pull-off outside Flagstaff, windshield painted orange by a setting sun that suddenly looked expensive.

For the first time since I’d left home, freedom felt fragile. Calling Stephen for help was out of the question—I’d sooner trade the truck for a Greyhound ticket than hand him that victory. But pride wouldn’t fill the tank, either. I flipped through my atlas, hoping work might be hiding between its pages the way treasure hides in storybooks, yet every town dot looked the same: unfamiliar and already spoken for.

I tried listing what I could sell—extra boots, the tablet, maybe even the sapphire bracelet I’d kept for emergencies—but pawnshops paid pennies in places where desperation was common currency. Odd jobs crossed my mind: dishwashing, motel housekeeping, farm labor. I’d never shied away from hard work, but I had no address to put on an application and no time to wait for a callback.

As twilight settled, I scribbled possibilities on a grease-stained napkin: temp agency? Roadside fruit stands? Street busking—no instrument. I tapped my pen, thinking of Grandma’s canning jars and Grandpa’s knack for fixing anything with an engine. Skills, I realized—I still had those. Maybe somewhere between here and the next horizon, somebody needed a carburetor rebuilt or a porch repaired.

I folded the napkin into my pocket, turned the key just enough to check the fuel needle—one-eighth of a tank—and whispered to the truck, “Hang on, girl. Tomorrow, we hunt for work.” Pride could hitch a ride in the camper shell; survival was riding shotgun now.

I landed my first patch-up of income at the Sunspot Motel just off Route 66—one of those stucco boxes where the vacancy sign hums louder than the highway. I’d stopped to ask if they knew anyone looking for help with engines; instead, the manager shoved a spray bottle at me and said the night maid quit mid-shift. Minimum wage, cash at dawn, free use of the staff shower—that was the deal.

So I stripped beds that smelled of engine grease and desert sweat, scrubbed ringed bathtubs with bleach that stung my eyes, and fished half-melted ice out of plastic buckets. Around midnight, I slipped outside to rinse pillowcases in a cracked washtub, watching meteors streak over the mesa while fluorescent bugs dive-bombed the lightbulb above the linen door. By sunrise, my wrists burned from wringing sheets, and the manager counted out sixty-four dollars—heavy in my palm, light in the long run.

Days blurred into a steady rhythm of bleach fumes and low, buzzing vacancy signs. I rotated through every unglamorous job the motel could offer: stripping beds, unclogging drains, repainting doors the desert sun had blistered, and even minding the front desk on graveyard shifts when the buzzer scared jackrabbits off the parking lot. My wages stayed pinned to the minimum—plus the occasional five-dollar tip from a grateful traveler—but steady pay felt like a miracle after watching my consignment cash evaporate.

I slept in the pickup behind the laundry shed at first, but after Luanne caught me ironing uniforms by flashlight in the camper shell, she shoveled a broom closet clear of paint cans and told me to stick a cot in there. “Cheaper than hiring another maid,” she said. The windowless box was barely larger than the truck bed, yet it came with a real outlet for charging my phone and a door that locked—luxuries my rolling tiny home couldn’t guarantee.

On nights off, I parked on the back lot with a mug of break-room coffee and sanded a stack of driftwood scraps, planning shelves I’d someday mount in the camper. I figured if I stretched each paycheck—gas, insurance, canned ravioli, repeat—I could rebuild my escape fund bit by bit. It was slow going, but discipline felt better than desperation.

Sometimes, the highway called so loudly that I nearly turned in my key card and pointed the truck west again. Then, a guest’s car would refuse to start, I’d pop the hood, and that old confidence would spark: skills earning dollars, dollars buying time. Freedom hadn’t vanished; it was just idling in the lot, waiting for a fuller tank. For now, the Sunspot paid the bills, and I learned that even the smallest detour could be part of the journey—so long as I kept one eye fixed on the horizon.

The proposition came at 2 a.m. on a Tuesday—one of those graveyard shifts when the buzz of the neon VACANCY sign felt louder than the crickets. I was wiping fingerprints from the lobby counter when a middle-aged businessman in a rumpled suit leaned in too close. His gold watch flashed under the fluorescents; his cologne smelled like boardrooms and bourbon.

“You look tired, sweetheart,” he murmured, sliding a room-key envelope toward me. A hundred-dollar bill peeked from inside like a tongue. “Why don’t you take a break upstairs? I’ll make it worth your while.”

For a heartbeat, I just stared, the rag cooling in my fist. The cash could cover two full tanks, maybe three if I coasted downhill. But the way he said worth scraped something raw inside me—the same hollow note I’d heard in Stephen’s gifts, payment in place of presence.

I straightened, pocketed my rag, and nudged the envelope back across the counter without touching the bill. “Housekeeping prices are taped to every room door,” I said as steadily as I could. “None of them include me.”

His smile tightened. “Think about it. Motel wages won’t get you far.”

“Farther than selling pieces of myself,” I answered. My voice shook, but the words landed solid.

He scoffed, scooped up the envelope, and stalked toward the elevator. I watched the doors close, then locked the till and stepped out into the desert air, letting the cool night burn the scent of his cologne from my lungs. The sky was moonless, the highway silent, but I could still see the horizon out there—waiting, unbought, and unbroken—and I reminded myself why I was working instead of running: to leave on my terms, with my worth intact.

Word must have drifted through the knot of traveling salesmen and contract crews that funneled through the Sunspot because after that first offer, the propositions kept coming—each one wrapped in a different accent, a different cologne, the same cheap promise. They always picked the late shift: a slow smile over the ice machine, a folded bill slipped across the desk with the room key, a wink that said I’ll pay more than housekeeping ever will.

At first, I met them with clipped No-thank-yous and a tighter ponytail and shoulders squared behind the counter, like armor. But the steady drum of it wore grooves in my resolve. Every time a man named a price, I heard the gas gauge tick lower in my mind; every time I watched him shrug and lumber away, I heard my truck’s tires whisper freedom costs money.

Luanne noticed the way I flinched whenever the lobby bell rang. One night, while we restocked vending machines, she handed me a can of pepper spray and said, “Set your price, kid, and stick to it—even if that price is zero.” I clipped the can to my belt and tried to tuck her words beside my coffee-tin discipline, but doubt rattled louder than the coins.

The worst were the ones who didn’t wave cash but pity: “You’re too pretty to be changing sheets,” “Bet you could make real money if you wanted.” As if my worth came stamped with a motel wage tag that only their wallets could peel off.

Some nights, lying on the cot in the broom closet room, I’d count tips and wonder how many envelopes it would take to push the truck past the Rockies. The math added up quickly; the cost to me added up even faster. Grandma’s voice would surface—Real love never needs a price tag—and I’d drift off clutching the pepper spray like a rosary.

By month’s end, I’d learned to read the glint in a guest’s eye before he spoke. A raised eyebrow, a lingering glance, fingers drumming a fifty on the Formica—each one a fork in the road. I kept choosing the longer, poorer route, telling myself every mile I earned honestly would feel lighter on the odometer. And though the cash stack grew slower than my restlessness, my worth—unbought, unbroken—stayed right where it belonged: in my own two hands.

I hadn’t planned to let a whole year slip by in the Sunspot’s orbit, but weeks stacked into months the same way fresh sheets piled onto the maid’s cart—one after another until the weight surprised you. By the time my nineteenth birthday crept up, I knew how to fix an ice machine with a ball-point pen spring and spot a proposition before the lobby bell even chimed. I’d also managed to slide every spare tip and overtime dollar into a new coffee tin—this one stashed beneath a loose baseboard in my broom-closet room, far from curious eyes.

Luanne raised my wage a nickel here, a dime there, and let me siphon every odd job the maintenance guy ignored: patching drywall, bleeding radiators, swapping out shower cartridges. The work was hard, but the pay became steady enough that the envelope inside the tin fattened month after month. Each Sunday, I’d spread the bills across my plywood nightstand, count them twice, and trace a finger along the highway atlas tacked to the wall—Flagstaff to Phoenix, then maybe Tucson, maybe the coast.

CHAPTER THREE

On a warm April dawn—exactly eight months after that first graveyard shift—I flipped the OPEN sign to CLOSED for Luanne, handed in my master key, and thanked her for the broom-closet roof. She hugged me hard enough to rattle the pepper spray can still clipped to my belt and slipped a silver fifty-cent piece into my palm “for luck.” I tucked it into the coffee tin, now sealed with duct tape and possibility.

I loaded the truck before sunrise, shelves stocked with fresh brake fluid, canned beans, and the quilt that still smelled faintly of Grandma’s lavender sachets. The motel’s neon VACANCY sign flickered behind me as I rolled onto I-17 South, the desert casting long blue shadows across the asphalt. The engine’s steady rumble felt like a heartbeat synced to my own, and for the first time since I’d left home, the fuel gauge sat comfortably above half.

Phoenix shimmered ahead somewhere beyond the heat mirage, promising bigger skies, anonymous streets, and day jobs that wouldn’t bleed bleach into my knuckles. I checked the rear-view mirror once—Sunspot shrinking to a pastel speck—then faced forward, windows down, coffee-tin fortune rattling like applause in the passenger footwell. Nineteen paid up, and back on the open road—the horizon finally felt like it belonged to me again.

I hit Phoenix right after noon, the desert glare turning the highway into a silver ribbon that seemed to pour straight into the city’s glass-and-steel heart. The skyline rose out of the dust like a mirage, finally deciding to stay put. Skyscrapers shimmered, palm fronds rattled in the wind, and the air smelled of hot asphalt and blooming orange trees—a perfume equal parts promise and warning.

My truck’s thermometer blinked 102°, so I cranked down the windows and let the furnace blast of air whip the sweat from my neck. Traffic thickened on I-17, each lane crawling with commuters, delivery vans, and sun-bleached RVs. For a second, I wondered if the tiny house rattling behind me belonged in this rush, then reminded myself the road had carried stranger things.

I followed the signs for Downtown, passing murals the size of barns—howling coyotes, neon cacti, galaxies swirling across concrete walls. Every block felt like a postcard someone forgot to mail. At a red light, I spotted a handwritten sign in a café window: “Help Wanted—No Experience Necessary.” I snapped a photo with my phone; the first lead logged before the engine had even cooled.

A few streets later, I found a public lot behind a tire shop, paid the day rate, and backed the truck into a sliver of shade. The camper shell creaked as it settled, wood expanding in the heat, but everything I owned was still right where I’d packed it—coffee tin wedged under the bed, atlas on the dash, pepper spray clipped to my belt.

Phoenix buzzed beyond the chain-link fence: light-rail bells, mariachi chords drifting from an open doorway, the distant whine of sirens. I slipped on sunglasses, locked the tailgate, and stepped onto the sidewalk, feeling lighter than the desert air. I had a full tank, a pocketful of motel money, and an entire city that didn’t know my name. For the first time since rolling off the farm, the horizon wasn’t out there somewhere—it was spread in every direction, waiting for me to choose a street and start walking.

Phoenix dazzled me from the moment I rolled in, so I spent the day ticking off everything that screamed “first-timer.” I rode the glass elevator up Chase Tower to watch the streets glitter, licked prickly-pear paleta juice off my wrist in the heat, and wound up at the open-air market in Heritage Square just as dusk painted the stucco walls gold.

While I fingered a stamped copper bracelet, I felt eyes on me—warm, curious. She stood at the next booth, late twenties maybe, chestnut hair escaping a sun-bleached ball cap. When our gazes locked, my pulse jumped hard enough to rattle the bangles on my wrist. She smiled and stepped closer, commenting on the bracelet, and before I knew it, we were comparing favorite murals and debating whether horchata tasted better, iced or frozen.

It was innocent—no teasing innuendo, no lingering touches—yet every time she laughed, I felt heat bloom behind my ears. When she motioned toward a cluster of food trucks and said she was grabbing tacos, the invitation hovered unspoken between us. For half a breath, I almost followed, then panic flared: I barely knew where I’d park my truck tonight, let alone why a stranger’s smile suddenly meant more than a full gas tank.

“I should get going,” I said, backing away with an awkward wave. Her brow lifted in friendly surprise, but she only wished me a good evening and faded into the crowd.

I wandered the market’s closing aisles, feeling oddly hollow with a copper bracelet clutched tight in my fist. Desire had always been something distant—stories whispered at sleepovers, silhouettes behind motel doors—not a real, live option staring back at me with sun-freckled cheeks. Driving back to the lot, I told myself it was just heat or nerves, but the confusion lingered like desert dust in my throat: maybe freedom on the road wasn’t the only unknown I’d have to figure out.

Over the next week, I kept running into her—sometimes at the mural-lined coffee cart on Roosevelt, another time in the produce aisle where the avocados cost twice what they did back home. Each encounter was brief, just a nod or a hello, yet afterward, I’d catch myself replaying the way her mouth tilted when she said my name, the small dip of her waist when she reached for something on a high shelf.

The more I noticed, the less sense it all made. Back in Briarfield, the boys had hovered like moths the moment a girl turned sixteen; they bragged about bench-press numbers and truck engines, and other girls whispered about first kisses behind the bleachers. I’d smiled, nodded, and pretended to care, but their chatter felt like eavesdropping on a language I was supposed to speak and couldn’t.

Now, in a city ten times larger than my hometown, a single freckled grin could derail my grocery list. I’d catch myself staring at the soft curve of her arm or the shape of her mouth around a straw, and heat would bloom in my chest—equal parts curiosity and alarm. I told myself it was just loneliness, the thrill of a fresh start, and maybe even gratitude that someone remembered my name in a place this size.

But late at night, lying in the truck bed, I pictured those sun-lit freckles instead of any small-town boy’s smirk, and the truth pressed closer than the desert heat: whatever I thought I knew about wanting was melting, reshaping itself into something I didn’t have words for yet.

The more time I spent weaving through Phoenix crowds, the more I caught my gaze hitching on details I’d never studied before—lipstick smudged on a coffee-cup rim, the elegant slope where a sundress met a collarbone, the confident sway of hips as a woman crossed the street ahead of me. It wasn’t just her anymore; it was waitresses balancing trays, joggers stretching at stoplights, artists splattered with paint outside studio doors. Each fleeting glance sparked the same warm jolt I’d once assumed only existed in pop songs about summer crushes.

The reaction both thrilled and unsettled me. Back home, whenever boys angled for my attention, I’d felt like I was reading lines from a script written for someone else—smiling at compliments that landed dull, memorizing phone numbers I never planned to dial. I’d chalked that flatness up to small-town familiarity or my single-minded hunger for the open road. But here, one accidental brush on a stranger’s shoulder in a crowded market could send my pulse skittering.

At night, lying beneath the camper shell with the city’s glow leaking through the curtains, I replayed those stolen glances and tried to label the feeling. Curiosity? Admiration? Was something deeper sliding into place like a long-lost puzzle piece? Whatever it was, it unraveled every assumption I’d packed beside the atlas. Freedom, I was learning, wasn’t just measured in miles—it was also the space to admit what and who made my heart quicken.

I decided my coffee-tin savings deserved something sturdier than a truck floorboard, so I walked into a downtown branch of Western Horizon Bank—a national chain with marble floors cool enough to fog my glasses. The woman at the new accounts desk looked nothing like the bankers back home. Her nameplate read R. Delgado, and the navy blazer did nothing to hide the graceful line of her shoulders or the quick, confident curve of her smile.

While she verified my driver’s license and fed stack after stack of bills into the counting machine, I found myself cataloging details that had nothing to do with interest rates: the faint dimple that appeared when she keyed in my routing number, the soft shimmer of lip gloss that caught the recessed lights, the way her sleeves inched up just enough to show a delicate vein at her wrist. My mind flickered, uninvited, to how those fingers might feel brushing the back of my neck—and heat flushed across my collarbones so fast I prayed the air-conditioning would mask it.

R. Delgado asked if I preferred a debit card “for everyday freedom.” The phrase made me grin harder than I meant to; freedom suddenly meant something more tactile than plastic. I signed the forms, pretending my pulse wasn’t thudding loud enough for her to hear, and reminded myself to focus on account minimums, not how her perfume smelled every time she leaned close.

When she slid the temporary card across the desk, her fingertips grazed mine—barely a touch, maybe accidental, but electricity zipped straight to my stomach. I tucked the card into my wallet, thanked her, and stepped back into the furnace of the Phoenix afternoon, wondering which felt more dangerous: carrying cash in a coffee tin or letting thoughts like those linger after a single smile.

That night, I drifted into sleep, still tasting jasmine on the back of my tongue, and the dream took me straight to the marble-cool lobby of Western Horizon. Only this time, the fluorescents were dimmed, the place lit by the soft pulse of security lights that turned everything silver.

R. Delgado stood behind the counter, jacket gone, sleeves rolled to her elbows. She beckoned me forward with the gentle curl of a finger. My feet moved on their own, soles silent on the tile, heat blooming beneath my skin even though the air felt chilled.

When our hands met across the desk, the plastic card dissolved, and her fingers threaded with mine—warm, certain. She stepped around the partition and pressed close, the faintest brush of her hips aligning with mine. Her perfume deepened, thicker than in the waking world, wrapping around us like night-blooming flowers. I could see the slow rise and fall of her breath and the way her lashes lowered when I skimmed my thumb along her knuckles.

We said nothing. Words would have snapped the spell. Instead, she guided me backward until my spine met the cool marble column, the contrast sending a shiver through me. Her mouth hovered near my ear, her breath warm against my neck, and every nerve lit up as though the bank’s recessed lights had sparked inside my chest. She traced the line of my collarbone with a deliberate touch, gentle but full of promise, and I arched instinctively toward the steady heat of her body.

Time blurred—moments stretching like taffy—until she leaned in and kissed me, slow and sure, tasting of citrus and midnight. The world dropped away: no lobby, no counters, only the slide of lips and the hush of my stuttering breath. In the dream, her kiss deepened just enough to flood me with liquid warmth, a pulse that spread from my mouth to every edge of me. I felt weightless, suspended between the cold marble at my back and the velvet press of her body in front.

When I was startled awake in the camper shell, dawn light seeping through the curtains, my pulse was still racing. The city hadn’t stirred yet, but my skin hummed as though the dream’s electricity hadn’t fully let go. I lay there catching my breath, palm pressed to my neck where her lips had rested in the dream, and whispered her name once into the quiet—a secret kept between me, the morning sky, and the lingering scent of jasmine that might have been memory or imagination.

I’d been living on gas-station burritos for days, and I decided I deserved real food—something that sizzled on cast iron instead of rotating under a heat lamp. The hostess at Buckhorn Grill seated me in a high-back leather booth, all dim Edison bulbs and slow country guitar. I ordered the twelve-ounce rib-eye rare and a baked potato the size of my fist, determined to taste every dollar I’d sweated for in the motel corridors.

Then the waitress arrived.

She couldn’t have been much older than I was—maybe twenty-one, twenty-two—dark hair coiled in a loose braid, freckles splashed across her nose like cinnamon. The sleeves of her black button-down were cuffed to the elbow, exposing smooth forearms that flexed when she balanced my water glass. “Name’s Marisol. Holler if you need anything, sugar,” she said, voice low and warm as the restaurant’s lighting.

The word sugar melted somewhere behind my ribs.

While she took the next table’s order, I studied the faint sheen of sweat at her hairline, the way the soft cotton of her shirt clung to the curve of her lower back when she leaned to clear a plate. Heat bloomed under my skin—nothing like the casual interest I’d mustered for boys back home. It was sharper, almost startling, like biting into a chile you thought was mild and feeling the burn spread.

Marisol reappeared with a basket of rolls, one hip cocked so the hem of her apron rode just above the swell of her jeans. “Need anything before your steak hits the grill?” She tapped her pen against the order pad, eyes bright under the string lights. I shook my head, but my gaze snagged on the tiny mole just below her lip, imagining how soft that skin might feel under my thumb. A rush of heat crawled up my neck; I prayed the ambient glow hid the blush.

While I waited, I tore a roll in half and tried to focus on the sports highlights looping on the corner TV. It was useless. Every time Marisol’s laugh drifted from the bar, my pulse spiked. I pictured her braid undone, dark waves tumbling over her shoulders, and wondered if she smelled like vanilla or something warmer—sandalwood, maybe. My thoughts slipped further: the press of her palm against my wrist as she set down a drink, the curve of her smile inches from mine—

The clatter of a sizzling platter snapped my daydream. She set the steak in front of me, the scent of herbs and char wafting up, but all I smelled was the subtle citrus note of her shampoo when she leaned in. “Careful—that plate’s hotter than Phoenix pavement,” she teased, winking as she straightened.

My mouth managed, “Thanks,” though speaking felt like dragging sound through honey. As she walked away, her braid brushed the small of her back, and I caught myself tracing the motion with my eyes until she disappeared behind the bar.

I cut into the steak—perfectly seared, juices pooling—but flavor barely registered. Every nerve was tuned to the shuffle of her sneakers on hardwood, the murmur of her voice as she chatted with another table. Between bites, I pictured leaning forward, catching her hand, asking when she got off work and if she’d let me buy her a slice of the bourbon pecan pie she kept recommending.

I finished dinner, left a tip that stung my bank balance more than the entrée and stepped into the desert night with my pulse still thrumming. The steak had been worth every cent, but it was Marisol’s easy smile—bright, genuine, dangerously warm—that fed a hunger no menu could list.

Slipping through my fingers. Time blurred. I noticed the rise and fall of her chest against me, the pleasant ache of wanting that settled like sunlight beneath my skin. She drew back just enough for her lashes to lift, eyes searching mine with a question that needed no words. I nodded, and she smiled—a quiet promise—and leaned in again, turning every thought to liquid warmth.

The moment stretched until the music faded and the bulbs dimmed further, the room dissolving into a slow, golden haze. Her laugh, low and intimate, was the last thing I heard before waking, heart hammering like it was still pressed to hers, every nerve alive with the memory of her touch. I lay there in the thin dawn light, breath-catching, the echo of mesquite and vanilla promising the dream might not be the last taste of that heat.

That night, Marisol followed me into my dreams.

We weren’t in the restaurant anymore. The setting was vague, soft at the edges—somewhere dim and warm, where the walls melted into shadows, and everything smelled faintly of citrus and smoke. She stood in front of me, hair unbraided, cascading over her shoulders in loose waves. Her black button-down was gone, replaced by something softer, clinging to her like silk.

She didn’t speak. She didn’t need to. Her eyes said everything—steady, playful, knowing.

When she stepped closer, her fingertips brushed my arm, leaving a trail of warmth behind. My breath hitched. The air between us pulsed like static, thick with tension that was neither new nor unfamiliar but finally undeniable. She touched my cheek, then tucked a strand of hair behind my ear in a gesture so tender it made my skin buzz.

And then she kissed me—slow, deep, confident. I leaned into her like gravity had shifted, and she was the only solid thing left. The heat between us bloomed, urgent and unfiltered, as her hands slid over my back, drawing me closer until there was no space left to question what I wanted.

The kiss deepened, her lips hot and sweet against mine, and I could feel her smile as we moved together, bodies pressed close. Every part of me lit up as though her touch sparked something I hadn’t realized I’d buried. My hands found her hips, her waist, the soft curve of her spine. Everything about her—her scent, her breath, the rhythm of her movements—wrapped around me like a promise I didn’t know I’d been waiting for.

I woke just before dawn, my body warm, my breath shallow, the edges of sleep still clinging like the last traces of perfume. The dream had been vivid—so vivid that I could still feel the ghost of Marisol’s lips on mine, the way her touch had lit something inside me that I didn’t know was waiting.

Lying there beneath the camper shell, I didn’t move. I stared at the soft gray light pooling at the corners of the curtains and tried to steady my breathing. My chest rose and fell with the aftershock of something I couldn’t explain away—not loneliness, not curiosity, but want—real, startling, magnetic.

No boy back in Briarfield had ever made me feel like that. With them, affection had always felt like an obligation, like I was expected to feel lucky just because they noticed me. But with Marisol—even in a dream—it felt like a choice. Mine.

I closed my eyes again, letting the warmth linger, not rushing to bury it or explain it, just letting it be. The images returned: the softness of her mouth, the weight of her hand on my back, the way she made me feel seen in a way I’d never allowed myself to be seen.

The laundromat was tucked between a pawn shop and a tattoo parlor, its flickering sign half-lit and humming like it was barely hanging on—kind of like me. I loaded my clothes into a washer, dropped in a few quarters, and sank into a cracked plastic chair with a dog-eared paperback and a vending machine snack. The hum of machines and detergent-scented air lulled me into a kind of calm.

Forty-five minutes later, clothes folded and tucked into a tote, I stepped outside into the harsh Phoenix sun—and stopped cold.

The space where my truck had been parked was empty.

I blinked once, twice, my heart skipping like a needle across a scratched record. I scanned the lot, checked the curb, and looked down the street as if maybe I’d forgotten where I parked—but no. I knew that spot. A sagging palm tree shaded it. I’d parallel parked it there myself, careful to leave room front and back.

Gone.

The truck. The camper shell. My bed. My quilt. My clothes—except for the ones in my tote. My tools. The map. The coffee tin bank account backup. Everything I owned.

Panic rose fast and sharp in my throat. I dropped the tote and ran a few steps in each direction, hoping I’d missed something, that maybe it had been towed for a violation, that there would be a sign, a clue—anything.

But there was nothing—no broken glass. No note. No witnesses. Just blistering concrete and the sudden, terrifying silence of a life that had been ripped out from under me.

For a long moment, I just stood there, laundry bag clutched to my chest, trying to breathe through the storm roaring in my chest. The truck was more than transportation—it was home. My one constant. My freedom. And now… it was gone.

My hands were shaking so hard I could barely tap the screen, but I managed to dial 911 and press the phone to my ear. The dispatcher’s voice was calm and practiced like nothing in the world could surprise her anymore. I gave her the address, described the truck—rust-red, a Toyota, with a camper shell and a dent on the left rear corner—and tried to sound like someone who had a plan.

Within twenty minutes, a patrol car pulled up, lights off but presence loud. A tall officer stepped out, sunglasses still on, notebook in hand. He listened while I repeated everything: when I parked, what I saw or didn’t see, when I came out. He nodded, asked for my registration—which, of course, had been in the glove box—then made a note and stepped away to call it in.

When he came back, his tone was gentle but final. “It wasn’t towed,” he said. “It’s been reported as stolen.”

The words hit like a punch to the ribs. I knew it—had known it the second I saw that space—but hearing it out loud made it real in a way I wasn’t ready for. The officer handed me a small card with a case number scribbled on the back. “Keep this. Call the non-emergency line for updates.”

“And my stuff?” I asked. “My clothes, tools, everything… my home was in that truck.”

He gave me a look I didn’t want to understand. “If it turns up, we’ll contact you. However, these things can take time. And sometimes they don’t come back the way you left them.”

He offered me a ride to the nearest shelter. I declined.

As he drove away, I stood in that hot parking lot, my folded laundry getting heavier in my arms by the second, and realized I had nothing left but the clothes in my bag, a phone with a 28% battery, and a checking account I hadn’t even used yet.

The open road had always meant freedom. Now it felt like I’d been kicked off it—stripped down to bare pavement and no direction.

The Desert Star Inn was the kind of place with buzzing neon, cracked stucco walls, and a front desk protected by bulletproof glass. I paid forty-six bucks in cash for a single room that smelled faintly of mildew and cheap bleach and took the key with a nod. The clerk didn’t ask questions, and I didn’t offer answers.

Room 7 was everything I expected: a warped dresser, a TV bolted to the wall, and a twin bed with cigarette burns in the comforter. I dropped my tote on the floor and sat at the edge of the mattress, staring at the stained carpet while the air conditioner wheezed to life.

Everything felt quiet. Too quiet.

My truck was gone. My tools, my map, the quilt that still smelled like home, my extra cash, the little trinkets I’d picked up across backroads and cities—all of it. It wasn’t just a vehicle someone had driven off with. It was my life.

I leaned forward, elbows on my knees, and pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes. What now?

I still had my phone. My debit card was in my back pocket, thankfully. My ID, too. I had the clothes I’d just washed, a handful of toiletries, and a charger. I wasn’t completely helpless. Just… close.

I thought about calling Grandma, but the shame stopped me cold. I’d left proud and sure, promising Sunday calls and postcards. I hadn’t planned on calling back broken.

I could look for work—again. Try to find another motel job, a diner, anything that paid cash under the table. But it felt different now. Like the wind had been knocked out of me in a way even time couldn’t fix.

I stared at the cracked ceiling and whispered into the dark, “What am I supposed to do now?”

No answer came, just the hum of the air unit and the muffled voices from the next room over.

I lay back on the bed, fully dressed, the ceiling fan spinning in lazy circles above me. I didn’t have a plan, didn’t know if the truck would ever come back, or if anything from before this moment still belonged to me.

By the next morning, I had a choice: sit in that motel room and let the weight of everything I’d lost crush me—or get up and do something about it. I showered, pulled on the cleanest clothes I had, and walked until the soles of my sneakers ached.

I stopped at every place that looked like it needed help. Diners, cafés, bars. Most said no. A few didn’t even look up when I asked.

Then I walked into Sunny’s Diner, a faded little place off a quiet strip near the bus depot. It smelled like overcooked bacon and burnt coffee, and the booths had more duct tape than vinyl. But the woman behind the counter—Sunny, I’d later learn—eyed me for a second, then said, “You ever waitress before?”

I told her the truth: “No, but I know how to work hard and learn fast.”

She handed me an apron. “You drop a tray, you clean it up. If you show up late, you’re done. Got it?”

I nodded, and just like that, I had a job.

The first week was rough. My feet blistered, I spilled soda on a customer’s lap, and I nearly cried when a toddler threw a full plate of eggs on the floor during my third shift. But I stuck with it. I stayed polite, moved fast, and kept the coffee hot. The regulars tipped okay, and the truckers were better once they realized I didn’t take crap.

I worked every shift I could. By the end of week two, I’d paid for another few nights at the Desert Star, bought a fresh toothbrush and some shampoo, and still had enough left over to tuck twenty bucks into the bottom of my bag.

It wasn’t much. But it was something.

Each night, I’d count my tips on the motel bed, stacking bills in neat little piles. I’d circle job postings in the free classifieds and write down long-term ideas in the back of my paperback novel. A different kind of life was taking shape—not the one I left home chasing, not the one stolen out from under me, but a patchwork version built shift by shift, dollar by dollar.

He started coming in around the end of my first week—always during the late lunch lull when the regulars thinned out, and the sun hit the blinds just right. He wore a construction vest faded from the sun and boots that left a trail of dust from the front door to the counter. I didn’t catch his name, but I caught the way his eyes followed me.

At first, I thought I imagined it—maybe a glance too long, maybe just me still raw from everything. But by the third visit, it was obvious. The man never said anything inappropriate, not really. Just watched. Eyes low, slow. Not friendly. Not curious. Just… hungry.

He always sat in my section. He always asked for more coffee than he drank. And every time I walked by, I felt his gaze settle on me—on my chest, on my waist, on the shape of my legs in jeans I’d worn three days straight.

“Need anything else?” I asked once, keeping my voice flat but polite.

His eyes met mine, and he smiled. Not warm. Just assured. It's like he thought he already knew the answer.

“No,” he said slowly, “you’ve already given me plenty.”

I forced a smile, the kind that didn’t reach my eyes, and turned away before the heat crawling up my spine turned into something I couldn’t hide. I hated the way he looked at me—like I was something he could afford like I was already his to want. It was too close to the way men at the Sunspot had looked at me, too close to the way some had offered money for more than coffee and eggs.

He was waiting out back when my shift ended, leaning against the hood of his truck like he had all the time in the world. The alley was quiet, lit by a flickering bulb above the back door. I almost turned around and went back inside.

“You work hard,” he said, straightening up. “Bet it gets old, living dollar to dollar.”

I didn’t say anything. I just kept one hand on my bag and the other near my phone.

Then he pulled out a folded bill and held it between two fingers. “Hundred bucks,” he said. “For your panties. That’s it. Nothing else.”

I stared at the money—creased, real, immediate. A hundred dollars. That was two, maybe three nights in my motel room. It was a refill on my prepaid phone. A week’s worth of food if I stretched it.

My stomach twisted, not with fear—but shame, not because of what he was asking, but because I was actually thinking about saying yes.

I glanced around. No one else was there. Just me, him, and the space between who I thought I was and what I might be willing to do to keep surviving.

Without a word, I set my bag down and stepped just far enough away to slip out of them. I handed them over without looking at his face. He tucked them into his jacket pocket like he’d just bought a pack of gum and handed me the hundred.

“Pleasure doing business,” he said.

I didn’t respond. I just grabbed my bag and walked off, every step heavier than the last.

Back in my motel room, I sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the bill in my hand. It felt both lighter and heavier than I expected—like something I’d earned and something I hadn’t. I told myself it didn’t matter that it was just a piece of clothing. Just one time.

The next time he came in, he didn’t say a word. He just left a folded napkin under his coffee cup with a date, a time, and a dollar sign. I stared at it for a long minute before slipping it into my apron. That night, I met him out back again.

He handed me another hundred, and I handed him another pair.

It became a pattern after that—twice a week, always the same alley, always cash. We didn’t talk much, and I never gave him more than what was agreed. No touching. No asking. Just the transaction.

It was easy money—embarrassingly easy. And the bills stacked up fast. Suddenly, I wasn’t just scraping by. I had enough to refill my phone, eat three meals a day, and even stash some away in the envelope I kept hidden under the motel mattress.

But with every folded bill came a weight I didn’t talk about. I told myself it wasn’t a big deal, that I was just being smart. Resourceful. Independent. But every time I handed over another piece of myself, no matter how small, I felt something shift—a quiet erosion I couldn’t quite name.

Some nights, I stood in front of the motel mirror, trying to look myself in the eye, reminding myself that it was just survival. That I hadn’t crossed any lines, I couldn’t come back from, but the truth was harder than that.

I hadn’t just lost the truck—I’d lost the clear sense of who I was when I drove into Phoenix. And while I was still fighting to build something out of nothing, I was beginning to wonder what it was costing me to stay afloat.

CHAPTER FOUR

The sun hadn’t even fully cleared the horizon when I rounded the corner and saw it—a sheet of paper taped to the front door of Sunny’s Diner, fluttering in the early morning breeze like a white flag of surrender.

Notice of Eviction.

My steps slowed. I blinked, hoping it was a menu update or a maintenance warning, but the red-stamped lettering said otherwise. FINAL. EFFECTIVE IMMEDIATELY. The landlord’s name was scrawled across the bottom in angry ink.

The door was locked. The lights were out.

I stood there on the sidewalk with my apron in one hand and my morning coffee in the other, staring at the place that had become my routine, my lifeline, my anchor. Gone. Just like that.

I pressed my forehead to the glass and peered inside. The booths were still there. Coffee mugs sat abandoned on the counter as if someone had left in a hurry—no sign of Sunny. No goodbye. No heads-up.

I sank onto the curb, elbows on my knees, heart pounding with that familiar, awful rhythm: What now?

I’d just started to feel like I was breathing again—paying for the motel room without holding my breath, saving small amounts from tips, and even keeping a little distance from the man in the alley. I’d made a rhythm out of chaos.

And now the rug had been pulled—again.

I sat there for a long time, watching the city come alive around me. The traffic didn’t care. The sun didn’t pause. And no one passing by even glanced at the eviction notice.

It's just another closed door.

But for me, it was another ending I hadn’t planned for.

I tightened my grip on my coffee and stood, letting the morning heat settle on my shoulders. I'd lost a lot. The truck. The comfort of knowing what came next. But I still had a body that could work, a mind that could figure things out, and enough grit left in me to survive one more hit, even if I had no idea where my next paycheck would come from.

The place was called Thunder Wings, a loud, neon-splashed bar and grill with big screens on every wall and a dress code that barely qualified as clothing. Tight shorts, low-cut tops, glossy lip gloss. It wasn’t Hooters, but it didn’t try too hard to be different, either.

I almost walked out after the interview—but the manager offered me a shift on the spot, and after what happened with Sunny’s, I couldn’t afford to be proud. I needed income. A room. Stability. And Thunder Wings, for all its chaos and flashing lights, had all of that.

The tips were decent. Sometimes great. Guys came in for the wings, sure—but mostly, they came in for us. Flirty smiles, light touches, the illusion that maybe we liked being looked at. I played the part like I’d rehearsed it in a mirror. Smiling, joking, and walking away when their compliments turned heavy.

But the real distraction wasn’t the customers.

It was the other girls.

They were confident in ways I wasn’t used to. Moving through the room like they owned it—hips swaying, ponytails bouncing, laughter spilling behind them like perfume. There was one named Riley, who had sleeve tattoos and a voice that could charm a table or cut it in half, depending on her mood. Another Tasha had this effortless way of fixing her hair that made me stare more times than I wanted to admit.

At first, I told myself I was studying them—learning how they carried themselves, how they turned attention into tips. But by week two, I knew better. My eyes lingered too long. My stomach did that tight, weightless thing every time one of them brushed past me in the kitchen or winked over her shoulder during a shift.

And then there were the locker room moments—quick changes. Laughter echoed in the small space. Bra straps slipped down shoulders, perfume sprayed into the air, and soft skin was inches from mine. I tried not to look. I tried too hard not to look. And that only made it worse.

Each shift became a balancing act—pretending I was unaffected while every sideways glance made my heart race. I didn’t know what to do with the feelings except bury them, deep and quiet, behind the same smile I gave the customers.

But no matter how deep I tried to hide them, they kept rising—just like the heat in my chest every time Riley called me babe and grinned like she knew exactly what that did to me.

The call came late—well after the dinner rush when the restaurant’s neon had faded into a dull hum, and my feet ached from another night of smiling too hard. I missed it at first. It was only when I pulled my phone from the locker and saw three missed calls from Grandpa’s number that a knot formed in my gut.

I stepped outside, the heat still clinging to the sidewalk like a second skin and called back.

Grandma answered. Her voice was soft, tired in a way I hadn’t heard before.

“They’re taking the farm, Casey,” she said, no buildup, no cushion. “It’s gone.”

I didn’t say anything. Couldn’t.

She filled the silence in her way—gently, methodically—explaining how the drought had hit harder than they let on, how the last loan extension had been denied, how the bank had sent a letter, then another, then someone in a suit who didn’t look them in the eye. Grandpa had stopped sleeping through the night. Grandma had started hiding bills in the breadbox. Neither of them told me, as they didn't want me to worry.

But now it was done. The land had been signed over. The fields we used to walk through, the porch swing I’d cried on the night before I left—they weren’t ours anymore.

“They’re letting us stay through the end of the month,” Grandma added. “But we’ll be moving into a small place near the edge of town after that. A rental.”

I leaned against the brick wall, the words sinking into me like cold water.

The farm wasn’t just land. It was my anchor. My history. It was where I learned how to plant things and where I learned how to let them go. It was the only real home I’d ever known.

And now, it was someone else’s.

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered, not knowing what else to say.

“It’s not your fault, honey,” she replied. “But I know you’re out there trying to build something. So you keep going. Don’t let this drag you back.”

After we hung up, I stood there for a long time in the buzzing stillness, watching the glow of passing headlights paint streaks across the parking lot. The farm was gone. Just like the truck. Just like the diner. Everything that had grounded me was slipping through my fingers, piece by piece.

The phone buzzed with a number I hadn’t saved but knew by heart. Stephen.

Normally, I let it ring out—let his voice vanish into voicemail like all the others before it. But tonight, with the ache of the farm still raw and the empty feeling I carried home from Thunder Wings sitting like a rock in my chest, I hesitated.

Then I answered.

“Casey,” he said, sharp and clean like the clink of ice in a glass. “You finally picked up.”

I didn’t respond right away. I wasn’t sure I trusted myself to speak.

“I talked to your grandparents,” he continued. “They told me everything. About the farm, about how you’ve been living… waitressing?” His voice dipped, heavy with disappointment. “At a place where they’ve got you half-nude, serving beer to men who only care about what’s hanging out of your top?”

My jaw clenched.

“You’re throwing your life away,” he went on, the judgment in his tone unmistakable. “You’re smarter than this. You don’t belong in some dusty motel working for tips like a cocktail cliché.”

I could picture him pacing in a penthouse, probably holding a drink, surrounded by glass walls and things that cost more than everything I’d ever owned.

“You’ve proven your point, Casey,” he said, quieter now. “You're tough. You left. You did it your way. But you’ve got nothing to prove anymore. Come to L.A. I’ve got plenty of space.  You can get back on your feet. Take some time, figure things out without sinking deeper into this… whatever this is.”

For a moment, I said nothing. The motel’s air conditioning clicked on, loud and dry behind me. I thought about the girls at Thunder Wings, the tired kindness in Grandma’s voice, the ache of things lost, and the danger of things offered.

“I don’t need saving,” I finally said. My voice cracked just a little.

“This isn’t about saving you,” Stephen replied too quickly. “It’s about not watching you waste yourself.”

I swallowed hard. Because the truth was, part of me wanted to scream at him. And another part wanted exactly what he was offering: a reset. A roof. Safety.

But the biggest part of me wasn’t sure if going with Stephen would be climbing out of the hole or falling into a different one.

“I’ll think about it,” I said flatly.

He didn’t say thank you or goodbye—just ended the call like it was a business deal halfway done. I sat in the dark after that, staring at the phone in my lap, the motel walls pressing in close. I didn’t know what the right choice was, but for the first time in a long while, I knew this one mattered.

I walked into Thunder Wings that night, already leaning toward no.

Stephen’s offer had been ringing in my head since the call—like a siren, I didn’t want to admit I could hear. But I’d told myself I wasn’t going to be rescued, especially not by a man who’d spent most of my life forgetting I existed.

I tied on my apron like armor, pulled my ponytail tight, and reminded myself that I was fine. I had a job. A plan. Some money saved. I'd survived worse.

But that illusion didn’t even last an hour.

He was just another customer at table fourteen—mid-forties, smug grin, hands too confident. The moment I passed by with a tray of beers, I felt it: his hand, full and deliberate, grabbing my ass like I was part of the furniture.

Time slowed. My breath caught.

I froze, stunned for a second, just long enough to see the flicker of amusement on his face. The look that said he’d done it before and that he expected me to either laugh it off or do nothing at all.

But I didn’t.

Without thinking, I set the tray down, turned around, and slapped him—hard, palm ringing loud enough to silence three tables around us. His face whipped to the side, a smear of shock and outrage already forming.

Then I grabbed the nearest beer, still foaming in its glass, and dumped it over his head.

He gasped. The whole place stared.

And I knew—before my manager stormed over, before I was pulled into the back before I was told to take off my apron and get out—I knew I was fired.

I left through the alley with my heart still hammering, my tips left behind on a sticky counter, and the night air cooling the flush on my face.

Back in my motel room, I collapsed onto the bed, stared at the cracked ceiling, and let the silence settle in.

No job. No truck. No farm. There is no backup plan.

Stephen’s voice played in my head again, low and smug: You don’t belong in some dusty motel working for tips.

And for the first time, I wondered if maybe… maybe he was right.

I didn’t call him. I didn’t say yes. I just texted him two words:

“Fine. Okay.”

Within ten minutes, he replied with a flight confirmation and a message that read, “You’ll thank me someday.”

CHAPTER FIVE

A first-class ticket to Los Angeles. Window seat. Priority boarding. Even a meal, I didn’t have to unwrap from foil. It felt too polished, too curated, like a life that didn’t belong to me.

I wore the cleanest clothes I had and kept my head low in the airport. I carried a tote bag with everything I owned inside—what little was left after the truck, the job, and the farm had all vanished. Sitting in that leather seat, sipping soda from a real glass, I couldn’t help but feel like an imposter in someone else’s world.

When we landed, I half-expected Stephen to be waiting by the gate, arms crossed, smug in some tailored suit.

But he wasn’t.

Instead, a man in a black suit holding a tablet with my name on it waited just outside baggage claim. He gave a curt nod, took my bag, and led me to a sleek black car idling at the curb. The air inside smelled like leather and new money.

I watched palm trees blur past the windows and tried to picture what I was walking into. I hadn’t seen Stephen in years—not face-to-face. Not since I was a teenager with clenched fists and nothing to say to the man who’d missed every birthday and tried to buy forgiveness with electronics and silence.

The car wound through the Hollywood Hills until we reached a gate. It slid open like a secret being let out, revealing a house that looked more like a museum—glass and steel and sharp edges. It is the kind of place people stared at from tour buses.

The driver stopped in the circular drive, stepped out, and opened my door. I stood there for a long second, bag in hand, squinting at the house. My reflection looked back at me in the front windows—tired, underdressed, out of place.

The front door opened before I could even knock. A woman stood there, framed by the cool, white glow of the entryway, as if she belonged in the pages of a fashion magazine rather than at Stephen’s doorstep.

She was striking—undeniably so. Long, straight black hair fell to her waist like a sheet of ink, and her eyes were a dark, stormy blue that pinned me in place the second they met mine. She wore high-waisted black slacks, and a silk camisole cut low enough to reveal curves that made me suddenly conscious of the dust on my sneakers and the way my hoodie clung to the wrong places.

“You must be Casey,” she said, voice smooth, almost amused. Her lips curled into a smile that didn’t feel forced.

I opened my mouth to respond, but no words came out. I nodded instead, gripping the strap of my bag like a lifeline.

She stepped aside. “Come in. Stephen’s finishing up a call. I’m Morgan.”

I blinked. “Morgan…?”

She held out a manicured hand, her smile widening just enough to catch the edges of pride. “Stephen’s wife.”

I froze.

Wife?

Not girlfriend. Not assistant. Not someone he was stringing along until the next one came along. Wife.

She couldn’t have been much older than me. Twenty-six, maybe twenty-seven, if that. My jaw tightened before I could stop it, a flicker of heat rising in my chest—confusion, disbelief, something sharper tucked just underneath.

She tilted her head, watching me carefully, almost like she knew what I was thinking.

“I know,” she said gently. “It’s… unexpected.”

That was putting it lightly.

I stepped inside the house, the door closing quietly behind me. The marble floor beneath my feet felt cold, expensive, and unfamiliar—like everything else about this new life I’d just walked into.

Morgan turned to lead me down the hall, her hair swaying across her back, her hips moving with effortless confidence.

And all I could think was: What the hell did I walk into?

It didn’t take long.

Morgan had just shown me to a guest room—clean lines, soft lighting, a view of the hills that looked like a painting—when Stephen appeared in the doorway. He looked the same: tailored shirt, hair grayer at the temples, confidence worn like a second skin. But the moment our eyes met, the quiet civility cracked.

“You couldn’t have told me?” I snapped, standing stiff in the middle of the room, arms crossed so tight it hurt. “You couldn’t pick up a phone and say, Hey, by the way, I married someone who looks like she could’ve graduated with me?”

Stephen’s expression didn’t falter. “Casey, you’ve ignored my calls for years. You only answered because you ran out of options.”

I flinched like he’d slapped me. He took a step into the room, voice still calm but sharp around the edges.

“I’ve tried. I’ve always tried. Birthdays. Holidays. Every time I sent something, you sent it back or didn’t even open it.”

“Because you don’t get to buy your way in!” I fired back. “You missed everything that mattered and then tried to fix it with bracelets and electronics and—God, Stephen, you don’t even know me!”

“And whose fault is that?” he said, finally raising his voice. “I made mistakes. I know that. But you made it damn clear you didn’t want me in your life. Don’t come into my house and act like I’m the only one who walked away.”

My pulse pounded in my ears. I wanted to scream, to cry, to storm out. But where would I go? The motel was gone. My job was gone. My truck, the farm, all of it—gone.

I looked at him, jaw clenched, fighting the wave rising in my throat.

“You didn’t even pick me up from the airport,” I said quietly.

His face shifted for just a second—surprise, maybe guilt, I couldn’t tell. Then he straightened, smoothing his expression like he was flipping to the next page in a contract.

“I thought you’d prefer it that way,” he said. “I didn’t want to make you uncomfortable.”

I laughed—dry, bitter. “Oh, don’t worry. You’ve nailed uncomfortable.”

We stared at each other, the silence thick and hot between us. Then I turned away, dropped my bag on the bed, and sat down like the argument had wrung every ounce of strength from my legs.

Stephen lingered in the doorway for a moment longer. “You’re welcome to stay,” he said, voice cool again. “As long as you need.”

Then he left.

I stared at the door long after it closed, heart pounding in the quiet, wondering if I’d just climbed out of one mess and straight into another.

Stephen was gone before I woke up.

I heard the distant rumble of his car pulling away, followed by the hiss of the front gate sliding closed. No goodbye. No note. Just an empty hallway and the smell of fresh espresso drifting from the kitchen.

I found Morgan standing barefoot on the marble floor, sipping from a white mug, her long black hair cascading over one shoulder. She wore a silk robe that looked like it cost more than my entire wardrobe, and when she saw me, she smiled—not the smug, condescending kind I half-expected, but something gentler. Warmer.

“Morning,” she said, offering me a second mug. “Hope you like strong coffee. Stephen’s machine doesn’t understand moderation.”

I took it, unsure how to hold it or what to say.

For a while, we stood in silence by the kitchen island, the house too quiet, too perfect. Finally, I cleared my throat.

“How did you two meet?” I asked, not looking at her. “You and Stephen.”

She didn’t seem surprised by the question.

“At a fundraiser in Malibu. Two years ago.” She took another sip. “He was there for some clean energy venture. I was modeling for a campaign and was persuaded to do so by a friend. He said something sarcastic about the wine, and I said something worse about the guests. We laughed. He asked for my number.”

“Just like that?” I asked.

“Just like that,” she said with a small shrug. “He was charming in that polished, vaguely intimidating way. But he was also... kind. Not at first. Not obviously. But I saw it eventually.”

I nodded slowly, unsure how to reconcile that version of Stephen with the one I’d known growing up—the distant man behind lavish gifts and broken promises.

“When did you get married?”

“About a year ago,” she said. “Small ceremony in Napa. Just close friends. He said you wouldn’t come, even if he invited you.”

I looked down at my coffee, that bitter taste rising in my throat again. “He was right.”

Morgan set her mug down and leaned on the counter, eyes on me. “You don’t like me.”

“I don’t know you,” I said honestly.

“But you don’t like what I represent.”

I met her gaze, steady now. “You’re younger than some of the women he used to send my birthday gifts with.”

She didn’t flinch. “Fair.”

There was no edge to her voice, no defensiveness—just facts.

“I didn’t marry him for money, if that’s what you’re thinking,” she added softly. “Though I know how it looks.”

I didn’t respond. I wasn’t ready to say I believed her—but I also wasn’t ready to say I didn’t.

“I don’t know what this house is for you, Casey,” she said after a moment. “A last resort. A chance to breathe. A temporary escape. But I know how it feels to end up somewhere you never thought you’d be.”

She didn’t ask for my story. She didn’t offer hers. She just left the space open, like a door I didn’t have to walk through yet.

I took a slow sip of the coffee, more to fill the silence than because I actually liked it. The kitchen felt like a showroom—cold granite, spotless appliances, and not a single fingerprint anywhere. Morgan fit in here too well, barefoot and flawless, as if she belonged in the pages of a luxury magazine.

But something about the way she looked at me—direct but unguarded—made her feel real. Which only made my next question harder to ask.

“How old are you?” I said suddenly, surprising even myself with how sharp it came out.

Morgan’s eyebrow arched, amused but not offended. “That’s bold before breakfast.”

I shrugged. “You said you know how it feels to end up somewhere you never thought you’d be. That doesn’t sound like someone Stephen’s age.”

She smiled as if she appreciated the honesty. “I’m twenty-four.”

The number hit me like a slap. I blinked. “Seriously?”

“Seriously,” she said, sipping her coffee like it was nothing. “I turned twenty-four in March.”

I leaned back against the counter, trying to wrap my head around it. I was nineteen. Nineteen. She was only five years older than me—and she was married to Stephen.

“You’re five years older than me,” I said aloud, like saying it would help it make more sense. It didn’t.

She just nodded, unfazed. “I know.”

“And that doesn’t feel... weird to you?”

She tilted her head. “It did at first. But Stephen’s not what most people expect. He’s older, yes. But not always old.”

I couldn’t help it—I let out a sharp laugh. “He’s my dad, Morgan.”

She didn’t flinch. “I know that, too.”

I stared at her, waiting for the discomfort, the defensiveness, anything—but it never came. She was just there, calm and steady, like this was all perfectly reasonable.

I shook my head, setting my coffee down harder than I meant to. “This whole thing is insane.”

Morgan didn’t disagree. “Maybe. But it’s real.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I didn’t say anything at all.

CHAPTER SIX

It started with glances I told myself were innocent. The way Morgan’s robe shifted when she leaned over the counter. The curve of her legs as she walked barefoot across the marble floor. The way her voice dipped when she laughed—low, warm, unbothered. It wasn’t just that she was beautiful. Plenty of women were beautiful.

It was her.

The ease with which she carried herself. The way she looked at me when she talked was like she was never rushing to fill the silence. As if she saw through the layers, I kept zipped up tight and didn’t mind what she found there.

I’d catch myself watching her from across the room. Noticing the small things—the way her fingers curled around a wineglass, the soft shimmer of lotion on her arms after a shower, the way her hair caught the sun when she passed the window. I’d remember the faint scent of her perfume long after she’d left the room.

And that’s when it hit me.

I wasn’t just noticing her.

I wanted her.

And not in some abstract, distant way. It was physical. Raw. A slow, low thrum in my chest whenever she got too close. The way my skin tightened when she brushed past me in the hallway. The heat that curled through me when her hand grazed mine over the breakfast table.

She was Stephen’s wife. My father’s wife.

That thought should’ve been enough to kill it.

But it didn’t.

If anything, it made the attraction worse—sharper, messier, soaked in something I didn’t know how to name.

I hated how it made me feel. Uneasy. Guilty. Like I was crossing a line just by breathing the same air as her. I’d lie in bed at night staring at the ceiling, trying to shake the feeling, trying to remind myself that this house, this life, she—none of it was mine.

But the truth settled deeper every day.

I had never wanted anyone the way I wanted Morgan.

The next morning, Morgan knocked softly on my door—not the quiet, polite kind, but the kind that said we’re doing something today, and you don’t get to say no.

When I opened it, she was already dressed in high-waisted jeans, a tucked-in blouse that made casual look elegant, and a smile that was just a little too bright to be casual.

“I’m kidnapping you,” she said, holding out a to-go coffee cup like a peace offering. “You need real clothes, and I need a reason to leave this museum of a house.”

I raised an eyebrow but took the cup. “You’re not afraid Stephen might think we’re bonding?”

Her smile turned sly. “Stephen’s in meetings all day. He won’t notice anything unless it affects the stock market.”

We drove with the top down, Morgan’s playlist spilling old soul and indie pop out into the warm L.A. breeze. The city buzzed with a rhythm I hadn’t felt in weeks—alive, loud, unpredictable. I kept catching glimpses of Morgan from the corner of my eye: the way she sang along without caring who heard her, the way her hair whipped around her shoulders, the way she occasionally glanced over at me like this wasn’t just an errand—it was something else.

The boutique she took me to was tucked into a quiet block off Melrose. Everything inside was soft cotton, clean lines, the kind of minimalist luxury I would’ve walked past a year ago without even glancing in.

“Try these,” she said, handing me an armful of pieces I’d never pick for myself—fitted jeans, a silky wrap dress, a crop top that made me raise an eyebrow.

“I’m not sure these are me,” I muttered.

“Then let’s find out who you are now,” she said, smiling. “Besides, you might like how you look through someone else’s eyes.”

An hour later, we walked out with two bags—her treat, despite my half-hearted protests—and headed to a small restaurant tucked into a shaded corner of Silver Lake. The tables were all dark wood and flickering candles, and the wine list was longer than the menu.

Over dinner, the conversation shifted. Light things, at first—music, food, the weirdest customers she’d ever dealt with during her modeling days. But then it turned.

“I meant what I said yesterday,” she said, her voice quieter now, more careful. “I know what it’s like to land somewhere and not recognize yourself anymore.”

I toyed with the stem of my glass. “And what do you do when that happens?”

She met my eyes across the table, something heavier passing behind her expression. “You rebuild. Even if it’s from nothing.”

I looked at her and felt something I couldn’t name yet—warmth, maybe. Or connection. Or something that felt a little like danger and a little like gravity.

The drive back was quieter. The wind had settled. The city lights painted golden streaks across the dash. She didn’t say anything when her hand brushed mine on the gearshift and didn’t pull away when I didn’t move.

When we pulled into the driveway, she cut the engine but didn’t move to get out. For a few seconds, we just sat there, silence stretching between us—thick, full, and not uncomfortable.

Then she smiled, softer this time. “Thanks for coming with me today.”

“Thanks for… everything,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

She nodded once, then got out of the car and disappeared into the house.

I stayed behind for a moment longer, heart racing, not sure what the day had changed—only that something had.

As the weeks rolled on, I started noticing just how often Stephen wasn't there.

At first, I chalked it up to work. He was a businessman, after all—the type who lived out of airports and luxury hotels, always on a call, always in motion. But eventually, it stopped feeling like a schedule and started feeling like an absence.

Sometimes, he’d disappear for three or four days at a time. No text. No check-in. Just gone.

Morgan never made a big deal of it. She’d casually mention a trip to New York or Singapore, shrugging like it was nothing, and then carry on with her day. But I could tell she noticed it, too. The way she stood a little longer in the kitchen at night, stirring her tea without drinking it. The way she didn’t sleep as well when he was away—lights on longer, music playing later, wine glasses left rinsed but not put away.

At dinner, it was usually just the two of us now—sitting at the long glass dining table, candles lit even though there was no occasion. Sometimes, we talked for hours. Other times, we sat in comfortable silence, the kind that filled in the gaps between people who were slowly letting their guards down.

The house started to feel like ours, not his.

I found myself forgetting that I was technically his guest. My toothbrush had its spot in the bathroom. My clothes were in drawers, not a bag. Morgan borrowed my sweaters without asking, and I stopped minding.

I didn’t ask where Stephen was or what he was doing. Part of me didn’t want to know. Another part already did.

His absence made the air easier to breathe.

And it made her presence harder to ignore.

CHAPTER SEVEN

It was late—past midnight—when Morgan finally told me.

We were curled up on the outdoor sofa by the firepit, wrapped in throw blankets with half-finished glasses of wine resting on the table between us. The city stretched out below, glittering and distant, like a world we weren’t quite part of. It was one of those rare L.A. nights where the breeze was soft, and everything felt quiet, suspended.

I don’t know what made her speak. Maybe it was the wine. Maybe it was the way Stephen had disappeared again, this time with no return date and no explanation. Maybe it was just time.

She exhaled, slow. “You ever feel like you woke up one day and didn’t recognize your own life?”

I looked at her. “Every day since I got to L.A.”

She gave a sad little laugh, then went quiet again. The firelight flickered across her face, catching in her dark blue eyes.

“I was nineteen when I moved here,” she said finally. “From Arizona. I grew up in a town so small you could walk across it in ten minutes. My mom worked nights, and my dad was already gone. I wanted out. I thought modeling would be my way.”

I stayed silent, listening.

“I booked a few things. Catalog stuff. A few shoots. It paid enough to share a studio apartment with two other girls who barely spoke English and smoked inside even when I begged them not to.” She smirked at the memory, but her voice was laced with something bitter. “Then I met Stephen.”

Her gaze dropped to the fire.

“He wasn’t what I expected. Not at first. He was kind in that polished, powerful way. He saw me—paid attention. He bought me coffee, then dinners, then offered to help with rent when I couldn’t make it. I thought I was lucky.”

She sipped her wine, then set the glass down.

“I moved in after six months. He bought me a car, clothes, whatever I needed. But slowly, everything became his. His house, his rules, his people. I thought I was building a life with him, but really, I was orbiting his.”

I swallowed. “Why did you marry him?”

Morgan’s lips pressed together. “Because by then, I didn’t know who I was without him. And… part of me thought maybe love looked like that. Expensive, quiet, a little lonely.”

I wanted to say something—anything—but I couldn’t find the right words

Stephen didn’t even call.

No text. No message. Not a single word.

I wasn’t expecting balloons or some dramatic gesture. But a simple "Happy birthday"? A check-in? Anything? It never came.

Morgan remembered, though.

She knocked on my bedroom door just after noon, holding a sparkly gift bag in one hand and a mimosa in the other. She wore ripped black jeans, a cropped tee, and that effortless confidence that somehow always made her look like she belonged on the cover of something glossy.

“Happy birthday, baby Warner,” she said, handing me the drink. “You’re twenty. Which means we’re celebrating tonight.”

I blinked at her. “Celebrating… how?”

“There’s a rooftop party in Silver Lake,” she said. “My friends, live DJ, skyline views, drinks that taste too good and cost too much. And you—looking amazing and not thinking about him for one night.”

I wanted to say no. Part of me even rehearsed it. But the way she smiled—like I mattered, like this night mattered—chipped away at my defenses.

That evening, Morgan did my makeup in her bathroom mirror. Just enough sparkle to catch the light, eyeliner that made my eyes look older than twenty, and a red lipstick I swore I couldn’t pull off—but she insisted I could. The dress she picked for me hugged me a little too close, and I hesitated when I saw myself in it.

“You look like someone who belongs here,” she said, voice low. “Don’t question that.”

The rooftop was alive with sound and color—music pulsing underfoot, string lights swaying above, and people laughing and dancing as if the night would never end. Morgan’s friends welcomed me without hesitation. They toasted to me, to twenty, to surviving the year that nearly broke me.

And Morgan? She never drifted far. Her hand rested lightly on my back when she guided me through the crowd. Her voice in my ear made me feel like the only person on the roof. Whenever I looked over at her, she was already looking at me.

Around midnight, we stepped away from the noise, standing near the edge where the city spilled out beneath us—silent and glowing.

“I wanted you to feel celebrated tonight,” she said, folding her arms against the breeze. “You deserve that.”

I looked at her, really looked. She was beautiful, yes, but it was more than that. She made me feel like I wasn’t just someone passing through. Like I was seen.

“Thank you,” I said softly. “I didn’t know I needed this.”

Morgan gave a small, knowing smile, her hair catching the wind. “Everyone needs to be reminded of who they are sometimes.”

We stood there for a while, neither touching nor saying anything more, just breathing the same air and sharing the same view. The silence between us wasn’t awkward—it was full.

And in that moment, I didn’t need a kiss to feel how close we’d become.

The sound of Morgan’s music reached me before I even stepped into the hallway—low, rhythmic bass pulsing from the home gym down the corridor. I hadn’t meant to go looking for her, but the moment I passed by the open door, I caught a glimpse and stopped cold.

She was finishing her workout—stretching, body glistening with sweat, a sheen across her collarbone and arms that made her skin glow under the soft overhead lights. Her long black hair was tied up, a few loose strands sticking to her cheeks. She wore black leggings that hugged every curve and a cropped tank damp with sweat that clung to her like a second skin.

I knew I should’ve kept walking.

Instead, I stood there like an idiot, staring.

She caught me almost immediately. Her eyes flicked up in the mirror, and our gazes locked. I froze, my heart kicking up in my chest.

Morgan didn’t say anything. She just held my gaze as she picked up a towel and dabbed the sweat from her neck, slow and unbothered like she had all the time in the world to let me look.

Then, just before turning to leave, she smirked. Not a full smile. Just the hint of one—like she knew exactly what she was doing and exactly what I was thinking.

She walked past me without a word, a towel draped over her shoulder, hips swaying with quiet confidence. Her perfume, faint and clean, clung to the space between us.

I stood there for a moment, still holding my breath, and when I finally let it out, I realized I was in more trouble than I thought.

That night, I dreamt of Morgan.

We were in the backyard again, but the city lights were gone—just us, the firepit, and a thick stillness that felt more like a secret than silence. She was barefoot in the grass, hair down, skin glowing from the soft orange firelight. The night was warm, but I felt colder without her near.

She looked at me the way she sometimes did when Stephen wasn’t home—when the house felt less like his and more like something unspoken between us.

In the dream, she stepped closer. No words, just presence. Her hand found mine, slow and deliberate, fingers threading together like we’d done it a thousand times. Her other hand rose to my cheek, warm and certain, brushing a strand of hair behind my ear the way she had once before—but this time, she didn’t stop there.

The air thickened. Her touch lingered.

I felt her breath first—soft against my mouth—and the pull that followed was instinct, not thought. Her lips brushed mine, not quite a kiss, but full of promise. My hands slid to her waist. I felt the heat of her skin beneath my fingertips, and the ache that had followed me for weeks bloomed like wildfire in my chest.

We didn’t speak. We didn’t have to.

Her mouth met mine fully, finally, and the kiss deepened—slow, hungry, reverent. I felt her everywhere: the softness of her lips, the firmness of her body against mine, the way her fingers slid up my back, patient and sure.

The dream blurred, then—bodies tangled, sheets that didn’t exist, her voice in my ear like a whisper and a plea.

And then I woke up.

Breathless. Heart racing. Skin flushed.

I lay there in the dark, blinking up at the ceiling, the dream still clinging to me like sweat on my skin. The room was quiet. Morgan was two doors away, and I was wide awake, pulse hammering, the echo of her touch still burning under my skin.

My hand drifted beneath the hem of my shirt, tracing the curve of my stomach before slipping lower. I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. It wasn’t just about need. It was about her. The way she looked at me when she thought I wasn’t paying attention. The way I wished—God, I wished—she’d touch me like this.

I closed my eyes and pictured her lips on my neck, her body pressed against mine. My fingers moved slowly, in rhythm with the fantasies I kept hidden from everyone but myself. Each movement pulled a soft moan from my throat, my hips rising to meet my touch. I whispered her name into the dark, knowing she’d never hear it, but for a few minutes, in the stillness of that room, she was mine.

I began aching for her. Every time I closed my eyes, Morgan was there—her mouth, her hands, her voice. The way she bit her lip when she was thinking. The way Morgan laughed and didn’t know what it did to me. My skin felt too tight, my panties were damp, and I couldn’t take it anymore.

I stripped down the moment I shut the door, tossing my clothes to the floor as I headed straight to my bed. I didn’t bother with the lights. I didn’t need them. I knew exactly what I wanted, who I wanted.

I sank into the sheets, spread my legs, and let my fingers slide over my clit—slowly at first, just enough to tease the spark that had been burning all day. My other hand cupped my breast, kneading and pinching until I gasped. I was already soaked, every nerve raw with need. I dipped two fingers inside myself, moaning as my walls clenched around the intrusion. But it wasn’t enough.

I imagined Morgan’s lips trailing down my stomach, her tongue tasting every inch of me. I imagined her eyes locked on mine as she spread me open and buried her face between my legs. The thought made me whimper. My fingers pumped harder, faster, fucking myself to the rhythm of her name in my head.

I came with a sharp cry, my back arching off the bed, muscles trembling as pleasure crashed over me in waves. I didn’t stop. I couldn’t. I kept going, chasing another high as the thought of Morgan—naked, hungry, mine—pushed me over again.

By the time I collapsed, sweaty and breathless, my body was spent… but my mind was still full of her, and God, I wanted her even more.

CHAPTER EIGHT

The argument started just after sundown. Stephen’s voice echoed down the hall—sharp, clipped, with that familiar cold edge he got when things weren’t going his way.

Morgan’s voice followed, lower, tighter. Controlled—but barely.

“I’m tired of waking up to an empty bed, Stephen,” Morgan said. “I’m tired of pretending this is normal.”

There was a pause, and then his voice cut back, more irritated than apologetic. “You knew what this was when you married me. You knew who I was.”

“No,” she snapped, louder now. “I knew who you presented yourself to be. Charming. Focused. Ambitious, yes—but not absent. Not cold. Not someone who shows up only when it’s convenient.”

I moved quietly down the hallway, stopping just short of the living room where their voices were rising like storm clouds.

“You want a man who’s home for dinner every night?” Stephen said bitterly. “You should’ve married someone who doesn’t run three companies.”

“I didn’t marry your schedule, Stephen,” she shot back. “I married you. And lately, I can’t even tell if that version of you exists anymore.”

There was silence. Heavy, drawn out.

Then Stephen said flatly, “You wanted security. Comfort. Stability. You have it.”

“Comfort isn’t the same as connection,” she replied. “And security feels a lot like a cage when you’re the only one in it.”

I backed away before they could hear me. The air felt too tight, the marble floor too cold. I ducked back into my room, shut the door quietly, and sat on the edge of the bed, heart racing—not just from what I’d heard but from the rawness in Morgan’s voice.

She wasn’t yelling to win. She was yelling because she was breaking, and suddenly, I wasn’t sure if I was just a guest in their house anymore… or a witness to something quietly falling apart.

A few days after the argument, the tension in the house had settled into something quieter—but it hadn’t gone away. Stephen had disappeared again, off to “meetings in Palo Alto,” and the mansion felt bigger, emptier like it was holding its breath.

That morning, Morgan knocked on my door with her sunglasses perched on her head and a mischievous smile tugging at her lips.

“You and I are escaping today,” she said. “No dishes, no phone calls, no men.”

I blinked at her, still in my oversized sleep shirt. “Escaping where?”

“Spa day. My treat. You’re overdue.”

I tried to protest, but she waved me off, and thirty minutes later, we were in her car, top-down, music blaring, headed toward a spa that looked like it belonged in a movie—high ceilings, eucalyptus in the air, and robes fluffier than anything I’d ever worn in my life.

We got facials. Massages. Sat in a steam room that smelled like oranges and mint. For the first time in weeks, I felt like I could breathe without thinking. Like I wasn’t in someone else’s shadow.

Later, in the quiet of the lounge, wrapped in robes and sipping cucumber water, Morgan turned to me, her gaze soft but focused.

“You know you’re beautiful, right?”

I rolled my eyes and laughed. “Okay. What was in that green smoothie?”

“I’m serious.” She leaned her head back against the cushion, watching me. “You’ve got this raw, effortless kind of thing. If you wanted to model, you could. Easy.”

I snorted. “Me? In front of a camera? Right.”

Morgan tilted her head. “Why not?”

“Because I’ve spent most of my life trying not to be looked at,” I said, still smiling, but something about her expression made my chest tighten. She wasn’t teasing. She wasn’t trying to flatter me. She meant it.

“You have no idea how striking you are,” she said. “You don’t see it, but everyone else does.”

I looked down at my water, a little caught off guard by how much I wanted to believe her.

“Thanks,” I said quietly.

That night, after the spa glow had settled into something softer—quiet comfort instead of indulgent escape—we ended up in the kitchen, barefoot, picking at leftovers straight from the fridge.

Morgan leaned against the counter, wineglass in hand, looking at me like she was studying something she hadn’t quite figured out yet.

“Can I ask you something?” she said, swirling the wine idly.

I nodded. “Sure.”

“What do you really want to do?” Her voice was low, serious now. “With your life, I mean, if money wasn’t a problem. If no one was watching. What would you choose?”

I took a breath, caught off guard by the question. No one ever really asked me that—not like they meant it.

I set my fork down and leaned back against the island. “Honestly? I want to live in a van.”

Morgan blinked. “You mean, like… van life?”

I smiled. “Yeah. A real one. A converted van, maybe with solar panels, a little kitchenette, and a bed in the back. I’d drive across the U.S., park in national parks, and sleep by the ocean.”

Morgan raised an eyebrow but didn’t laugh. “That’s not what I expected you to say.”

I shrugged. “Everyone thinks freedom has to come from money or power. But for me? It’s about movement. Waking up somewhere new. Meeting people. Watching sunsets in places I’ve never heard of. Then I want to take it further—Canada, Europe, maybe Asia someday. See the world on my terms.”

Morgan studied me, her expression unreadable at first. Then, slowly, she smiled—something between admiration and something else I couldn’t quite place.

“That actually sounds incredible,” she said softly. “Wild and a little romantic.”

“Most people think it’s irresponsible,” I said, half-laughing.

“Then most people are boring.”

We stood there in the quiet hum of the kitchen for a moment, the idea hanging in the air between us like something fragile and bright.

“I envy that,” Morgan added. “That clarity. That kind of dream.”

I looked at her, curious. “Did you never want just to take off?”

She hesitated. “I wanted freedom. I just mistook comfort for it.”

It happened on a quiet Tuesday evening.

Stephen was gone again—some last-minute trip to Chicago or maybe Miami; I hadn’t bothered to ask anymore. The house was still and warm, the kind of silence that felt comfortable rather than empty.

Morgan was curled up on the couch in the living room, reading a book, one leg tucked beneath her, her hair down, damp from a shower. She wore an oversized off-the-shoulder sweater and soft gray shorts, the kind of outfit that made her look casual and devastating all at once. The fire flickered low across the room, casting golden light along the smooth lines of her collarbone and the soft curve of her thigh.

I stood in the doorway longer than I meant to. Watching her. Not in the way a roommate might. Not even in the way a friend might. It was the kind of look I knew I shouldn’t give her, and yet, I didn’t look away. Her fingers slowly turned a page, her blue eyes scanning the words, but I could tell—she’d noticed. She knew. Morgan didn’t speak. She didn’t glance up or shift or break the moment.

It was one of those perfect L.A. Sundays—blue skies, just enough breeze to make the heat feel like a choice. Morgan had insisted we go to brunch, dragging me out of the house with the promise of iced lattes and overpriced pancakes. We ended up at a trendy spot in West Hollywood, full of big sunglasses, mimosa towers, and people who looked like they’d walked out of casting calls.

We were seated at a small table on the patio, sunlight dancing through the slats of a striped umbrella. Morgan looked effortlessly put together as usual—gold hoops, soft curls, a linen shirt that draped like it had been made just for her.

We were halfway through our drinks when she leaned in slightly, her tone casual but her eyes sharp.

“So,” she said, tilting her head toward a table a few feet away. “Do you think that girl’s hot?”

The woman she was referring to sat directly across from us—early twenties, maybe, with short platinum hair, dark lipstick, and confidence that filled the air around her like perfume. I glanced at the girl, then back at Morgan, my heart suddenly thudding louder than the ambient music playing through the speakers.

It was an innocent enough question—on the surface. But it wasn’t just about that girl. Morgan was watching me now, her expression unreadable. Calm. Curious.

I felt heat creep up my neck. “I—uh—I don’t know,” I said, fumbling with my straw. “I mean… she’s probably attractive to some people.”

Morgan raised one perfectly shaped eyebrow. “Some people?”

I didn’t answer. She leaned back in her chair, a slow, knowing smirk curling at the edge of her lips. I looked down at my drink, avoiding her eyes, but I could feel her watching me. Not with judgment—something else. Amusement. Maybe understanding. Maybe something more.

She didn’t press the question again, but the smirk stayed, and I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d already given her the answer she was looking for.

The days that followed blurred into a quiet rhythm—morning coffee, long walks through the hills, and the occasional late-night glass of wine on the patio. Stephen was still gone more than he was present, his absence becoming less of a disruption and more of a given.

But Morgan was always there.

She didn’t hover. She didn’t push. But she lingered—in glances that lasted a little too long, in the way her fingers would graze mine when handing me something, in the playful nicknames, the compliments said with a smile that curled like an inside joke.

And yet… I couldn’t be sure.

Part of me—the louder, more cynical part—told me it was all in my head that she was just naturally charismatic, the kind of woman who could charm a bartender with a glance and never mean anything by it, and that I was reading too much into things because I wanted something to be there.

She’d flirted with waiters. With friends. With strangers at brunch. That was just Morgan.

So when she touched my shoulder in the hallway and let her hand stay there a beat too long… I told myself it meant nothing.

When she leaned in close to whisper, something and her breath brushed my ear… I convinced myself it was just a matter of proximity.

When she wore a robe to breakfast, hair still damp from the shower, and smiled like she didn’t know what she was doing… I swallowed hard and told myself it was definitely in my head.

Because if it wasn’t? If I wasn’t imagining it—what then?

Morgan was Stephen’s wife. The line was bold and thick and flashing red. Even if he barely acted like her husband, even if he was never around, even if he’d checked out of the marriage long before I stepped through the front door.

So I kept the thoughts to myself and reminded myself that it was safer to believe it wasn’t real.

CHAPTER NINE

It was late afternoon, and the house was soaked in that warm, golden light that made everything look softer than it really was. I was sitting on the edge of one of the lounge chairs by the pool, legs pulled up, flipping through a magazine I wasn’t actually reading. Morgan came out barefoot, hair tied up, wearing loose linen pants and a tank top, holding two glasses of iced tea.

She handed me one and sat across from me, silent for a minute.

Then she said gently, “Can I ask you something personal?”

I nodded, trying not to look nervous. We’d been walking the edge of something for weeks now, and I wasn’t sure if this was the moment it would all tip over.

“Back at brunch,” she said, “when I asked you about that girl… you got quiet.”

I tensed, eyes fixed on the condensation sliding down my glass.

“You don’t have to answer,” she added quickly. “But I’ve been wondering.”

I hesitated. Then, slowly, I said, “I’ve been struggling with it. For a while.”

Morgan tilted her head. “With what?”

“My sexuality,” I admitted, voice barely above a whisper. “I think I might be gay. I’m not entirely sure. I just know… I’ve never really felt anything for guys. Not the way other girls seemed to.”

She was quiet, but not in the way people usually are when they don’t know what to say. She was listening.

Then, softly, she said, “I’m bisexual.”

I looked up at her.

“I’ve dated men. I married one,” she said, a dry smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “But the first person I was ever really intimate with was a woman. I was eighteen. She was a photographer I worked with during my second year of modeling. I wasn’t expecting it—it just happened. And it felt right in a way that scared me at the time.”

I didn’t speak. I just held onto every word like it was permitting me to breathe.

“It took me years to be okay with it,” she continued. “Not because I thought it was wrong. But because I thought it would make people see me differently. Use me. Put me in a box.”

I nodded slowly. “That’s how I feel. If I say it out loud… I won’t be me anymore. I’ll be that girl.”

Morgan leaned forward a little, eyes locked on mine. “You’ll still be you, Casey. You’re just figuring out which version of you feels real.”

The moment hung there between us—quiet, steady, unspoken.

She didn’t move closer. Neither did I. But something passed between us, something warmer than the tea, heavier than the silence.

It was late afternoon again, the kind of quiet, slow hour that made the whole house feel like it was holding its breath. We were in the kitchen, barefoot, both of us leaning against opposite ends of the island, drinking iced coffee like it was a ritual.

Morgan had just finished telling me about a modeling shoot she once did in Spain, the story light and playful—until she paused and looked at me with that sharp, unreadable expression she sometimes wore when she was about to say something that mattered.

“Can I ask you something?” she said, her tone a little softer than usual.

I nodded. “Of course.”

“Do you think I’m attractive?”

The question hung in the air like a match waiting to be struck.

I blinked. “Seriously?”

She tilted her head. “Yeah. Seriously.”

I laughed once, nervous. “Morgan, you know you’re attractive. You’ve modeled, you’ve been on magazine covers—you walk into a room, and people stare.”

She smirked just a little. “That wasn’t the question.”

I hesitated. My fingers curled around the coffee glass, suddenly very aware of the weight of her gaze.

I looked at how her lips curved when she was holding back a smile. At the dark blue of her eyes, stormy and steady. At the confidence in the way she stood, arms folded, like she already knew the answer but wanted to hear me say it.

I swallowed.

“Yes,” I said finally, quietly. “I do. I think you’re… beautiful. And not just in the way everyone else sees you.”

Her expression shifted—something soft, something deeper. She didn’t tease. She didn’t smirk.

She just smiled. Warm. Gentle. Like she was seeing me clearly for the first time.

“Thank you,” she said.

We stood there, sunlight cutting across the counter, the hum of the refrigerator the only sound for a long moment. We didn’t move. We didn’t touch.

But something passed between us.

It was late afternoon, the sun still high but beginning to soften, casting a golden haze over the backyard. The water in the pool was warm from the day’s heat, and I was floating lazily near the deep end, letting my fingers trail along the surface, trying to calm the flutter that had taken up permanent residence in my chest.

Morgan was a few feet away, lounging against the edge in her black bikini, hair slicked back, eyes closed, the kind of effortless beauty that looked unreal even in daylight. I’d been doing everything I could not to stare—but it wasn’t working.

I wasn’t sure if it was the sun or her or both, but I felt like I was overheating from the inside out.

Morgan cracked one eye open, studying me with that look that always made it impossible to hide what I was feeling. “You okay?” she asked, voice low and easy.

I nodded too quickly. “Just warm.”

She smiled, pushing away from the wall and swimming toward me slowly, her movements smooth and unhurried. “You look tense.”

I gave a weak laugh. “I’m fine.”

She floated in front of me now, just close enough for the water between us to feel electric. Her eyes searched mine—curious, careful.

“Can I ask you something?”

I nodded.

“Have you ever been kissed?”

The question hit me like a ripple against bare skin. I blinked, startled. “No,” I said softly. “Not really. Not the way it’s supposed to feel.”

Morgan’s expression shifted—gentle, warm, and something else I couldn’t quite name. She stepped closer, the space between us shrinking.

“Would it be okay,” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper, “if I kissed you?”

My heart was pounding, loud enough that I was sure she could hear it. But I didn’t back away. I didn’t want to.

I nodded.

And then she leaned in and kissed me.

It wasn’t soft or hesitant—it was full, certain, warm. Her mouth moved with confidence, but not pressure, and her hands lightly touched my waist under the water, anchoring me when I felt like I might float away. My eyes fluttered shut, and the world narrowed to just that moment—the sun on our shoulders, the water lapping gently, the taste of mint and summer on her lips.

When she pulled back, I was breathless.

Morgan smiled, brushing a strand of wet hair from my cheek.

“You’re a good kisser,” she said quietly. “And I’m honored to be your first.”

I looked at her, wide-eyed, stunned by how right it had felt. “I didn’t think it would feel like that,” I whispered.

She grinned. “It’s supposed to feel like that.”

The kiss changed everything.

It was like a switch had been flipped. One moment, I was floating in a world of uncertainty, telling myself that Morgan’s glances, her touches, and her teasing smiles were all just my imagination—and the next, I knew.

Now I couldn’t stop thinking about her.

Every time I closed my eyes, I felt the heat of her lips on mine. The way her hands had steadied me in the water. The way she’d looked at me afterward—soft, proud like she saw me in a way no one ever had before.

And Morgan? She didn’t pretend like nothing had happened.

She didn’t rush or pull away, either. Instead, she started leaning into it—just enough to make it clear I wasn’t imagining a thing anymore.

She’d brush past me in the hallway, fingers trailing lightly along my arm. She’d compliment me in that low, playful voice, calling me trouble when I made her laugh or dangerous when I wore anything remotely fitted. She started calling me beautiful more often as if it were a casual observation rather than a loaded word that set my pulse racing every time.

And then there were the looks—those lingering, deliberate stares across the room that made my stomach flip. The kind that didn’t ask for permission anymore. The kind that told me she knew exactly what effect she had on me.

One night, while we were cooking dinner together, she reached across me for the olive oil, her body brushing mine deliberately.

“Careful,” she murmured, lips near my ear. “Keep looking at me like that, and I might forget what we’re making.”

I froze, blushing hard, but she just smiled like she was enjoying every second of my reaction.

The truth was undeniable now: Morgan was flirting with me. Openly. Confidently. And I no longer had to wonder if it was all in my head.

It wasn’t.

It was real.

And I wasn’t sure what scared me more—that it was happening or that I wanted more.

The guilt crept in slowly—like fog rolling in under a door you didn’t realize that was cracked open.

At first, it was just a flicker—something I could brush off. A quiet voice in the back of my head reminded me that Morgan was Stephen’s wife. That I was Stephen’s daughter. No matter how distant he was, how absent or cold or emotionally unreachable, he was still my father.

But the more I thought about the kiss…, the more I wanted another.

And that’s when the guilt stopped whispering and started shouting.

I told myself he didn’t care. He barely acknowledged my presence in the house. He hadn’t even been home for my birthday. He didn’t check-in. He didn’t notice when I came or went. The only thing we shared was blood—and even that felt thin and distant.

But the truth was, I did care.

Not for his sake, maybe, but for mine.

Because wanting Morgan—kissing her—was crossing a line I wasn’t sure I could uncross. And even if Stephen had all but abandoned his marriage, it didn’t make what I’d done any less real.

I found myself avoiding mirrors.

And sometimes, avoiding Morgan, too.

Not because I didn’t want her. God, I did. Every time she walked into a room, my body betrayed me—heart racing, breath catching, eyes finding hers like a reflex. The attraction didn’t go away. If anything, it intensified. Every flirty comment, every smirk, every shared moment felt heavier now—steeped in something too complicated to define.

But beneath all of that was this quiet ache in my chest. A reminder that whatever this was… it came with consequences, and I didn’t know if I was ready to face them.

It had been over a month since the kiss, and though neither of us spoke about it, it lived in every glance, every pause between words, every breath that lingered just a second too long.

We hadn’t crossed that line again—but it was always there, waiting.

That afternoon, Morgan knocked on my door, hair wet from a shower, towel wrapped tight around her chest. Water still glistened on her collarbone, catching the light from the hallway.

“I need your opinion,” she said casually like she didn’t know what she was doing. “Can you help me pick between a couple of outfits?”

I nodded—too quickly.

She led me into her room, the air warm and faintly scented with lavender and something soft and expensive. A few dresses were laid out across her bed, but she didn’t move toward them. Instead, she untucked the edge of her towel and let it fall, slow and deliberate, like gravity was optional.

And there she was.

Nude. Confident. Unapologetic.

I froze.

Every thought scattered as I tried—and failed—not to stare. She didn’t rush, didn’t cover herself. She stepped into a pair of black lace underwear, then reached for the silky black dress laid out on the bed.

“You think this one’s too much?” she asked, pulling it up slowly over her hips, her eyes flicking to mine through the mirror.

I could barely form a sentence. “I—uh—it looks good.”

She smoothed the fabric over her waist, then turned around to face me directly, her smile curling—slow, knowing.

“Casey,” she said softly, “you’re blushing.”

I opened my mouth to respond, but nothing came out. I didn’t need to say anything, though. It was already written all over my face.

And Morgan? She didn’t say more. She didn’t press.

She just turned back to the mirror, adjusting the dress strap, lips still curled in that subtle, satisfied smile.

And in that moment, I was almost certain—she was trying to seduce me.

The only question left was whether I’d let her.

It was late morning, the kind where the sun had already shimmered off the pool’s surface like glass. The house was quiet—Stephen was gone again, supposedly in New York. I stepped outside in my swimsuit, towel slung over one shoulder, ready to clear my head with a swim.

That’s when I saw her.

Morgan lay stretched across a lounge chair by the pool, completely nude, skin glowing in the sunlight like something out of a dream. Her hair was pinned up messily, sunglasses resting low on the bridge of her nose, and a half-finished book in one hand. She didn’t flinch when I opened the glass door.

“Morning,” she said, not bothering to cover herself. “Come join me.”

I tried to act normal, trying to keep my eyes from tracing every line of her body. “I was going to swim,” I said, voice quieter than I meant.

She smiled lazily and stretched, her body shifting in a way that made it impossible not to look. “Before you do, would you mind helping me with this?” she asked, lifting the bottle of suntan lotion from the side table. “I missed a few spots.”

I hesitated for a beat too long, then crossed the patio and took the bottle from her, my fingers brushing hers. My hands trembled slightly as I flipped the cap open.

She rolled onto her stomach, folding her arms under her head, the curve of her back leading into hips and legs that made my mouth go dry.

“Start with my shoulders?” she asked, voice muffled by her towel.

I squeezed the lotion into my palm, trying not to let it shake. My hands hovered for a second before I touched her—warm skin beneath my fingertips, smooth and soft and impossibly real.

I rubbed the lotion across her back in slow circles, watching how the sunlight danced across her skin, trying to focus on the task, not the way my heart was pounding like it was trying to escape my chest.

“You’re shaking,” she said softly, without turning her head.

I didn’t respond. I couldn’t.

But she smiled.

Not teasing, not smug—just soft. Knowing.

I finished the small of her back and pulled away slightly, unsure if I should continue.

Morgan turned her head just enough to look at me over her shoulder, her voice low, steady. “You okay?”

I swallowed hard and nodded. “Yeah. I’m okay.”

The truth was, I wasn’t sure I was because, at that moment, I knew two things for certain. Morgan knew exactly what she was doing, and I wanted her more than I ever had.

The image burned itself into my mind.

No matter what I did—laundry, reading, trying to scroll through my phone—the moment I closed my eyes, it was there. Morgan stretched out in the sun, her bare skin catching the light, the soft curve of her body framed by the white cushion of the lounge chair. Effortless. Confident. Completely unapologetic.

It wasn’t just that she was beautiful. She was undeniable.

Every time I tried to focus on something else, my thoughts pulled me back to the feel of her skin under my hands—the heat of it, the way she didn’t flinch, the way she smiled when she noticed I was trembling. She hadn’t said much after that, hadn’t needed to. That smile had said it all.

Now, even hours later, my body still buzzed with the memory. I couldn’t tell if I was overwhelmed or aroused or terrified—or maybe all three at once. I’d never wanted someone so completely before and never felt so unsteady in the wanting.

I lay in bed that night, staring at the ceiling, trying to breathe past the heat in my chest. I told myself I needed distance. That I should put space between us. But part of me didn’t want space.

Part of me wanted her to ask for more, and that was the part that scared me the most.

Stephen was gone again—another “essential” trip that didn’t come with details, only a vague note left on the counter and the scent of cologne lingering in the hallway. Morgan had left earlier in the evening, a casual mention of dinner and drinks with friends, followed by a text saying she was staying at her friend’s place for the night.

I was alone.

The silence pressed in, thick and still. I wandered from room to room for a while, pretending to look for something—water, a book, sleep—but really, I was trying to fill the space her absence had left.

And then I found myself standing outside their bedroom.

The door was half-open. The lights were off, the curtains drawn. Moonlight spilled in through the edges, casting soft silver shadows across the floor. I stepped inside without fully realizing why. My bare feet were soundless on the hardwood, the quiet hum of the air conditioning the only sound in the room.

It felt like trespassing, but it didn’t stop me.

The bed was neatly made, her side perfectly arranged—the subtle indent of where she last slept still visible in the duvet. Her robe was draped over the footboard, the same one she’d worn the morning she made coffee with wet hair and no makeup and somehow looked like a dream.

I moved toward the vanity. Her perfume bottles caught the moonlight. A single pair of earrings rested on the glass tray beside a folded silk scarf.

I reached out, fingers brushing the edge of one bottle—faint notes of jasmine and vanilla rising like a memory. I closed my eyes for a second, just breathing it in.

Then I opened the closet.

It smelled like her. Clean, expensive, soft. I ran my hand over the fabric of her dresses, her coats. Everything about the space was curated, elegant, undeniably her. It made something ache deep in my chest—a longing I couldn’t name.

I sat down at the edge of the bed, staring at the pillow she slept on, the way her world stayed perfectly intact even when she wasn’t in it. I got up from the bed and entered the bathroom.

I knew it was wrong. I’d told myself a dozen times to put them back, to not cross this line, but my hands didn’t listen. They trembled as I pulled them from the bottom of Morgan’s laundry pile—lacy, dark blue, still faintly warm.

I brought them to my face, breathing in deeply. I could still smell Morgan on them—soft, sweet, intimate. My knees buckled, and I sank onto the bed, panties clutched tight in one hand. I didn’t even try to fight it anymore. My other hand slipped beneath my shorts, finding how wet I already was.

“Fuck,” I whispered, the scent of her driving me insane.

I closed my eyes and pictured her—hair damp from the shower, towel barely clinging to her hips. I pictured our kiss and her nude body when she dressed in front of me and when I applied sun tan lotion to her skin.

My hips lifted, chasing pressure, the silk of her panties brushing against my cheek as I moaned her name under my breath. “Morgan…”

I imagined her walking in on me, catching me like this—panties pressed to my mouth, fingers buried deep, my entire body trembling for her.

What would she do? Would she laugh? Would she blush? Would she shut the door and tell me not to stop?

The thought pushed me closer—closer than I’d meant to go. My legs trembled, thighs slick and tight, the smell of her filling every breath, every thought.

“Oh god,” I gasped. “Morgan—yes—”

I came hard, crying out her name, legs quaking as I rode it out with her panties still clenched in my fist. When it was over, I laid back against the sheets, heart pounding, guilt trying to creep in—but all I could think about was doing it again.

At that moment, I thought back to the regular at the diner who used to pay me for my panties. At least he was paying me, and I knew what he would do with them. Guilt and shame engulfed my body because I had done it without Morgan’s consent or knowledge. It made me feel like a sexual deviant, but that didn’t stop me from doing it as often as I could.

CHAPTER TEN

My phone lit up with a name I hadn’t seen in a while: Grandma. I answered immediately.

“Hi, Grandma—everything okay?”

There was a pause, just long enough for something in my chest to tighten. Then her voice came through, soft and trembling at the edges.

“Hi, sweetheart. I’ve been trying to get in touch with you… and Stephen.”

“He’s out of town,” I said, already bracing myself. “I’m not sure where exactly. Is something wrong?”

She gave a small, uneven laugh. “No. Not wrong. Just… unexpected.”

“What do you mean?”

“I wanted to thank him,” she said. “And ask you to thank him, too.”

“For what?” I asked, confused.

More silence. Then she let out a long breath. “He… he retired us.”

I blinked. “What?”

“Your grandfather and me. He paid off everything we owed. He arranged everything. A lawyer called. He’s moving us to Florida—to a place near the coast. A little home in a community with a garden and walking trails. All paid for.”

I was speechless.

“He said we’ve done enough work in this life,” she added quietly. “And that it was time we rested.”

My throat felt tight. “He didn’t tell me any of this.”

“He didn’t have to. But he did it anyway.”

I closed my eyes, holding the phone tighter. Stephen, the man I thought had all but forgotten about where I came from, had done something that reached farther and deeper than any gift he’d ever sent me.

“I’ll tell him,” I said, my voice low. “I’ll tell him you called.”

“Thank you, sweetheart,” she said, and I could hear the emotion catching in her voice. “We’re so grateful. We never expected this.”

Neither had I.

After we hung up, I sat in silence, the hum of the fridge the only sound in the house. For the first time in a long while, I saw Stephen not just as the man who’d left—who missed birthdays and tried to replace love with money—but as someone still capable of doing something good.

Stephen returned late in the evening, his arrival as understated as always—no announcement, no explanation. Just the low hum of the garage door and the quiet thud of his suitcase being wheeled across the marble floor.

I found him in the kitchen, already pouring a glass of scotch, his tie loosened, and sleeves rolled to his elbows. He looked tired but composed—like he always did.

I stepped into the room, my heart thudding harder than it should’ve.

“Hey,” I said.

He looked up and gave a nod. “Hey.”

I hesitated, then: “Grandma called.”

He stilled for a second before taking a sip. “I figured she would.”

“She told me what you did. Retiring them. Florida”

Stephen set his glass down and gave me a look—steady, unreadable.

“I just…” I took a breath. “I wanted to say thank you.”

His jaw tightened, barely, and for a second, I thought he might brush it off.

Instead, he said, “They never approved of me. They never approved of your mother being in a relationship with me either.”

There was no bitterness in his voice, just a long-held truth spoken plainly.

“But,” he continued, “they raised you. When I didn’t. And no matter how they felt about me… they were her parents, and they were good to you.”

I stared at him, stunned into silence for a beat. It wasn’t dramatic. It wasn’t poetic. It was just… honest. The closest thing to vulnerability I’d ever seen from him.

“Thank you,” I said again, softer this time.

The conversation lingered even after I’d thanked him. Something about the way Stephen stood there—quiet, drink in hand, not rushing to leave the room—made me feel like there was more beneath the surface. Like maybe this was one of those rare moments where the door to him cracked open just slightly.

So, I asked the question that had been sitting in my chest for years.

“Do you ever think about her?”

Stephen didn’t look at me right away. He stared into his glass like he could see the answer in the swirl of amber.

Then he said quietly, “Every day.”

I stayed silent, not expecting that answer to come so easily. Or so honestly.

“Not a day has passed since she lost her life that I haven’t thought about her,” he continued. “Sometimes it’s a flash—her laugh, the way she’d roll her eyes when she was pretending not to be amused. Other times, it hits me out of nowhere, like a punch to the ribs.”

I felt my throat tighten.

“She was the only woman I ever truly loved,” he said, eyes still far away. “I’ve tried to move on, build something with others… but no one’s ever come close. She was lightning. Beautiful. Difficult. Stubborn as hell.” He let out a quiet laugh. “And I was stupid enough to think I could control lightning.”

I watched him, really watched him—this man I had resented for so long. The one who left, who sent gifts instead of showing up. And in that moment, he didn’t look powerful or invincible.

He looked haunted.

“You never talk about her,” I said softly.

“I didn’t think you wanted me to,” he replied. “I thought I’d lost the right.”

“You didn’t,” I whispered.

For a second, his eyes met mine. There was something raw in them—something that reminded me, painfully, that behind all the distance and silence, he was still just a man who’d lost the same woman I had.

“She was wild,” he said. “And she gave me you. That’s something I’ll never stop being grateful for.”

Neither of us spoke after that. There was nothing more to say.

But something between us had shifted—quietly, like the air before a storm breaks.

And for the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel like I hated him.

I just missed her.

We stayed in the kitchen longer than we usually did—no distractions, no one else around to fill the space—just me, him, and the weight of everything we’d never said.

I looked at him, really looked. And for once, I didn’t hold it back.

“You know,” I said quietly, “you being gone all the time… it wasn’t just something I got used to. It hurt.”

Stephen’s eyes flicked to mine, but he didn’t speak.

“I needed you,” I continued, my voice thick. “Not your gifts. Not the checks. You. After Mom died, everything felt like it broke. And you just… disappeared.”

The silence between us stretched, heavy and honest.

He didn’t defend himself. He didn’t tell me I was wrong.

Instead, he nodded—slowly—and said, “I know.”

I blinked, caught off guard by how quickly the words came.

“I’m sorry, Casey.” His voice was low, rough in a way I hadn’t heard before. “When your mother died, I felt like someone ripped the ground out from under me. I didn’t know how to be a father without her. I didn’t know how to be anything.”

He looked down at his hands, jaw tight.

“So I did the only thing I knew how to do. I buried myself in work. Deals. Travel. Business. It was easier than facing what I’d lost. Easier than facing you.”

I swallowed hard.

“That doesn’t make it right,” he said. “I know I’ve been a terrible father. I’ve known it for a long time.”

The admission hit harder than I expected. It wasn’t dramatic. It wasn’t full of excuses. It was just… honest. The kind of truth that had waited years to be spoken.

“I’m not asking for forgiveness,” he added. “But I’m here now. And I want to do better if you’ll let me.”

I stood there, arms folded tightly, heart pounding. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know if doing better could make up for everything I’d gone through without him.

I hesitated for a long moment before asking.

The air between us had shifted—he’d been honest with me, more than he ever had—but there was still something lodged in my chest. Something I couldn’t leave alone.

“If Mom was the only woman you ever truly loved,” I said slowly, “then why did you marry Morgan?”

Stephen didn’t answer right away. He looked down into his glass as if the bottom of it held the explanation. Then he exhaled through his nose—tired, maybe even ashamed.

“I married Morgan,” he said, “because I was lonely.”

He looked at me, and I could see how worn the truth was in his eyes.

“I spent years chasing distractions—business, women, power—trying to fill the space your mother left behind. Nothing ever came close. And then Morgan… she was young. Beautiful. Easy to be around. She didn’t ask for anything I wasn’t already willing to give.”

He paused.

“She made me feel like maybe I wasn’t fading. Like I still had something to offer.”

It wasn’t romantic. It wasn’t a justification. It was just honest.

“I didn’t marry her out of love,” he admitted. “Not the kind I had for your mother. But she brought light into a life I’d let go gray. And for a while, that felt like enough.”

I said nothing, letting the weight of that settle.

“I know how it looks,” he added, his voice quieter now. “I know you’ve always questioned it. And maybe you should.”

He didn’t try to defend himself further. He didn’t need to. Because deep down, I’d always known the marriage wasn’t about passion or even partnership—it was about escape.

And for the first time, he wasn’t hiding that from me.

“I guess,” I said softly, “we were both trying to fill the same space.”

Stephen looked at me then—not as his daughter, not as someone he’d failed—but as someone who’d survived the same loss.

It was just after breakfast the next morning. The kitchen was filled with soft sunlight, the kind that made everything feel warmer than it was. Morgan was rinsing out her coffee mug at the sink, still barefoot, still in one of Stephen’s oversized button-downs she wore like a second skin.

I sat at the counter, watching her, unsure how to bring it up.

“He did something,” I finally said, breaking the silence.

Morgan looked over her shoulder. “Stephen?”

I nodded. “He retired my grandparents. He paid off everything they owed. He’s moving them to Florida—bought them a place in a quiet community. Said it was time they rested.”

Morgan turned fully, leaning back against the counter, arms crossed, a soft smile tugging at her lips.

“I’m not surprised,” she said.

I blinked. “You’re not?”

She shook her head. “He did the same thing for my mom.”

That caught me off guard.

“They were drowning in debt after my dad’s accident,” she said. “Didn’t tell anyone. Stephen found out—don’t ask me how—and just… took care of it. Quietly. My mom cried for an hour when the paperwork came through.”

I sat with that for a moment. “He never told me.”

“He never tells anyone,” Morgan said gently. “He’s never been great at showing love the right way. But sometimes, he does things like that. Big things. Things that matter.”

I looked down at my coffee, then back at her. “I didn’t expect it from him. Not after everything.”

Morgan gave me a knowing look. “Neither did I, at first. But he surprises you. Not often. Not loudly. But when it counts.”

It was quiet for a moment, just the soft ticking of the clock and the hum of the morning settling in.

“I think it scares him,” she added. “Loving people. Losing them. He hides behind money, business, and distance. But underneath all that? He’s still grieving.”

I nodded, not because I fully understood him—but because, for the first time, I felt like maybe I was starting to.

That afternoon, I found myself watching Morgan from across the patio. She was stretched out on a lounger with a book in her lap and a pair of sunglasses perched on her nose, but she wasn’t really reading. Her fingers traced the edge of the page like her mind was somewhere else entirely.

And for the first time, I didn’t just see her as the woman I wanted.

I saw her as the woman he didn’t.

Stephen cared about her. That much was clear in the things he did—the quiet gestures, the financial safety, the way he kept her comfortable. But love? The kind she deserved? The kind she gave in glances and warmth and subtle flirtation?

No.

Stephen had already said it himself.

Her name had never left his lips when he talked about love.

That space in his heart still belonged to my mother.

And Morgan—beautiful, poised, self-assured Morgan—was married to a man who appreciated her, admired her, maybe even respected her…

But he wasn’t in love with her.

I watched as she sighed, tucked her hair behind one ear, and tilted her face toward the sun, the faint crease in her brow betraying something deeper than relaxation.

She wasn’t unhappy. But she wasn’t seen either.

Not the way she should’ve been. Not the way I saw her.

And it hit me then—just how lonely it must be to share your life with someone who shows up for everyone except your heart.

She looked over and caught me watching. She smiled like she always did—warm, inviting, a little playful.

But behind that smile, I saw it. The weight she carried. The longing she didn’t talk about.

And for the first time, I didn’t just want her.

I wanted more for her.

Stephen had never been one for sentiment, but when my 21st birthday rolled around, he pulled out all the stops.

It started with a cryptic comment the week before: “Keep next Saturday open.” That was it—no hint of what was coming, no details, just that familiar, clipped tone he used when he was orchestrating something behind the scenes.

I expected maybe a dinner. A toast in the living room with one of his rare, expensive bottles of wine. Something quiet.

I should’ve known better.

When I stepped out onto the rooftop terrace of a private event space downtown, my jaw dropped. Twinkling lights strung overhead like stars. A live jazz band tuning up on a small stage. Champagne was already flowing. Waiters in black ties drifting through the crowd. The view stretched across Los Angeles, glittering like the whole city had shown up to celebrate me.

Stephen was in the center of it all, tuxedo sharp, glass in hand. Beside him, Morgan wore a sleek emerald dress that clung to her like it had been made for her alone. She caught my eye as I stepped in, and for a moment, it felt like the world slowed. She gave me a soft smile—one that felt just for me.

Then I saw them.

My grandparents.

Standing off to the side of the terrace, hand in hand, looking slightly overwhelmed but glowing in a way I hadn’t seen in years. My chest tightened as I walked straight to them.

“Happy birthday, sweetheart,” Grandma said, wrapping me in a hug that felt like home.

“You knew?” I asked, pulling back, still stunned.

Grandpa grinned. “Your father flew us in yesterday. First class.”

I turned to Stephen, who nodded and said, “You only turn twenty-one once.”

He gave no speech, made no big declarations—but this? It was his version of one. A party where he brought everyone I loved under one glittering roof. Where he gave me a night that said everything he never had.

Later, as the night unfolded—music playing, people laughing, candles flickering—I found myself standing near the edge of the terrace, taking it all in. Morgan came to stand beside me, her shoulder brushing mine.

“Some party,” she said.

I smiled. “Yeah. It’s... a lot.”

She glanced at me, eyes soft. “You deserve it.”

It was a few days after the party. The house had settled back into its usual quiet rhythm—too big, too still, like it was holding its breath again. Morgan was out, the house staff was gone for the day, and I was walking down the hall when I noticed the door to Stephen’s office cracked open.

I almost passed by.

But something made me pause.

He was inside, sitting behind his massive oak desk, the room dim except for the sunlight filtering through half-closed blinds. He didn’t notice me at first. His eyes were fixed on a photo frame in his hands—one I hadn’t seen before.

It was my mother.

Younger, laughing. Wind in her hair. It looked like a candid photo, the kind you keep when someone surprises you with joy. His thumb brushed across the glass, slow and careful, as if he could touch her through it.

I knocked gently on the doorframe. “Hey.”

He looked up, startled for just a second. Then he nodded once, almost like he expected this moment to come eventually.

“Come in,” he said.

I stepped inside, not sure what to say. For once, the air between us didn’t feel tense. It just felt… real.

He stared at the photo a moment longer before setting it down beside a closed file on his desk.

“She was so young in that one,” he said quietly.

I stayed silent, and then he looked at me, and his expression shifted—something behind his eyes that I didn’t know how to read at first. Pain. Fondness. Regret.

“It’s hard,” he said, voice low. “Looking at you.”

My heart caught. “Why?”

“Because you look so much like her.” He exhaled. “But it’s not just that. You don’t just look like her, Casey. You are like her. Stubborn. Sharp. Fierce when you want to be. The way you carry yourself, the way you push back when something doesn’t sit right. I see her in all of it.”

He paused, eyes glossy but not breaking. “And sometimes… that makes it hard to be around you. Not because I don’t love you. But because every time I see you, I remember how much I lost.”

I swallowed, throat tight. “You never told me that.”

“I didn’t think I had the right to.”

The room was silent for a long beat.

“She would’ve been proud of you,” he added. “Even if I haven’t always said it the right way... I am, too.”

I didn’t respond with words. I just nodded, eyes burning as I looked down at the photo of her—my mother, full of life. And suddenly, I didn’t feel so far from her anymore because even through all the distance, through all the time and silence… I was still hers.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

I knew that I shouldn’t have taken them, but I couldn’t help myself. I snuck into their bedroom and grabbed them from Morgan’s hamper. They were black. Lacy. Still warm from her skin. I slipped them into my pocket like a thief.

I went into my bedroom and sprawled across my bed, one hand between my legs, the other gripping Morgan’s panties like they were oxygen. Her scent was still on them, intimate and unmistakably her.

“Fuck, Morgan…” I moaned, biting my lip hard, thighs trembling as I pressed the fabric to my face. “God, I need you…”

My fingers moved faster, wetter, the sound obscene in the quiet of my room. I imagined Morgan standing over me, watching me while smirking. I was so close. So goddamn close, but when the door creaked open, I froze.

Morgan’s voice cut through the air like a whip. “Are those mine?”

My eyes flew open. Morgan was standing in the doorway—one eyebrow raised, arms crossed over her chest, lips parted in something between disbelief and something else I couldn’t name.

Shame hit me hard, but not enough to pull my hand away. I couldn’t move, and I couldn’t speak.

“You’re masturbating with my panties?” she said, stepping into the room and slowly closing the door behind her.

“Is this a thing?”

I swallowed. “I didn’t mean for you to—”

“Bullshit,” she said, cutting me off. Her gaze dropped to the soaked fabric still clutched in my hand.

“You wanted me to catch you.”

I didn’t deny it.

Morgan walked over, eyes locked with mine, and plucked the panties from my fingers. “Well,” she said, voice low, “don’t stop on my account.”

“What?”

Her lips curled. “If you're going to fuck yourself thinking about me, I want to see how far it goes.”

Then she sat at the edge of the bed. Close. Watching. Waiting.

She sat there, legs crossed casually, my panties dangling from her fingers, watching me squirm like it was the most normal thing in the world, as if this didn’t change everything.

“You were about to come, weren’t you?” Morgan said softly.

My breath caught in my throat. I hesitated—still exposed, still soaked, still aching.

“Don’t stop. I want to watch you,” Morgan said, leaning in just enough to let her voice brush against my skin.

My hand moved without thinking. I slipped my fingers back down, slick and needy, and began to circle again—slower this time but deeper as Morgan’s eyes followed my every motion.

“God, you’re so wet,” she said and licked her lips.

I nodded and moaned, unable to lie. “You make me this way.”

I whimpered as I picked up speed, my thighs starting to shake again. Morgan leaned closer.

“Come for me, Casey,” she whispered, brushing my cheek with the back of her hand.

I cried out, trembling, my body on the edge again.

“Say my name while you come,” she said with lust.

“Morgan,” I moaned. “Oh, fuck—Morgan—”

I shattered. My back arched, every muscle tightening as pleasure slammed through me, hot and unstoppable. I screamed her name, over and over, as wave after wave rolled through my body. My hand didn’t stop until I was completely spent, twitching, and breathless.

Morgan leaned in and kissed me—slowly and deeply.”

I was still trembling when her lips left mine.

She pulled back just enough to look at me—really look at me. My chest was rising and falling fast, my skin flushed, my body still humming from the orgasm she’d just pulled out of me with nothing but her words and presence.

“I want to go down on you,” Morgan said softly.

Her expression shifted—less teasing, more focused. More… tender. “Do you want me to?”

I nodded before I could second-guess it. “Yes.”

Morgan smiled, slow and certain, like she’d just been handed something she’d been waiting for. She kissed me again, slower this time, more purposeful. Then Morgan trailed her lips down my jaw, my neck, the edge of my collarbone—making me ache all over again.

When she reached my thighs, she didn’t rush. Morgan kissed the inside of one, then the other, spreading them gently. Her breath was warm on my skin. Her hands gripped my hips with care, grounding me, steadying me. I was so exposed, so vulnerable… and so ready.

“I want you to feel everything,” she whispered.

Then her tongue met me, and my entire body jolted. It was overwhelming—soft and wet and perfect. I gasped, back arching off the bed, my hand flying to her hair. I didn’t mean to pull, but Morgan moaned against me and didn’t stop. She devoured me, slow and deep, her tongue circling, dipping, teasing in ways I’d never even dreamed of.

Morgan sucked on my clit, gentle at first, then firmer, her rhythm patient and focused like she had nowhere else to be but right there between my legs.

“Oh my god,” I breathed. “Morgan.”

Her tongue plunged deeper, and I came again—harder this time, louder. My legs clamped around her, my fingers tangled in her hair, and I shattered all over her mouth, moaning her name like it was the only word I’d ever learned. When I finally came down, she was crawling back up my body with her lips glistening,

When Olivia kissed me again, something changed.

It wasn’t just lust. It wasn’t about being caught or watched or taken. Her mouth was warm and slow and deep, tasting like me like something secret shared between us now. And as her lips moved against mine, a wave of emotion surged through me that I didn’t expect—something hot and terrifying and beautiful.

It did something to me.

My fingers found her jaw, then her waist, then the hem of her shirt. She pulled back just enough to look into my eyes, breathless, pupils blown wide.

“I want to,” I whispered. “I want to make you feel how you made me feel.”

Morgan’s gaze softened, and she nodded.

I kissed her this time. Fiercely. Like, I meant it because I did.

Morgan let me push her onto her back, let me straddle her, run my hands up her thighs, over her hips, under her shirt. She was warm and smooth and shaking just slightly. I pulled her panties down slowly, deliberately. Morgan watched me, silent, lips parted, chest rising and falling with anticipation. Then I lowered myself between her legs and tasted her.

Morgan gasped—sharp and real—as I dragged my tongue through her. Her hips bucked, her fingers threaded into my hair, and I felt a thrill of power rush through me. I moved slowly, finding what made her moan, what made her thighs tremble, what made her whimper my name like it was a secret she couldn’t keep anymore.

“Don’t stop,” she breathed. “Please, don’t stop,” she moaned.

I wanted to give Morgan everything she’d just given me—and more.

She came with a choked cry, her body arching off the bed, her hand fisting the sheets as she called out my name. Over and over as I stayed with her through it, tasting every pulse, every shiver, every raw second of it. When I finally moved back up, she pulled me into her arms and kissed me so deeply I forgot how to breathe.

When it was over, we lay in my bed, breathing unevenly, staring at the ceiling like it might have the answers. Neither of us was ready to say it out loud, and neither of us spoke. The silence that followed was heavy and fragile.

In the days after, nothing was said. No looks. No late-night confessions. We moved around each other carefully, like the walls had shifted, and we were trying not to knock them down. We were polite. Smiling in all the right places. Making coffee passing each other in the hall, but it wasn’t the same. Something happened that neither of us could undo. Although neither of us said it, we both knew that silence wasn’t going to last forever.

Stephen left again.

Same routine—suitcase at the door, a short goodbye, and a vague itinerary filled with high-level meetings and people I’d never hear about again. No hugs. No lingering glance. Just the sound of the front door closing behind him and then silence.

Morgan was already in the kitchen, leaning over the counter with a glass of wine. She didn’t ask me to sit. I didn’t wait for an invitation. I walked in, and we both knew why.

It had been days since we had sex. Days of silence that stretched too tight and felt too loaded until I finally broke it.

“We need to talk.”

Morgan looked up at me like she’d been waiting.

“Yeah,” she said softly. “We do.”

I sat across from her, heart pounding. She looked calm, but I could see in her eyes that she was holding herself together carefully, just like I was.

“That day…” I started, then stopped. “I don’t regret it.”

She exhaled slowly. “Neither do I.”

There was relief for both of us, but it didn’t make things easier.

“I’ve been trying to figure out what to do with it,” I admitted. “What it means and how messed up it is.”

Morgan gave a dry laugh. “Yeah. That part’s hard to ignore.”

I looked at her and said, “You’re my father’s wife.”

“And you’re his daughter,” she said, her voice steady but heavy. “Technically, I’m your stepmother.”

“We’re only five years apart,” I said quietly.

“I know.” She took a sip of wine. “Doesn’t change what it is.”

We sat in the quiet, the air heavy with what we weren’t saying.

“I didn’t plan for me to feel this way,” Morgan said after a moment.

I swallowed. “How do you feel?”

Morgan looked up at me then, eyes raw, and said, “Guilty and terrified.”

Her voice cracked a little. “I wanted it to happen and tried to make it happen sooner than it did.”

I looked down at my hands. “I’ve wanted you since that day I set foot into this house. Now that it’s happened, I don’t know where to put that.”

Morgan nodded slowly, setting her glass down. “I don’t either.”

I blinked hard, trying to hold it together. “Do you regret marrying him?”

Morgan didn’t answer right away and then said, “I don’t think I ever really let myself fall in love with him. I think that I needed someone, and he needed someone. We filled space in each other’s lives, but it wasn’t this.”

She reached across the counter and took my hand hesitantly.

“This is complicated,” she whispered.

It was late afternoon when I heard her.

I hadn’t meant to eavesdrop. I’d just come back from a walk and was heading upstairs when I paused near Morgan’s partially open bedroom door. Her voice drifted out—low, urgent, threaded with something raw. She was on the phone, pacing softly across the hardwood floor, barefoot, unaware that I was just a few steps away, frozen.

“No… I haven’t told him,” she said, and then said, “He’s been gone again. Even if he was here, how would I even start that conversation?”

There was a long pause as she listened to whoever was on the other end as I held my breath.

“Yes,” she said quietly. “It happened.”

My stomach dropped because Morgan was talking about us.

“It wasn’t a mistake,” she went on. “I can’t even pretend it was. I’ve never felt that pull toward someone, especially not someone I shouldn’t feel it for.”

She exhaled sharply. “I know. Believe me, I know how messed up it is. But it wasn’t some heat-of-the-moment thing. I’ve been thinking about her for so long, and when it finally happened, it wasn’t just physical. It was, was everything.”

My heart thudded in my chest as Morgan again paused. She laughed softly, but there was no humor in it.

“I don’t just want it to happen again. I need it, too. I think about her all the time. The way she looked at me. The way it felt to touch her. It’s like something inside me lit up, and now I can’t turn it off.”

Morgan stopped pacing. “I don’t know how to handle this. She’s my—” Her voice faltered. “She’s his daughter, and I’m still married to him, but when I’m with her, I don’t feel like someone’s wife. I feel like myself, and I can’t remember the last time that I felt like myself.”

She went quiet after that, saying something I couldn’t make out, her voice fading as she stepped further into the room. I backed away slowly, my heart pounding and my mind racing.

Morgan wanted me again, and she needed it. The guilt, the complications, the blurred lines were all still there, but I knew the truth. It wasn’t one-sided, and no matter how wrong it might be… I wasn’t the only one who couldn’t let go.

I hadn’t expected her to be there.

I walked into the home gym the next morning to find Morgan standing in front of the mirror, chest heaving, glistening with sweat. Her tank clung to her like a second skin, and her leggings looked like they were painted on. Her hair was tied up, strands sticking to her neck, and her skin… God. Morgan looked like she’d been carved from heat and tension.

Morgan turned, caught me watching, and froze for a heartbeat. Then her lips curved.

“Hey,” she said, voice low, still breathless from the workout.

I didn’t answer. I crossed the room like something had taken over me. My hands found her hips, and I didn’t give her time to speak again.

“You’re soaked,” I said, dragging my fingers just beneath the hem of her top. “I love the scent of your sweat.”

Morgan stared at me, wide-eyed but not pulling away. “Do you really?”

I dropped to my knees and responded, “It’s perfect.”

Morgan let out a breath as I tugged her leggings down, slowly peeling the fabric from her damp skin. Her thighs trembled slightly, and when I looked up at her, she was already biting her lip.

“I haven’t even showered yet,” she whispered, almost like a warning.

I smirked, replied, “I know,” and then I buried my face between her thighs.

She gasped—one hand flying to the back of my head, the other gripping the edge of the mirror behind her. I tasted salt and sweat and something deeper—her. Real and raw and unapologetically her.

Morgan was soaked in more ways than one. I licked her slowly at first, savoring every inch of her, letting the heat of her body pull me under. Her moans echoed through the room, sharp and ragged, as I pulled her closer, wrapped my arms around her legs, and devoured her like I’d been starving.

“Oh my god—” she choked, hips rolling against my mouth. “Don’t stop! Fuck!”

Morgan came hard, shaking above me, sweat dripping down her chest as she cried out my name, trembling and undone. When she finally slid down the mirror and landed in my arms, she laughed breathlessly.

Morgan was still catching her breath with her skin slick with sweat and legs parted lazily as if she owned the entire room and me because, at that moment, she did. I had been on my knees minutes earlier, tongue buried between her thighs, tasting every drop of her—the salt of sweat, the heat of her body and I didn’t expect anything in return. I just wanted to please her, but she wasn’t finished.

“On the mat,” Morgan said, voice still rough from exertion and satisfaction.

I obeyed without question, lying back on the yoga mat. She removed my shorts and panties, and I spread my legs with my heart pounding. Morgan peeled off her damp sports bra, her chest rising and falling slowly as she looked at me like prey she was about to devour.

Then she dropped to her knees between my legs.

“That was amazing,” she said, dragging her nails up my thighs. “Now it’s my turn.”

She didn’t waste time. Morgan’s hands gripped my hips, fingers digging in possessively. Then her tongue was on me but lower than I expected. I gasped, the air knocked out of me as Morgan spread my ass cheeks open and licked directly over my tight asshole, hot and deliberate.

She licked and then licked again, with each lick being slower, deeper, and filthier. Every nerve in my body caught fire. I had never thought I wanted to be touched back there, but she knew better. Morgan’s tongue circled and pressed, working me open with obscene skill, her breath hot and humid against my skin.

I was squirming, panting, and moaning as Morgan moaned back against me like she was enjoying it even more.

“I’m going to make you come,” she growled and then began playing with my dripping wet pussy.

With Morgan’s mouth pressed firmly against me, her tongue deep and commanding, I shattered with my back arched, legs trembling violently, a scream tearing from my throat as she held me there, pinned and utterly wrecked. Morgan pulled back only when I went limp.

Then she leaned in, mouth against my ear, and whispered, “Take a shower with me.”

Steam filled the bathroom as the water poured down, hot and heavy. My legs were still weak from the way she’d ruined me on the gym mat, but somehow, I made it into the shower—barely. She followed, still breathless from the way she’d devoured me.

I stood under the spray, eyes closed, head tilted back, letting the heat soothe my body. My skin was still buzzing, still oversensitive, and I flinched slightly when I felt her behind me—close but not touching.

Then her hands were on me. Morgan started with my shoulders, kneading the tension from my muscles slowly and strongly as if she were memorizing the shape of me. Her lips brushed the back of my neck. I sighed, melting back into her.

“Didn’t expect that, did you?” she questioned.

“No,” I admitted. “But I’ll never forget it.”

She chuckled softly and pressed closer. Her skin was warm and slick against mine, the heat of the water only adding to the wetness between us. Her hands slid down my sides, slow and possessive, like I belonged to her now. And maybe I did.

She reached for the body wash, poured it into her palms, and began to lather me—my chest, my stomach, the insides of my thighs. Every touch was both reverent and filthy. She didn’t rush. She wanted to clean me, but she also wanted to make me feel every second of it.

When her fingers slipped between my legs again, I gasped.

“You’re still sensitive,” she whispered against my ear. “Still open for me.”

“Yes,” I breathed, gripping the tile wall for balance.

She didn’t push for more. Not yet. She just kept washing me, dragging the washcloth slowly over every curve, every spot she’d marked with her mouth. She turned me around, finally letting me see her eyes—dark with desire but also something quieter beneath it. She cradled my jaw and kissed me soft and deep.

“I love how you taste,” she said. “And I love seeing you come for me.”

Morgan’s lips were still on mine, slow and deliberate, when I felt the shift—something stirring inside me. A pull to please her again. She turned under the spray, lifting her face into the water. Her back was to me now, her body flawless and dripping, muscles soft under the heat. I watched the water trail down her spine and lower, curving along her hips and sliding between her legs.

I sank to my knees behind her and kissed the small of her back. Then lower, letting my lips glide down her slick skin as my hands parted her ass cheeks gently. Morgan was already leaning forward slightly; palms braced against the tile, legs spreading wider as she realized what I was about to do.

I leaned in and let my tongue find her—slow, deliberate, filthy as she let out a deep sound that echoed off the tile. I licked her again, firmer this time, circling her slowly, teasing her tight ring. My tongue traced every inch of her back there, licking her open, tasting her sweat, the clean sharpness of the water, the heat of her skin. My hands squeezed her ass as I buried my face deeper, flattening my tongue and dragging it slowly, deliberately between her cheeks.

She moaned—loud, unfiltered. Her legs trembled slightly, and I felt her brace herself harder against the wall.

“Don’t fucking stop!” Morgan exclaimed.

I moaned into her, the vibrations making her curse again. I slipped one hand between her legs, finding her soaked and swollen, and touched her there as I tongued her ass with filthy, relentless hunger until she lost it.

Morgan’s thighs shook violently, and her breath turned into short, broken gasps. Then she came, hard and loud, slamming a hand against the tile as her body seized in pleasure. I held her through it, licking her slower, softer, and easing her back down. When she finally turned to face me, her eyes were wild, her hair drenched, and her lips parted.

“I’m never letting you out of this shower,” she said with laughter.

I smiled up at her, still on my knees, water running down my face, and responded, “Good, because I’m not done yet.”

Later that night, I was lying on the bed, still buzzing from everything that had happened that day in the home gym and the shower, and how I’d lost myself between her legs, but it was her turn again.

Morgan stood at the edge of the bed, wearing nothing but confidence and a black strap-on that jutted out from her hips like a promise. My breath caught the moment I saw it—sleek, thick, intimidating—and absolutely perfectly strapped to her.

She didn’t say anything at first. She just looked at me, the corner of her mouth twitching into a smirk.

“Get on your knees for me,” she said.

My body moved before my mind caught up. I turned and offered myself, heart pounding, the cool air kissing the backs of my thighs as I waited. I could hear the soft creak of the bed as she climbed on behind me. I felt the heat of her body as she ran a hand slowly up my spine, then down, gripping my ass like it belonged to her.

“Still sore?” she asked, pressing the head of the toy to my already wet pussy.

“A little,” I breathed. “But I want it.”

She leaned forward, lips brushing my ear, and then she pushed. I gasped—half from the stretch, half from the pressure of finally being penetrated with something other than fingers and her tongue. Morgan went slow at first, easing in, letting me feel every inch. Her hands gripped my hips firmly, holding me in place as she began to thrust—slow and deep, each movement perfectly controlled as my fingers clawed at the sheets.

“Fuck,” I moaned, my body shaking with each stroke.

Morgan fucked me with purpose, with power, building a rhythm that left me breathless. Her hips slapped against me with every thrust. One hand slipped around my waist, finding my clit, rubbing in tight circles that made my legs tremble.

“You’re so wet,” she said.

“Oh god! I’m so close!”

“Then come for me, Case.”

My body convulsed around the toy, legs trembling, back arched as a scream tore from my throat as Morgan continued grinding inside me, slower now, dragging it out until I collapsed forward, spent and ruined. She pulled out carefully, then lay down beside me, wrapping her arms around my trembling body. Neither of us spoke because we didn’t need to.

The next morning, neither of us reached for our clothes. The sheets were tangled around our legs, the soft morning light warming the skin we hadn’t stopped touching. Morgan’s arm was draped over my waist, her hand lazily tracing circles just beneath my navel.

I stretched, sore in all the right ways, and said, “I don’t want to get dressed today.”

She smiled against my neck. “Me neither.”

We didn’t get dressed. Not for coffee. Not for breakfast. Not even when we moved to the couch and curled up naked under a throw blanket, her fingers wandered freely, and so did mine. There were no boundaries between us anymore. If I wanted to touch her, I did. If she wanted my mouth, she took it. Time didn’t matter. Hunger came and went, but the desire didn’t fade.

Midday, I was straddling her on the rug, both of us flushed and laughing between kisses when she grabbed my hips and guided me to her mouth again. I’d already come twice that morning, but the way she looked at me—lips wet, eyes dark, tongue teasing—set me on fire.

That was the rhythm of our day: a touch, a glance, a low command whispered between breaths.

Later, I returned the favor, pushing her knees apart on the living room floor. Morgan’s back arched as I took my time tasting her until she cried out my name and begged me not to stop—so I didn’t. Not until her legs were shaking.

At one point, we ended up in the shower again. Not to clean. To press our slick bodies together and let the heat roll over us as she pinned me to the tile and whispered things that made me ache all over again.

There was no shame. No guilt. Just skin and breath and sweat and the hunger we stopped trying to hide. That night, we collapsed in bed, exhausted, tangled, completely bare.

She looked over at me, still flushed, her voice low and soft. “Think we can do it all again tomorrow?”

I smiled, breathless. “Only if we never put our clothes back on.”

She kissed me slow and deep, and we didn’t get dressed. And we didn’t. Not that night nor the next morning.

CHAPTER TWELVE

It had been days—intense, tangled days—and Morgan and I hadn’t left the house much. The moments between us were no longer hesitant or half-spoken. They were physical, consuming, unfiltered. We barely talked about what it meant—we didn’t need to. The way she touched me, the way I clung to her, said everything. We had crossed every line, and instead of running, we stayed in it.

I was lying on the couch, Morgan curled against me, when I saw the unknown number light up my screen. I almost ignored it, but something told me to answer.

“Is this Casey Warner?” the voice asked.

“Yes,” I said slowly, sitting up.

“This is Officer Ruiz with the Tucson Police Department. We believe we’ve recovered your vehicle. A 2003 Toyota pickup, red, reported stolen almost two years ago.”

“You found it?”

“Abandoned on the outskirts of town. It’s in rough shape, but it’s yours. You’ll need to come in to process the paperwork and take possession.”

The call ended with directions and instructions, but my thoughts were already spiraling. The truck. My truck. The one that vanished outside a laundromat. The one that carried everything I owned, everything I thought I was leaving behind. Somehow, it had found its way back.

When I told Morgan, she looked at me like she already knew what I was about to say.

“You want to go,” she said softly.

I nodded, and she smiled, responding, “Then we’re going.”

We left the next morning, just the two of us in her black Range Rover, windows down, hair up, sunglasses on. She had a playlist already queued—equal parts moody road trip songs and shameless pop—and for the first few hours, we said very little.

As the miles stretched out behind us and the skyline gave way to the desert, the tension of Los Angeles fell away. There was no mansion, no Stephen, no expectations. Just Morgan, me, and the road while traveling to what was waiting for me in Tucson. A reminder of who I was before all of this.

“You think it’ll still run?” Morgan asked at one point, glancing at me over her sunglasses.

I smirked. “If it doesn’t, I’ll still sit in it for an hour just to remember what it felt like.”

Morgan smiled, but there was a softness in her eyes. “You’ve come a long way from that truck.”

I looked at her, the woman beside me who wasn’t supposed to be mine but who was my father’s wife.

“Yeah. I really have.”

The desert stretched out ahead of us. It was wide, open, and unpredictable, just like everything that had happened and what would happen in the future. We rolled into Tucson just past dusk, the sun melting into the desert and casting long shadows across the quiet streets.

The police impound lot sat on the edge of town, surrounded by chain-link fence and dust. It looked more like a junkyard than anything else. Morgan pulled in and killed the engine. We sat there for a second, both of us staring ahead in silence.

“You ready?” she asked.

I nodded, though I wasn’t sure if I was.

The officer on duty led us through a side gate, clipboard in hand, explaining the recovery like it was just another routine find. I didn’t hear most of it. My eyes were already locked on the truck—my truck—sitting at the far end of the lot under a flickering floodlight.

My breath caught in my throat. It was barely recognizable. The red paint was completely faded and chipped, covered in layers of grime and sand. The tires were gone—rims resting in the dirt. One door hung half-open; the interior was gutted. The dashboard was missing, and the seats had been torn out. When I stepped closer and looked under the hood, my heart dropped because there was no engine.

It had been completely stripped. It wasn’t a recovery. It was a grave. I stood there frozen, staring at the shell of what had once been my entire life—my home, my freedom, my escape. I remembered building the little bed in the back. The nights I’d slept under the stars in it. The road I thought would never end.

Morgan came up beside me, her hand brushing lightly against my back.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

I didn’t speak. I just swallowed hard and stepped closer, pressing my palm against the cold, rusted frame. It didn’t feel like mine anymore. It felt like a memory. A memory that had been gutted and left behind, just like I had once been. I felt Morgan watching me, but she didn’t push. She just stood there, quiet and still, letting me take it in.

Finally, I turned to her and said, “It’s gone.”

We didn’t talk much on the drive from the impound lot to the hotel. The silence wasn’t uncomfortable, but it was heavy. Weighted by everything I’d seen and everything I’d felt.

Morgan booked the room without asking. It was a quiet little place off the main road, warm and dim and tucked far enough from the freeway to feel removed from reality—the kind of place where no one asked questions and everything felt like a pause.

I sat at the edge of the bed, staring at the floor. My shoes were still dusty from the lot. I hadn’t taken them off. My hands were locked together in my lap, and I couldn’t look at her. Morgan crouched in front of me her voice soft.

“Hey. Talk to me.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know what to say.”

Morgan didn’t press. She just climbed up beside me, close enough that I could feel the heat of her skin but not so close that it felt like pressure. She waited, and then my tears came. I didn’t mean for them to, but the dam broke, and I started to cry. Not loudly, not all at once, but quiet, broken sobs that shook through me. I covered my face with my hands, and Morgan didn’t flinch.

She pulled me into her arms, wrapping me tightly against her chest like I belonged there. One hand moved to the back of my neck, and the other rubbed slow circles across my spine.

“You’re allowed to grieve it,” she whispered. “That truck… that part of your life. It mattered, and it’s okay to hurt.”

I sank into her, letting my face press into her shoulder, breathing in her warmth, her softness, the steady rhythm of her heart. I clung to her like I might fall apart if I didn’t, and, in that moment, something inside me clicked into place. I wasn’t just grateful for her. I wasn’t just drawn to her. I wasn’t just infatuated. I was in love with her.

I hadn’t slept much because I had too many thoughts and too many feelings that I didn’t know what to do with, but one thing had settled clearly in my mind. When Morgan stirred and blinked up at me, she asked, “You okay?”

I nodded slowly. “Yeah. Just… thinking.”

She shifted onto her side, her hand finding mine beneath the blanket.

“About what?”

I turned to face her fully. “I don’t want to go back to L.A. Not yet.”

She blinked, caught off guard. “You don’t?”

“No. I want to go somewhere else first. Somewhere quieter. Somewhere real.” I took a breath. “I want to see where you’re from.”

Morgan’s brows lifted slightly. “You mean… my hometown?”

“You said once you grew up in a small town in Arizona,” I said. “I want to see it. I want to know what made you, you.”

She stared at me, a long pause stretching between us. I half-expected her to laugh or ask why, but she didn’t. Instead, her expression softened, eyes searching mine.

“No one’s ever asked me that before.”

“I’m asking.”

For a moment, she just looked at me—like she was trying to decide if I meant it or maybe trying to decide if she could handle letting me in like that. Then she smiled.

“Okay,” she said quietly. “I’ll take you.”

We packed up after breakfast, loaded her Range Rover again, and pointed it east. We left Tucson behind and set off toward the dusty edges of Arizona, toward the place Morgan had come from—the place I hoped would show me even more of the woman I already couldn’t stop falling for.

We drove for hours, trading the wide-open desert for winding two-lane roads that stretched through towns so small they barely showed up on the GPS. Morgan didn’t talk much during the drive. She played music and pointed out the occasional landmark, but I could feel her growing quieter the closer we got.

By the time we crossed the cracked welcome sign—Welcome to Estrella, Arizona. Pop. 3,187—the sky had started to shift, casting long shadows across a town that time had clearly forgotten.

It hit me immediately.

The town wasn’t quaint or charming. It was worn. Tired.

The streets were faded, the storefronts barely hanging on. Rusted-out trucks sat in front yards overgrown with dry weeds. The gas station looked like it hadn’t seen new paint since the '90s. There was a weight in the air here, something I hadn’t felt before—a quiet kind of struggle that didn’t need to be spoken.

Morgan didn’t say anything as we drove through it. She just kept one hand on the wheel, the other resting against her thigh, her expression unreadable.

We turned onto a narrow street at the edge of town, where the houses were smaller, older, and more beaten down. And then she stopped.

“That one,” she said, nodding toward a sun-bleached house with a sagging roof, chipped paint, and a front door that looked like it had survived more than a few storms.

I stared.

This… this was where Morgan came from?

The woman I knew—poised, elegant, composed—had grown up here?

She climbed out of the car without waiting, and I followed, still taking it in. The porch steps creaked under our weight. The yard was dry and barren. A broken swing hung from the side of the house. Its chain rusted through on one end.

“This was home,” she said, finally breaking the silence. Her voice was flat. “My room was on the left, behind that boarded-up window.”

I didn’t know what to say. My heart ached for her, for the version of her that lived here—before the silk dresses and rooftop parties and whispered kisses in glass houses.

“I never brought anyone back here,” she added quietly. “I never wanted to.”

I looked at her, and for the first time, I didn’t just see Morgan—I saw the girl she used to be. The girl who had clawed her way out of this town. The girl who had dreamed of more.

And I felt honored. Heartbroken. Lucky.

“You don’t have to say anything,” she murmured. “I just wanted you to see it. All of me. Not just the version that showed up in L.A.”

I reached for her hand and laced my fingers through hers. “I’m glad you showed me.”

The sun had dipped low by the time we found the motel—just outside the town limits, tucked between a shuttered diner and a vacant gas station. The sign buzzed faintly, flickering VACANCY in red neon as if the place was surprised to be still standing.

The room was small, dim, and smelled faintly of old smoke and cleaner that couldn’t quite cover the years. The bedspread was thin, the carpet threadbare, and the bathroom door didn’t quite close all the way. But it was quiet. And for reasons I couldn’t explain, it felt like exactly where we needed to be.

Morgan sat on the edge of the bed, her back straight, arms resting on her thighs, staring at the floor like it held memories she hadn’t spoken out loud in years.

I sat beside her without saying a word.

After a long silence, she spoke. “I used to dream about getting out of this place. Every single day.”

I turned to her, listening.

“My mom worked nights at the diner across from the highway. I’d walk her there when I was little and wait for her to finish her shift sometimes because we didn’t have anyone else to watch me. She’d always bring home leftover pie like that made everything okay.”

I could hear the tightness in her voice and how carefully she chose each word.

“She was tired all the time. She was always trying to stretch a dollar that never went far enough. We lived off tips and boxed mac and cheese, and I used to think if I could get pretty enough, just become someone, we wouldn’t have to struggle anymore.”

I swallowed, the ache in my chest tightening.

“People used to ask me about my dad,” she said. “I made up a different story every time. Sometimes, he was dead. Sometimes, he left for work and never came back. But the truth is, I never met him. I never even saw a picture. My mom wouldn’t talk about him.”

She paused, then let out a bitter little laugh.

“I think she was more afraid of him than ashamed of him.”

I reached over, my fingers brushing hers, and she didn’t pull away.

“You ever resent her for it?” I asked softly.

Morgan shook her head. “No. I just resented the life. The town. The smallness of it all. I promised myself I’d never end up like her.”

“And now?” I asked.

She looked at me then, eyes softer than I expected. “Now I think… maybe I understand her a little more than I wanted to.”

The room was quiet again, the sound of an old air conditioner humming faintly in the background. Outside, a dog barked once. A truck rolled by in the distance.

She leaned her head against my shoulder, and I wrapped my arm around her. In that run-down motel, in the town she’d spent years trying to escape, I realized how much strength it took to come back… and how much trust it took to her to bring me there.

The road stretched out endlessly ahead of us, flat and sun-washed, the heat shimmering off the asphalt in waves. We'd been driving for hours, quiet for the most part—just music humming low and the hum of tires on pavement filling the silence.

Morgan had her sunglasses on, one hand on the wheel, the other draped lazily out the window. She looked relaxed. Almost too relaxed.

“I used to do this drive all the time,” she said suddenly, glancing over at me. “Back when I started modeling. L.A. to Arizona, back and forth for castings, shoots, whatever I could get.”

I turned toward her. “Before you met Stephen?”

She nodded. “Long before. I was barely twenty. I'm still trying to figure out who I was. Still pretending I had it all together.”

I smiled a little. “Hard to imagine you not having it together.”

She let out a laugh. “You’d be surprised. I was a mess. But a beautiful one—and when you’re twenty and in that world, that’s enough.”

There was a beat of silence before she continued.

“I met a lot of women in those days,” she said, voice casual. “Older models, photographers, stylists. A few agents’ wives, too. I didn’t have real relationships—just nights. Moments. Sex that meant more than it should have and less than I pretended it did.”

I felt a pang, deep and unexpected.

She was still talking. “Some of them were amazing. Wild, spontaneous, addictive. Some were just… forgettable. But it was always women. I mean, men happened too—but it was never the same.”

I stared out the window, trying to hide my expression.

I knew it was the past. I knew I had no right to feel anything about what happened before me. But still… the image of her with someone else—so many someone else's—tightened in my chest like a knot.

“You okay?” she asked, glancing at me.

I hesitated. “Yeah. I just… didn’t know you were with that many people.”

She raised an eyebrow, then turned back to the road. “That a problem?”

“No,” I said too quickly. “It’s not. It’s just… I guess I didn’t expect to feel jealous.”

She didn’t say anything for a moment. Then, softly, “It was never real, Casey. None of it. Not like this. Not like us.”

We were somewhere just past Palm Springs when I finally asked, the question slipping out before I could stop myself.

“Does Stephen know? About your past?”

Morgan didn’t look surprised. She kept her eyes on the road, the sunlight cutting across her face, calm and steady.

“You mean the women?” she asked.

I nodded. “All of it.”

“Yeah,” she said. “He knows.”

“And… he was okay with it?”

She let out a soft breath, almost a laugh. “Stephen didn’t exactly have room to judge. His past is worse than mine.”

That caught me off guard. “Worse, how?”

She smirked, but there was no humor in it. “Stephen’s been with a lot of women. Models, assistants, married women, strangers in hotel bars. Before me, during some of his other relationships, and while with me. He never did subtle well.”

I didn’t know what to say. I leaned my head against the window, watching the scenery blur past.

“He didn’t care that I’d been with women,” she added. “If anything, he liked it. He thought it was sexy. Something to mention in the right company, like a party trick.”

There was no bitterness in her tone—just a kind of tired understanding.

“To him, sex was just another transaction,” she said quietly. “Another way to hold control or escape it.”

I looked at her, and she glanced back at me briefly.

“I didn’t come with expectations,” she said. “That’s why we worked—for a while. But that’s also why it never meant what it should’ve.”

I reached for her hand across the console, needing to feel her. She slid her fingers into mine without hesitation. He might have known her past, but he never really knew her, and now I did.

The sun was starting to dip low, casting long shadows across the highway as the L.A. skyline finally began to take shape in the distance. The closer we got to home, the heavier everything started to feel again—the silence, the weight of what waited for us behind the gates of Stephen’s mansion.

I watched Morgan’s profile as she drove—calm, unreadable. But I could feel the tension in her jaw, the way her fingers tapped absently against the steering wheel.

I hesitated before asking, but I needed to know.

“Do you think he’s been cheating on you?”

She didn’t react right away. She just kept her eyes on the road like she hadn’t heard me. But then she exhaled, long and quiet.

“I don’t think,” she said softly. “I know.”

I turned toward her. “He told you?”

She gave a small, bitter laugh. “Stephen? He’d die before admitting anything like that. But I’m not stupid, Casey. The nights away. The vague meetings. The late texts he turns his phone over to hide. I see it. I’ve seen it for a while.”

I swallowed hard, unsure of how to respond.

“Sometimes I think he wanted me to know without actually saying it,” she added. “Like it would hurt less if we never talked about it. If we just kept up the illusion.”

“Why didn’t you leave?”

She glanced at me, then back at the road. “Because for a long time, I thought I had nowhere else to go. And because he gave me everything I thought I wanted—comfort, stability, security.”

“And now?”

Morgan tightened her grip on the wheel. “Now I know none of that matters if you feel empty inside. If you come home to someone who doesn’t look at you like they ever really saw you.”

I reached for her hand again, and this time, she didn’t hesitate. Her fingers laced with mine, holding on like she needed it just as badly.

“He might have everything,” she whispered, “but he doesn’t have me anymore.”

And I knew, at that moment, neither of us were going back to the same house. Not really. Not after everything that had happened between us and especially not after everything, she had finally said out loud.

I’d been quiet for a while. I’d been too quiet, and Morgan noticed.

She kept one hand on the wheel, the other resting on her thigh, tapping gently in a rhythm that didn’t match the music playing low from the speakers. I could feel her glancing at me every so often, waiting.

I was thinking—spiraling—but I couldn’t bring myself to ask the question that had been clawing at the back of my mind since Tucson. Since before that, if I was being honest.

I didn’t want to sound insecure. I didn’t want to ruin what we had by asking something that made me sound like a jealous girl with no right to feel that way, but I needed to know. Morgan let the silence stretch for another mile before she finally spoke, her voice calm, even.

“You’re wondering if I’ve had sex with him.”

I blinked, caught completely off guard. “What?”

She glanced at me, giving a faint, knowing smile. “You’ve been sitting there for the last hour with that look. You don’t have to say it—I know.”

I looked away, embarrassed. “I didn’t mean to—”

“You don’t have to explain,” she said, cutting gently into my apology. “Stephen hasn’t touched me in months.”

I turned to her slowly.

“I don’t want him to,” she added. “And he hasn’t tried. We sleep in the same house, and the same bed, but the spark we once had is gone. It’s been like that for a long while now.”

A wave of relief and guilt hit me at once—relief because I needed to hear it and guilt because I hadn’t known how to ask without sounding like I was prying into something that wasn’t mine. Morgan reached for my hand and squeezed it. “If you ever want to ask me something, Casey… just ask. I’ll always give you the truth. Especially when it matters.”

I’d been quiet for a while.

Too quiet.

Morgan noticed.

She kept one hand on the wheel, the other resting on her thigh, tapping gently in a rhythm that didn’t match the music playing low from the speakers. I could feel her glancing at me every so often, waiting.

And I was thinking—spiraling—but I couldn’t bring myself to ask the question that had been clawing at the back of my mind since Tucson. Since before that, if I was being honest.

I didn’t want to sound insecure.

I didn’t want to ruin what we had by asking something that made me sound like a jealous girl with no right to feel this way.

But I needed to know.

Morgan let the silence stretch for another mile before she finally spoke, her voice calm, even.

“You’re wondering if I’ve had sex with him.”

I blinked, caught completely off guard. “What?”

She glanced at me, giving a faint, knowing smile. “You’ve been sitting there for the last hour with that look. You don’t have to say it—I know.”

I looked away, embarrassed. “I didn’t mean to—”

“You don’t have to explain,” she said, cutting gently into my apology. “Stephen hasn’t touched me in months.”

I turned to her slowly.

“I don’t want him to,” she added. “And he hasn’t tried. We sleep in the same house, not the same bed. It’s been like that for a long time—long before you and me.”

A wave of relief and guilt hit me at once—relief because I needed to hear it and guilt because I hadn’t known how to ask without sounding like I was prying into something that wasn’t mine.

But the truth was, it was mine now.

She was mine.

Morgan reached for my hand and squeezed it. “If you ever want to ask me something, Casey… just ask. I’ll always give you the truth. Especially when it matters.”

I nodded, my chest tightening. “Thank you.”

She looked back at the road, still holding my hand.

“I don’t belong to him anymore,” she said. “I don’t think I ever really did.”

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Stephen returned late in the afternoon—no warning, no text, just the familiar sound of the garage door groaning open and the heavy thud of his suitcase wheels crossing the marble floor. I heard the front door shut from the upstairs landing, and for a second, my heart stopped.

Morgan and I were in the kitchen when he walked in. She was slicing oranges barefoot, hair pinned up loosely, wearing one of her oversized linen shirts—mine now, too, in a way. I was standing across from her, pretending to help but mostly watching her move, thinking about the way she’d kissed me that morning when the house was still quiet.

The air changed the moment he stepped into the room. His footsteps slowed, and when he looked up and saw us—really saw us—I felt it—that flicker behind his eyes.

He didn’t say anything at first. He just stood there, taking in the scene: Morgan barefoot in the kitchen. Me in her T-shirt. The closeness that couldn’t be explained away. The silence between us suddenly filled with all the things we weren’t saying.

“Stephen,” Morgan said calmly like nothing was wrong.

He nodded once, setting his keys on the counter. “Morgan. Casey.”

When his eyes landed on me, something cold and calculating passed through them. Not anger—suspicion. His gaze lingered a little too long like he was turning over pieces in his head and finally starting to see how they fit together.

I swallowed hard, forcing a polite smile. “Hey.”

“Everything all right?” he asked, looking back and forth between us.

“Fine,” Morgan replied smoothly. “How was the trip?”

He didn’t answer right away. He was still watching her—us—like he’d missed something important and was trying to figure out what.

“Uneventful,” he said at last. “Though I did come back to an unusually quiet house.”

Neither of us responded.

Morgan turned back to her oranges like the conversation was over, but I could feel it—he knew something was different. Maybe he didn’t know what, not yet. But the way he looked at Morgan, the way his jaw tightened when she didn’t rush to greet him or ask him how he was… it was enough. He knew something had shifted, and I could feel the weight of it settle over all three of us like a storm waiting to break.

Stephen leaned against the counter, his coat still on, suitcase waiting by the door. His tone was casual, but there was a tension underneath it—like he already suspected more than he was saying.

“So,” he said, glancing between us, “what did the two of you do while I was away?”

Morgan didn’t flinch. She set down the knife she’d been using, wiped her hands on a dish towel, and turned to face him with that same steady calm she always wore when she was choosing her words carefully.

“We went to Arizona,” she said.

His brow lifted. “Arizona?”

“We got a call from the Tucson police. They found Casey’s truck. What’s left of it, anyway.”

Stephen looked at me. “Really?”

I nodded. “Yeah. It was stripped down—completely gutted, but it was mine.”

Morgan continued her tone even. “So, we drove out there. Took care of the paperwork and inspected the damage. It was hard. A lot of memories tied to it.”

Stephen looked at me again but didn’t say anything.

“After that,” Morgan said, “we drove to Estrella. Casey wanted to see where I grew up, so I took her to my hometown.”

His eyes shifted back to her. “You’ve never gone back there.”

“I know,” she said softly. “But it felt like the right time.”

He studied her for a moment, then looked between us again. His gaze lingered—not just curious, but cautious, as if he were trying to read between lines that hadn’t been spoken aloud.

“Well,” he said finally, “sounds like a meaningful trip.”

Morgan gave him a faint smile. “It was.”

He didn’t ask anything more. He just nodded once, then slowly turned to unpack his suitcase.

But the way he looked at us before he did—that long, slow glance filled with quiet suspicion—told me he hadn’t bought the story entirely.

And that, somehow, he was beginning to understand what neither of us had dared to say.

It was a few days later after the tension in the house had cooled just enough to feel noticeable. Stephen had been distant but watchful, saying less than usual and watching more. I could feel it in the way he looked at me—measured, cautious like he was working his way toward something.

That something came one quiet morning.

I was sitting at the dining table, finishing coffee and half-heartedly scrolling through my phone when he walked in. No coat, no briefcase—just him, in one of his tailored shirts, sleeves rolled to his forearms, his expression unreadable.

“Do you have a minute?” he asked.

I nodded slowly. “Sure.”

He sat across from me, folding his hands on the table. There was no aggression in his posture, but there was something firm—something final.

“When you came to live with me,” he began, “you were nineteen.”

I swallowed, setting my coffee cup down. “I remember.”

“You were lost,” he said. “Disappointed. Angry. I understood that. I didn’t expect gratitude. I just wanted to give you something better than what you had.”

I nodded. “You did.”

“You’re twenty-one now.” He looked at me, his gaze steady. “You’re not a teenager anymore, Casey. You’re not a guest. You’re a grown woman.”

There was weight in his words. I could feel the direction he was heading, and my stomach twisted in anticipation.

“I’ve been thinking about your future,” he continued. “About where you’re going. What you want.”

He paused, giving me space to speak. I didn’t.

“I don’t want you to think I’m pushing you out,” he said. “But I do think it’s time we start talking about what comes next for you.”

I looked at him carefully. “What does that mean?”

“It means this house was never meant to be a permanent stop for you,” he said plainly. “I’ve helped where I could. I’ve given you time. But I can see you’re looking for something else now. And you’re not the same girl who showed up here. You’ve outgrown this place, even if you haven’t realized it yet.”

He wasn’t angry. He wasn’t cold. He was just... done. Deep down, I couldn’t deny the truth of what he was saying because Stephen was right. I had changed. I wasn’t the same girl who’d shown up at his door, guarded and unsure. I wasn’t just his daughter anymore. I was a grown woman who was in love with his wife.

It had been over a week since Stephen came home, and the house had fallen into a strange rhythm—quiet, watchful, tense beneath the surface. There were no confrontations, no direct questions, but the air had changed. Everything felt more fragile.

Morgan and I kept our distance. Not in a dramatic way—just in the way people do when they’re trying to protect something or delay the inevitable. That night, I couldn’t sleep.

I lay in bed staring at the ceiling, the distant ticking of the hallway clock, the faint shift of wind outside the window. I was drifting somewhere between thought and silence when I heard the door creak.

Morgan slipped in quietly, barefoot and wearing a robe. Her hair was loose, her face unreadable in the low light. She didn’t say anything because she didn’t need to. Morgan closed the door behind her, locked it, and came to me.

I got out of bed, walked to her, and we kissed. It was soft and sensual, and as we continued kissing, we slowly undressed each other. There was no rush and no urgency, only intentional and gentle touching and kissing. Morgan kissed me like she hadn’t stopped thinking about it, and I kissed her in the same way.

Being with Morgan that night was far different from when she walked in on me masturbating with her panties, the morning in the home gym, later that night, and the days that followed. It was far different because it was the first time we made love to each other. Afterward, we stayed tangled in the sheets with her head on my shoulder.

“I tried not to come in,” she whispered.

I smiled faintly, brushing her hair back. “I’m glad you failed.”

In the weeks that followed, the pattern formed quietly—secretly, but without hesitation.

Morgan would slip into my room late at night, always after the house was still and Stephen’s door had closed. Sometimes, she’d tap lightly once, sometimes not at all. And each time, I’d be waiting—heart racing, breath already shallow, sheets pulled back before she even reached the bed.

It became our ritual. Some nights were fast desperate, our mouths too busy to speak. Other nights were slow and quiet like we were trying to memorize each other. Afterward, she would curl into me like she belonged there, and I would hold her like I couldn’t let her go.

We didn’t talk about it in the daylight. Not in words, but how she looked at me across the kitchen table, the way her fingers brushed mine when Stephen wasn’t watching, told me everything. She hadn’t said the words to her, and Morgan hadn’t said the words to me, but we knew.

Stephen moved through the house like nothing had changed, but I could feel it in the way his gaze lingered sometimes—long enough to make me wonder if he knew. Still, she kept coming to me, and I kept letting her in because every night she stepped into that room, I felt like we were both choosing something neither of us could walk away from anymore, even if we knew we couldn’t keep hiding forever.

It was becoming harder to pretend. It was harder to sit across from Stephen at the dinner table while Morgan stole glances at me when he wasn’t looking. It was harder to walk past her in the hallway and not reach out. It was harder to keep our hands to ourselves when all we wanted was to be alone again.

The nights we had together were stolen—hidden behind closed doors and whispers—but they weren’t enough anymore. Not for either of us. We stopped talking about what we were doing and started discussing when we could do it again and when we could catch our breath.

Stephen had mentioned it once, offhandedly—an upcoming trip to Chicago. He didn’t say how long he’d be gone, which wasn’t unusual, but once he said it, Morgan and I exchanged the quickest glance across the room.

We didn’t say a word because we didn’t have to. After that, every day felt like waiting, waiting for him to leave. Waiting for the door to shut. We were waiting for the moment when we could stop pretending we were just two people living in the same house instead of two people coming undone, trying to stay apart.

She’d brush past me in the hallway and say, “Soon.”

I’d kiss her shoulder in the dark and whisper, “I wish he’d go now.”

Morgan and I were naked in the living room within minutes of Stephen leaving, and Morgan had me on the couch, flat on my back, legs stretched across her lap. Her eyes burned into mine with a look like she’d already decided exactly what she was going to do to me.

“You don’t know what it does to me,” she said, fingers trailing down my ankle, “seeing you walk around barefoot while acting like you don’t know I’m watching.”

“Morgan…” I started, but the words fell apart as she grabbed my foot firmly and brought it to her mouth.

Her tongue was warm as she licked slowly along the arch, dragging it up to the ball of my foot, never breaking eye contact. I gasped, heat blooming between my legs. Then she sucked my big toe into her mouth—slowly, deeply—and I felt it everywhere.

“Oh my god,” I whispered.

Morgan took her time with each toe, licking between them, sucking them into her mouth one by one. Her grip on my ankle tightened, and the way she groaned around my toes made it even harder to breathe.

My body was on fire, and I couldn’t believe how much it turned me on to worship me that way with zero hesitation. She pulled my foot closer, kissed the top of it, then bit gently at my heel.

By the time Morgan finished with my feet, I was panting with my chest rising and falling fast, the heat between my legs nearly unbearable. My thighs were pressed tightly together, desperate for contact.

Without a word, Morgan grabbed both my ankles and yanked me down the couch, positioning my body right where she wanted it—legs draped over her shoulders, my center exposed, dripping, and trembling for her.

“Morgan—” I gasped, but she didn’t let me speak, and then she dove in.

Her mouth was on me before I could take another breath—tongue sliding through my folds with practiced, ravenous hunger. I cried out, my hips lifting, my fingers digging into the cushions behind me. She moaned into me, the vibration hitting me like a shockwave.

She sucked my clit hard, then licked it in slow, punishing circles, teasing me toward the edge, only to back off and do it again. One hand reached up, pinning my wrist to the couch, while the other slipped beneath me, fingers pushing into me deep and fast, curling just right.

My head snapped back, a moan ripping from my throat.

“I need to hear you come,” she said.

Morgan fucked me with her fingers while devouring me. My body started to convulse, waves of pleasure building so fast I couldn’t even think. My legs began to shake violently, my voice breaking as the orgasm hit like a crashing wave.

I screamed her name loudly, and she didn’t stop. She held me there, riding every spasm, her fingers still deep, her tongue relentless, until I collapsed back against the couch in a quivering, soaked mess.

She leaned back on the couch, breathing heavily, lips slick with me, eyes burning as I lay there catching my breath. I sat up as Morgan raised an eyebrow and asked. “Are you good, baby?”

Instead of answering, I climbed onto her lap, straddling her thighs, pressing my naked body flush against hers, and then responded, “I’m hungry.”

I kissed Morgan—hard—biting at her bottom lip, then dragging my mouth down her neck. My hands moved fast, gripping her wrists and pinning them above her head against the back of the couch.

I slid down her body slowly, kissing every inch of her chest, down her stomach, over the slick trail of sweat still lingering from earlier. She tried to move, to reach for me, but I pressed my palm flat against her stomach and held her down.

I dropped to my knees between her legs, her thighs already spreading for me, needy and open. I ran my tongue teasingly over her slit once to hear her hiss. Then I dove in.

I ate her like she was the only thing I’d ever wanted—slow at first, then harder, faster, tongue circling and plunging, flattening against her until she was a writhing mess under me. I locked eyes with her the entire time, loving how her composure crumbled, how every flick of my tongue made her curse, how she begged with her hips and her breath but wouldn’t say the words.

I sucked her clit hard and fast, fingers pushing into her deep and firm, and she shattered. Loud. Uncontrolled. Her back arched, legs tightening around me as her orgasm ripped through her. I didn’t stop until her legs went limp.

When I finally came up, I grinned, settling into her lap, kissing her softly now, licking her taste from her lips.

“How’s that for a round two?” I whispered.

She laughed, out of breath. “Amazing, but we have plenty more rounds to go.”

Morgan lay back on the bed, lips parted, eyes dark with anticipation. She’d barely recovered from what I’d just done to her when I swung one leg over her chest and slowly crawled up, watching her expression shift from satisfaction to focused hunger.

“You want more?” I asked, hovering just above her mouth.

She licked her lips. “I want all of you.”

I lowered myself onto her face, gasping as her tongue met me without hesitation—firm, deep, insistent. Her hands gripped my thighs, pulling me down hard against her mouth. She moaned into me, and the vibration sent a jolt up my spine.

I started to move—slowly at first, rolling my hips, grinding against her tongue, using her mouth for my pleasure. My hands tangled in her hair, and I arched back, riding her as if I owned her because, at that moment, I did.

Every time she flicked her tongue just right or sucked my clit into her mouth, I lost another piece of control. My moans turned into curses, my thighs trembling, slick, and aching as I rode her face harder, faster, chasing that edge.

“Morgan—fuck—don’t stop—”

She devoured me as if she lived for it, her mouth greedy and relentless, tongue working me over like she knew every spot that would break me, and I did break. The orgasm slammed into me, sharp and sudden, my body convulsing as I cried out her name and gripped her tighter, pressing myself against her mouth as I came.

When I finally collapsed beside her, breathless and soaked in sweat, she turned her head and smirked. I was still catching my breath when Morgan climbed on top of me. Her body was warm, slick with sweat, and her eyes locked on mine.

Morgan straddled my chest, then slid higher, her thighs framing my face, her heat radiating down onto my skin. She hovered for a second—just enough to make me ache for it—then slowly lowered herself onto my mouth. I moaned the moment she made contact and enjoyed the taste of her sweat.

I wrapped my arms around her thighs, holding her steady, my tongue flicking and circling, my mouth moving with rhythm as she began to grind against me—slow and steady. She rode my face with no hesitation, hips rolling deeper with every passing second. Her moans grew louder, sharper, and rougher with need as she rocked against my mouth.

“Don’t stop,” she gasped. “Keep going—fuck, just like that—”

She leaned forward, thighs squeezing tight around my head as her body tensed, her breath turning into a broken cry. She came hard—grinding down, soaking my face, shuddering as wave after wave crashed through her. I didn’t stop until she whimpered from the intensity, finally pulling back just enough to catch her breath, her hands still buried in my hair.

When it was over, we lay there, breathless and warm against the stone of the living room floor, hearts racing as the silence closed around us. Morgan turned toward me, her fingers brushing over my ribs, then trailing to my cheek. Her eyes searched mine, calm but full of something deeper than anything we'd said before.

“I love you,” she whispered.

I felt the words sink into me like heat and didn’t hesitate.

“I love you too,” I said, my voice just as quiet, just as sure.

Afterward, we stayed on the floor longer than we should have, limbs tangled, hearts still thudding in sync, but eventually, the cold of the marble crept in, and we dressed slowly, laughing quietly between kisses like we couldn’t stop touching even for a moment.

We moved to the couch, wrapped in each other, a blanket draped loosely over our legs. The sun shifted through the windows as the afternoon wore on, painting golden light across the room while the world outside kept turning, unaware of what had changed inside these walls.

We kissed between words. We touched each other like we were still making sure it wasn’t a dream. She rested her head on my chest while I played with strands of her hair, and then we’d switch—her fingers stroking my cheek as I curled into her side.

“I love you,” she said for the fifth time.

And I whispered, “I love you more,” because I couldn’t stop saying it either.

We talked about nothing and everything. We discussed our favorite childhood memories and the quirky little moments that drew us together. Morgan laughed when I told her the first time that I noticed the curve of her collarbone. I melted when she said she used to stand outside my bedroom door, hand raised, trying to find the courage to knock before slipping away.

By the time the sun dipped below the horizon, casting the room in soft blue shadows, we were still there—kissing slowly, holding each other like we had all the time in the world.

Later that night, my bedroom lights were low, the kind of soft glow that turned skin into gold and shadow. We were both under the covers, facing each other, knees tucked together, fingers trailing along familiar curves.

Morgan leaned in and kissed me—slowly, fully—her lips moving with a tenderness that made my chest ache. We took our time, each kiss deepening lengthening, until the rest of the world faded completely.

We moved in sync, without a word, our bodies shifting naturally, fluidly, until we were mirroring one another—soft, exposed, vulnerable. Every touch was slow, and every breath was shared. When I finally dipped my head and tasted her, she sighed—long and low—and her mouth opened against me in return. The first stroke of her tongue was gentle and exploratory, making me shiver.

We moved together slowly, savoring every breath, every moan, every shift of hips and curve of her tongue. She wasn’t just pleasuring me—she was listening to me. And I listened to her. The way she gasped, the way her legs trembled when I circled her just right, the way her fingers tightened against my skin when she got close.

We were still breathing each other in—quiet, flushed, tangled in warmth—when the doorknob turned. Stephen stood there for barely a second—but it was long enough. Long enough to see us. To take in the tangle of limbs, the sweat, the flushed skin, the unmistakable way Morgan's face was still half-buried between my thighs.

His eyes locked with mine, but he didn’t speak. Not a word. Just a flicker of disbelief, something unreadable, flashed across his face before he stepped back and pulled the door shut behind him.

Morgan slowly pulled away from me, sitting up in the bed, her breathing uneven in a completely different way now. My heart was pounding. Not from pleasure anymore—but from the sudden, cold rush of reality.

Morgan was already halfway out of bed before I could speak. She moved fast—scooping her clothes from the floor and pulling on her shirt inside out. Her face was pale, her movements sharp and focused, but I could see the panic underneath, and then she was gone.

The room felt colder without her. I sat up, the sheets bunched around my waist, my heart still pounding. My skin was still flushed, my body still humming from everything we’d shared—but that warmth had been replaced by a sharp, icy knot in my chest.

Minutes passed—long and quiet, the kind that stretches out endlessly when you’re waiting for something to fall apart. I didn’t know whether I should get dressed or pretend like none of this had happened.

Then the door opened again, and Morgan slipped back inside, calmer now but still tense. She shut the door behind her and leaned against it for a second, exhaling like she’d been holding her breath the whole time.

“He’s not here,” she said.

I blinked. “What?”

“Stephen. He’s gone. I checked the garage—his car isn’t here.”

I stared at her. “Are you sure?”

She nodded slowly. “Positive.”

My stomach twisted with uncertainty, and I asked, “What do we do now?”

Morgan crossed the room, sat beside me on the bed, and took my hand.

“I don’t know,” she said honestly.

Her voice was steady, but I could still see the weight in her eyes.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The first day passed in silence.

Stephen didn’t call. He didn’t come home, and he didn’t send so much as a text.

Morgan tried to act like everything was fine—like she wasn’t unraveling inside—but I saw it. In the way, her eyes lingered on the door when she thought I wasn’t looking. In the way, her hand trembled slightly when she picked up her coffee cup. In how often she checked her phone even though it never lit up.

We barely spoke.

Not because we didn’t want to but because we didn’t know what to say.

That night, she slept in the guest room. Not because I asked her to—because she needed space to think, to breathe, and maybe to mourn whatever safety we had destroyed the moment that door opened.

By day two, the silence started to feel like a threat.

What was Stephen doing? Planning? Processing? Telling someone?

Morgan called him once. It went to voicemail. She didn’t try again.

By the third day, the tension between us was unbearable. We were in the same house, in the same rooms, but not really with each other. I found her sitting on the floor of the laundry room, knees drawn to her chest, her phone on the floor beside her. She didn’t even look up when I walked in.

I turned to her. “Do you regret it?”

Morgan looked at me then, really looked—eyes rimmed with exhaustion, her hair pulled back, face bare.

“No,” she said. “Not for one second.”

“Me neither.”

The next morning, sunlight crept in through the curtains, warm and soft against my skin. The house was still. Too still. There were no sounds of the shower running and no coffee brewing. There was no faint music from the kitchen like there usually was when Morgan got up before me. Just silence. Thick and unsettling.

I checked her room to discover that she wasn’t there. I checked her closet to find that her favorite coat—the long tan one she wore almost every time we went out together—was gone. I called her, but there was no answer.

I texted.

Hey. Is everything okay?

Where are you?

No response.

By mid-morning, I was pacing the hallway. Every sound made me jump. I kept glancing toward the driveway like I could will her car to appear, but hours passed, and she hadn’t come home.

It wasn’t until late afternoon that I heard the front door open. I rushed into the foyer, my heart leaping—only to see Stephen standing there. He stepped inside calmly, removing his coat with practiced ease and setting his briefcase down like it was just another typical afternoon. But the moment he looked at me, I knew something was different.

I opened my mouth, unsure what to say. Unsure what he knew or if this had anything to do with her sudden disappearance.

“Where’s Morgan?” I asked.

Stephen paused, his expression unreadable.

He didn’t look tired. He looked measured.

“Where’s Morgan?”

He paused, glanced around the quiet house, then met my eyes.

“At a friend’s house at the moment, but I spoke to her.”

My stomach dropped.

“When?” I asked quickly.

“This morning,” he said. “She called me.”

I took a step forward. “Is she okay?”

He ignored the question.

“I need to speak with you, Casey,” he said, his voice calm but with an edge that made the air feel thinner. “Now.”

He didn’t sound angry, but something in his voice told me that whatever came next… it wasn’t going to be simple.

Stephen led me into the sitting room without another word. He didn’t raise his voice, didn’t posture. He just moved with a quiet, composed control that felt even more unsettling than anger.

He sat in one of the high-backed chairs near the window, gesturing for me to take the one across from him. I did, my palms clammy against the fabric, my heart pounding so loudly I could barely hear the silence between us.

He looked at me for a long moment—no expression, no twitch of the mouth or furrow of the brow. Just eyes that saw everything.

Then he asked evenly, “How long have you been sleeping with my wife?”

The question didn’t shock me. I think a part of me always knew this moment would come.

I swallowed hard. “A few months,” I said quietly.

His jaw tensed, but he didn’t move. His hands stayed folded in his lap. His voice, when he spoke again, was just as calm.

“So, it wasn’t just once.”

I shook my head. “No.”

He looked away for a moment toward the window, exhaling through his nose like he was trying to steady something inside himself.

“Were you in love with her?” he asked.

“I am in love with her,” I said, voice shaking but certain.

He nodded once, slowly. And that was somehow worse than if he’d yelled.

The silence that followed wasn’t empty—it was full. Full of everything we’d all let simmer for far too long.

Stephen’s eyes lingered on me, heavy with something I couldn’t quite name—betrayal, maybe. Sadness. Or the bitterness of a truth finally laid bare.

His voice was quieter this time. “Did she seduce you?”

I didn’t answer right away.

Because it wasn’t a simple question.
And I wasn’t going to pretend it was.

I looked down at my hands, then back up at him. “Not exactly,” I said softly. “It wasn’t one-sided if that’s what you’re asking.”

He tilted his head slightly, his gaze steady. Waiting.

“She flirted,” I admitted. “At first, I thought I was imagining it. But I wasn’t. She… she knew what she was doing. But so did I.”

I paused, swallowing the lump in my throat. “It didn’t feel like seduction. It felt like gravity. We just kept… getting pulled together. And by the time it crossed a line, we both wanted it.”

Stephen leaned back in his chair, folding his hands in his lap again. He didn’t flinch, didn’t react.

But his silence was louder than anything he could’ve said.

“I didn’t plan for it to happen,” I added quietly. “Neither of us did. But we fell in love.”

He nodded once, slowly. Not like he agreed—but like he’d just confirmed something he already suspected.

Stephen sat still for a long moment, his fingers loosely laced, elbows resting on the arms of the chair. The silence stretched until I could barely breathe. Then, without anger, without even raising his voice, he asked, “Why?”

I shifted in the chair, heart pounding. I could’ve said I didn’t know. I could’ve told him it just happened, that it wasn’t meant to—but none of that would’ve been the truth.

“Because I couldn’t help it,” I said quietly. “Because she saw me—really saw me—when no one else did. Because I didn’t come here looking for any of this, but the more time I spent with her, the more it became impossible to ignore.”

His expression didn’t change, but his jaw tightened slightly.

“I didn’t fall for her because she was your wife,” I added. “I fell for her in spite of it.”

Stephen’s gaze didn’t waver. “You could’ve stopped it.”

I nodded. “Yeah. I could have. So could she. But we didn’t.”

He exhaled slowly, like he was carrying the weight of something he’d already known but didn’t want to believe.

The silence between us stretched again, heavier now, like the air in the room was thick with everything that had never been said. I sat forward slightly, my voice quiet but steady. “She thought you were cheating on her.”

Stephen’s eyes flicked to mine. Not surprised and not offended.

“She told me,” I continued. “She said you never admitted it. That you never would.”

He didn’t move. He just stared at me for a long moment, like he was deciding whether the truth still mattered—whether I deserved it.

Then he nodded once, slowly.

“I have been,” he said.

There was no defensiveness. No anger. Just a hollow kind of honesty that left a cold echo in its place.

“For a while,” he added.

I swallowed, unsure how I felt—angry for Morgan, vindicated for her, guilty for myself. Maybe all of it.

“Why?” I asked.

He leaned back in his chair, eyes distant. “Because the marriage wasn’t real. Not in the way it should’ve been. It looked good. It functioned, but it was empty, and I knew she didn’t love me. Not really. Not after the first year.”

He paused, voice quieter now. “So, I gave up. Silently. I stayed because it was convenient and structured. Because that’s what people like me do.

The truth sat there between us.

“She deserved better,” I said.

Stephen nodded once. “I know.”

“What did you and Morgan talk about today?”

Stephen held my gaze, his expression unreadable. Calm but measured—like every word he was about to say had been carefully chosen.

“That conversation,” he said evenly, “is between me and Morgan.”

The knot in my chest tightened, but before I could respond, he continued.

“What I can tell you is that we’ve agreed to separate,” he said. “The divorce will be filed as soon as possible.”

I blinked, stunned by how plainly he said it.

“No fighting,” he added. “No scenes. Just… the truth. It’s over. She wants out, and I want out.”

I nodded, not because I knew how to respond but because I understood the finality in his voice.

The silence between us stretched, thick and uneasy. Stephen's words—we’ve agreed to separate—still echoed in my mind, ringing louder than the stillness in the room.

I looked at him, the weight of everything we'd said and everything we hadn’t pressed down on me.

“Do you hate me?” I asked softly. “For falling in love with her?”

He didn’t answer right away. He just looked at me, the lines around his eyes deeper than I remembered, his face calm but not cold. For a moment, I thought he might lie. Or avoid the question altogether.

But he didn’t.

“No,” he said quietly. “I don’t hate you, Casey.”

I swallowed hard, not expecting the answer to hurt more than a yes.

“I can’t ever hate you, Casey. You’re my daughter, and although I may not be able to show it, I do love you. I’ve always loved you.”

I dropped my gaze, blinking against the sting in my eyes. “And Morgan?” I asked. “Do you hate her for falling in love with me?”

He paused, and when he spoke again, his voice was quieter than before.

“No,” he said. “I don’t hate her either.”

He let out a long breath like the weight of that truth cost him something. “I don’t think she ever truly loved me, and I can’t blame her for wanting something real and finding it. I do hate that it happened this way, but I don’t hate either of you.”

Stephen stood, hands at his sides, looking down at me with something that wasn’t quite softness—but it wasn’t hardness, either—just truth.

“I want you to know,” he said, voice steady, “this house—my house—is still your home.”

I looked up at him, startled by the generosity in those words.

“You don’t have to leave, Casey. Not now. Not ever. You’re welcome to stay here for as long as you want.”

After what I had done, everything I had taken from him, I expected distance and resentment, but not that.

“Even after…” I began, my voice small, uncertain.

He nodded. “Yes. Even after.”

I sat there, his words still echoing in my mind—You’re welcome to stay here for as long as you want. It should have settled something in me, but instead, it stirred more questions.

I looked up at him, my voice quiet.

“What about Morgan?”

Stephen didn’t flinch. He let out a slow breath and sat down, his expression calm.

“I’ve arranged for her to have a place to stay,” he said.

I swallowed. “So, she’s not coming back?”

“She’ll be back for her things,” he said.

I sat alone in my room, staring at my phone as if I could will it to light up, and then it did.

My heart jumped. I answered so fast I barely registered the sound of my voice. “Hello?”

There was a pause, then the sound of her breathing—shaky, uneven.

“Hey, baby,” she said softly, her voice slurred just enough to know she’d been drinking.

“Morgan,” I breathed, standing without realizing it. “Where are you?”

“Sarah’s place,” she slurred in response.

I closed my eyes, my hand clutching the phone tighter. “Are you okay?”

She laughed and replied, “I’m great. I’ll be at the house tomorrow to get my things. I love you, Casey, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“I love you too.”

I watched as Morgan stopped her car and got out. Her hair was pulled back, and she was dressed simply but still undeniably her. Stephen wasn’t home. He’d left earlier that morning, saying only that he’d be gone for the day for a change.

When she walked in, her eyes landed on me immediately—then swept across the house, at the furniture, the walls, the life we had lived in secret. She smiled, kissed my lips, and asked, “How much did you pack?”

“What?”

She looked at me, confused. “Your things. Your clothes. How much of it did you pack?”

“I didn’t pack anything. Why would I?”

Morgan tilted her head, clearly thrown. “I told you that I was coming back to get my things.”

“Yeah, you did.”

She took a slow breath, then met my eyes—steady, clear, and just a little soft around the edges.

“That includes you,” she said.

“Oh,” I responded in a low tone.

“Oh? Please tell me that you didn’t think that I would leave this house permanently without you,” she said, her voice cracking slightly.

I shrugged my shoulders. “It’s been a rough couple of days, and I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

Morgan stepped closer, shaking her head. “It’s okay.”

“So, what now?”

She reached out and took my hand. “Now, we pack.”

We packed in silence, not because there was nothing to say but because the words didn’t matter as much as the moment.

Morgan moved with quiet intention, folding only what she needed, pausing now and then to look around the house she’d once called home—but never belonged to. I grabbed my things, not asking questions, not overthinking what came next.

Because all that mattered was that I was going with her.

When we left, I didn’t look back.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

We packed without saying much, the silence between us filled with shared glances and the quiet rhythm of knowing exactly what we were doing. Morgan moved through the house deliberately, taking only what mattered. I followed suit, still unsure where we were going—only that I was going with her.

She drove us across the city, calm, one hand on the wheel, the other occasionally brushing against my thigh like a subtle reminder: I’m here. We’re doing this.

When we pulled up to the building, I sat back in my seat and stared. It was breathtaking.

Sleek glass, manicured entrances, a private drive with valet service waiting at attention. Everything about it radiated wealth and exclusivity. And the moment we stepped into the private elevator, I realized it was just as luxurious as Stephen’s house—different in design but not in stature. Just as quiet and just as commanding.

Morgan didn’t say anything as we rose to the top floor. Not until the elevator opened directly into the apartment, and I stepped inside. The place was stunning—floor-to-ceiling windows opened up to a view of the ocean that took my breath away. The space was warm, open, and modern but not sterile. Sunlight spilled across polished wood floors and white furniture with soft accents. It looked like a home someone had poured care into.

“Stephen told me, if she’s going with you, make sure she has a place that feels like home.” Morgan’s said.

As we stood in the center of the sunlit apartment, surrounded by silence and sweeping ocean views, I turned slowly to face her, still trying to make sense of it all.

“This place is… incredible,” I said softly. “But I don’t understand.”

Morgan tilted her head, her expression gentle. “What don’t you understand?”

“Stephen told me I could stay at the house,” I said. “That it was still my home. That I didn’t have to leave.”

Morgan nodded, walking toward me. “I know.”

“Then why—” I looked around at the stunning apartment again. “Why would he give this to you and say it’s for us?”

“He said you could stay in the house because he loves you,” she added. “But he also knew you wouldn’t want to stay there. Not after everything. Not without me.”

As we settled onto the couch, the soft hum of the ocean just barely audible through the glass, I turned to her. The weight of the question had been sitting in my chest since Stephen told me they’d talked.

I looked at her carefully. “What did you and Stephen talk about? That morning, when you met with him.”

Morgan was quiet for a moment like she was deciding how much to share. Then she nodded like she'd already made peace with the answer.

“It was short,” she said. “Direct. No yelling. No dragging it out longer than it needed to be.”

I waited, heart pounding.

“We agreed to separate,” she continued. “To divorce.”

Morgan’s voice softened. “He said he’d give me what I’m entitled to. But more importantly, he told me to take care of you.

“He told me to love you,” she said, her eyes locked on mine. “To love you the way you deserve to be loved.”

I leaned into Morgan, my head resting lightly against her shoulder, but my mind was still racing.

Something didn’t sit right—not in a bad way, just in a way that didn’t quite add up. I pulled back slightly and looked at her, searching her face.

“I don’t get it,” I said quietly.

She tilted her head. “What don’t you get?”

“Stephen,” I said. “The way he’s handling all of this. The apartment, the divorce, what he said to you about me… He’s being so—” I hesitated, searching for the word. “Generous. Too generous. It doesn’t feel like him.”

Morgan gave a soft smile like she’d been expecting that.

“Stephen is full of surprises,” she admitted.

I looked away, still struggling. “He could’ve made this so much worse for both of us.”

“I know,” she said. “But he didn’t, and I think it’s because he what we had before we even fully admitted it to ourselves.”

It had been a week since I moved in with Morgan. The days had passed quietly—comfortably—but I hadn’t stopped thinking about the house. About what was left behind.

The drive back felt strange. Familiar roads, familiar gates, the kind of ache that settled in your chest when you returned to a place you used to call home but didn’t anymore.

I let myself in with the key Stephen hadn’t asked for back. I walked through the hallway quietly, expecting to find the staff or maybe no one at all, but as I turned toward the sitting room, I stopped.

Stephen was there. He didn’t notice me right away. He sat in his chair, one glass in his hand, and in his other hand, resting gently against his knee, was a framed photograph of my mother. His head was down slightly, shoulders low. I saw the way his fingers trembled around the glass, the way his chest moved with a slow, uneven breath.

Then I heard it. Not loud. Not dramatic. Just quiet, broken sobs.

I stood frozen in the doorway, unsure whether to speak, whether to back away. He looked so different—so human. Not the powerful man who built empires and carried himself as if nothing could touch him. But a man who’d loved and lost and had to face it all again.

I stepped forward softly. “Stephen?”

He looked up sharply, startled—but didn’t wipe the tears away and didn’t hide.

His eyes were red, and the pain on his face was raw, but he managed a small, hoarse breath. “Hey.”

I walked over, sat across from him, and waited because, at that moment, I realized something I hadn’t before. He’d never stopped grieving my mother, and maybe, for the first time, he was finally letting himself feel it.

Stephen stared at the photo in his hands, his thumb brushing slowly across the glass as if it were her skin, not just a frozen image from another lifetime. The silence hung heavy between us, broken only by the soft clink of ice melting in his untouched glass.

“I miss her every day,” he said finally, his voice thick and low. “God, Casey… I still love her so damn much.”

I didn’t move. I just watched him, the weight of his grief settling deep in my chest.

“All the money in the world…” he continued, shaking his head, “and it couldn’t give me the one thing I ever truly wanted. Just one more year. One more day.”

He looked up at me, eyes glassy but sharp. “I wish I had made it big before—before she got sick. If I had, maybe I could’ve saved her. I could have gotten her the best doctors, the best treatments. Maybe she’d still be here.”

I swallowed hard, my own throat tight. I hadn’t seen him like this. Not ever.

“I used to think,” he said, “if I just worked harder, made more, built more… that maybe I could outrun the part where I lost her.”

He looked back down at the photograph. “But I couldn’t. I never could.”

I took a quiet breath and leaned forward slightly. “Stephen… I was only five when she died. I barely remember her voice, but I remember how she looked at you. I remember how she looked at me.”

His eyes met mine, searching.

“There was no saving her,” I said gently. “No amount of money would have changed that. Her body was already failing before the diagnosis.”

Stephen blinked, and a tear slid down his cheek. He didn’t wipe it away.

“I just wanted to give her the life she deserved,” he whispered.

“You did,” I said softly. “You gave her love.”

He looked at me for a long time, the photo still resting on his knee, and at that moment, I didn’t see a man defined by power or wealth. I saw my father…a broken human being.

Stephen stared down at the photograph for a long time, like it held some secret he hadn’t yet unlocked. When he finally spoke again, his voice was quieter—barely more than a breath.

“There’s something I should tell you,” he said, not looking at me. “Something I’ve never admitted out loud.”

I waited.

“When I met Morgan,” he continued, “it wasn’t just that she was beautiful, or young, or easy to be around. It was something else. Something I didn’t want to name at the time.”

He paused, then looked up at me, his eyes tired, honest.

“She reminded me of your mother.”

The words hit like a slow, aching thud in my chest.

“The way she walked into a room,” he said, almost smiling, “the quiet confidence… even the curve of her mouth when she laughed. At first, I told myself it was a coincidence. That I just liked the familiarity.”

He swallowed. “But after we got married, I realized what I’d done. I’d been chasing a ghost. Trying to fill a space that can’t be filled.”

He exhaled deeply.

“Morgan and your mother… they shared pieces. But they weren’t the same. And I think, deep down, I always knew that. But I married her anyway, hoping that maybe I could feel close to what I lost. Maybe I could get it back somehow.”

His gaze dropped again back to the photo.

“But there’s no replacing her. There never was. And that’s something I had to learn the hard way.”

I didn’t speak right away. I didn’t need to because, for the first time, I understood Morgan’s role in his life. I understood why he held onto her and why, in the end, he was able to let her go. Morgan wasn’t my mother; she never could be, and finally, Stephen had stopped trying to pretend she was.

Stephen stood slowly and disappeared down the hallway without saying a word. I sat there, unsure what he was doing—until he returned a few minutes later with a worn, dust-covered box in his hands.

He set it gently on the coffee table between us like it held something fragile. Sacred.

“I haven’t opened this in years,” he said quietly.

He flipped the lid open, and inside were photo albums—faded, edges curled, some pages sticking slightly from time and age. Underneath them were old camcorder tapes, the kind I hadn’t seen since I was a kid.

He reached for the first album and opened it.

There she was.

My mother.

Alive. Smiling. Radiant.

In the first photo, she was leaning into Stephen, her arms wrapped around his neck, her eyes lit with something soft and effortless. In the next, she was pregnant—her hand resting on her belly, the same shy smile that I recognized from the few framed photos we still had. But these… these were different. These were real. Candid. Full of life, I had never been old enough to understand.

“This was the day we found out we were having a girl,” Stephen said, pointing. His voice cracked. “She couldn’t stop laughing. Said she always knew it would be you.”

My hands trembled as I turned the pages. Photos of my mother holding me for the first time. Photos of me sleeping against her chest. My tiny hand wrapped around her finger.

Stephen placed one of the tapes into a small player he’d brought from the study and pressed play.

The screen lit up, and there I was—a newborn, wrapped in a pale yellow blanket, my mother singing to me softly as she rocked me in a chair. The camera zoomed in on her face—so young, so full of joy and exhaustion and love.

The next video was a birthday party—maybe my first or second. I was toddling toward Stephen, giggling, and he scooped me up with a grin that I barely remembered but now saw clearly for the first time.

There were more—bathing me, dancing with me in the living room, feeding me in a high chair while I babbled nonsense through a mouthful of applesauce.

And somewhere between those moments—those tiny fragments of a life I’d never truly gotten to know—I broke. The tears came fast and hard, deeper than I’d ever let them fall before, not just from sadness—but from grief, from longing, from the overwhelming feeling of knowing.

Knowing that she had loved me.

Knowing that he had too.

Stephen didn’t say anything. He just sat beside me, his hand resting lightly over mine as the video played on—quiet laughter and old memories flickering across the screen like ghosts coming home to say goodbye.

At that moment, with tears soaking my cheeks and my mother’s voice filling the room, I felt everything I had been missing… and everything I still carried with me—love, loss, and finally, understanding.

The videos played on, soft and flickering like a heartbeat through the room. My mother’s voice drifted in and out, carrying with it a kind of warmth I hadn’t felt since I was a child. And beside me, Stephen sat still, quiet, watching the same memories through eyes that had seen too much.

I wiped at my face, but the tears kept coming—hot, relentless, tangled with guilt I hadn’t known how to name until now. I turned to him, my chest tightening as the words pushed their way out.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

He looked at me gently. “For what?”

“For… for Morgan. For loving her. For being with her. For all of it,” I choked. “I never meant to hurt you. I didn’t want to betray you.”

His expression didn’t change. If anything, it softened.

“You didn’t betray me, Casey,” he said quietly. “You found love. That’s nothing to apologize for.”

I shook my head. “But she was your wife. I should’ve—”

He raised a hand gently, stopping me. “She was never really mine.”

The words landed softly, but they carried weight.

“She tried,” he continued. “We both did. But I think… even from the beginning, something was missing. I was holding onto a memory of someone else, and she was trying to live a life that wasn’t meant for her. We were kind to each other, we shared moments, but that’s all it ever was.”

I blinked through my tears, trying to take in the quiet truth of what he was saying.

“And you,” he added, “you gave her something real. I see it. I saw it long before either of you were willing to admit it.”

I lowered my head, breath shaky.

He reached over and placed his hand over mine—warm, steady.

“She loves you, Casey,” he said. “I don’t need her to tell me. I can see it in the way she looked at you. And I know… I know you’re going to be happy together.”

I broke again then—not out of shame, not even guilt—but from the sheer relief of hearing it from him. The one person I thought I’d never be able to face again.

He didn’t pull away.

He just held my hand.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

In the months that followed, something began to grow—slowly, quietly—between Stephen and me. A relationship I never thought I’d have.

It started small. A text here and there. A call, sometimes. A dinner invitation that felt awkward at first, like we were pretending to be something we weren’t. But over time, the tension eased. The space between us, once filled with silence, began to fill with understanding.

There were no big apologies. No dramatic declarations. Just moments.

He came by the apartment once to drop off a box of things he found in storage—old drawings I’d made as a kid, a tiny pair of ballet shoes I didn’t remember ever wearing, and a letter my mother had written to me before she got too sick to hold a pen.

He didn’t stay long that day. He just handed it over and said, “Thought you might want this,” before turning to leave, but I stopped him.

We sat on the balcony, drinking coffee while the sun set over the water, and for the first time in years, we talked—really talked. About my childhood. About my mother. About the mistakes we both made and the things we were still learning to forgive ourselves for.

He never asked about Morgan. He didn’t need to. He already knew what we were, what we had.

Instead, he asked about me. What I wanted for my future—my future, not one shaped by him or by anyone else and I realized something.

For so long, I had only known Stephen as a shadow—distant, powerful, unreachable but now, I was beginning to see him as a man. Flawed, yes, but trying, and in return, I let him see me.

Not just the woman who had fallen in love with his wife, but the daughter he had failed… and now was trying to know, and somehow, we were building something real. Something we had thought was lost forever.

It was a quiet Sunday afternoon, the kind where the sky was soft, and everything moved a little slower. Stephen and I were sitting on the patio of a small café by the marina, nursing our coffees and watching boats drift lazily across the water.

He looked more at ease than I’d seen him in years—dressed down, sleeves rolled, sunglasses perched on his head instead of his usual polished frame. Our conversations had become easier lately, lighter even. But today felt different. Today, I wanted to tell him something I’d been holding onto.

“I’ve been thinking a lot,” I said, breaking the comfortable silence.

He glanced over at me, curious. “About what?”

“About what I want,” I said. “What I’ve always wanted.”

Stephen nodded slowly. “Alright.”

I looked out at the boats, then back at him.

“My dream hasn’t changed,” I said. “Not really. I still want to travel. I want to live out of a van and explore the country. Maybe even other countries. I want to wake up in different places, meet new people, see things I’ve only ever read about.”

He was quiet for a moment, absorbing it.

“I know it’s not conventional,” I added, a little nervous. “And it’s definitely not something you’d ever have pictured for me.”

Stephen leaned back in his chair, thoughtful.

“No,” he said finally, “it’s not what I pictured.”

I held my breath.

“But that doesn’t mean it’s not right.”

That surprised me. I blinked at him.

“You were never meant to live someone else’s life, Casey,” he continued. “And for too long, I think I tried to shape the world around me instead of letting people be who they are. Especially you.”

A beat of silence passed between us.

“If van life is what makes you feel free,” he said, “then go chase it. Go live it. Just promise me one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Send pictures,” he said with a faint smile.

My chest swelled, my throat tightening with something that felt a lot like peace.

“I won’t,” I said. “I promise.”

The divorce was finalized quietly, without drawn-out court battles or public fallout. There were no headlines, no bitterness—just two people who had finally stopped pretending they could make something work that had never really fit.

Stephen kept the house. That had always been understood. It was the place he’d built—literally and figuratively—and he didn’t let go of things like that easily.

But what surprised everyone, including Morgan, was what he did let go of.

He gave her more than she was entitled to. Significantly more. Enough that she would never have to work again if she didn’t want to. No conditions. No strings.

When I asked her about it one night, curled up beside her on the couch, the ocean breeze whispering through the open windows, she just shook her head with a small, wistful smile.

“I was never with him for the money,” she said. “I didn’t even know how much he really had when we met. I just wanted stability. Something steady. Something safe.”

She looked down at her hands. “I think he knew that. And I think, in his way, he was grateful. For the years we spent together. For not making it harder when it was time to let go.”

I nodded, understanding more than she knew.

Stephen hadn’t tried to punish her. He hadn’t tried to make her suffer. Maybe because deep down, he knew that Morgan had never taken anything from him that he hadn’t offered freely, maybe because he saw what I saw—that Morgan had stayed with him out of obligation, not greed. That her heart had never been bought.

It happened on a quiet, overcast afternoon—the kind where the sky feels heavy but peaceful like it’s waiting for something to begin.

Stephen had called earlier and asked if I could stop by. He said he had something for me but wouldn’t say what.

When I pulled into the driveway, I saw it immediately.

A motorhome.

Not just any motorhome—this one was sleek, polished, and clearly custom. It looked like it belonged in a luxury magazine spread, not parked in front of the house I used to live in.

Stephen stepped out from the garage, hands in his pockets, watching me with a calm, unreadable expression.

I walked toward it slowly. “What is this?”

“It’s yours,” he said.

I blinked. “What?”

“I know you always wanted to travel,” he said. “Live the van life. I figured this might help you get started. Safely. Comfortably.”

I stood in front of it, stunned. The paint shimmered under the gray sky, the design clean and modern.

“I had it customized,” Stephen said. “It sleeps four. Full kitchen. Solar panels. Wi-Fi, backup cameras, heated floors. And yes—there’s a shower.”

I let out a breathless laugh, overwhelmed.

“A real shower?” I asked, half-joking.

He nodded. “A real one. Hot water, pressure, the works. No cold rinses under campsite faucets.”

I turned to him, tears stinging my eyes.

“Stephen, this is…” I shook my head. “I don’t even know what to say.”

“You don’t need to say anything,” he said softly. “I missed a lot of your life. I know that. But if this helps you find the one you want… then it’s worth every cent.”

He paused, then added, “Casey, live your dream.”

As we stood beside the motorhome, the sky beginning to clear above us, Stephen turned to me with that familiar quiet composure he always wore when he was about to say something serious.

“There’s something else I need to tell you,” he said, sliding his hands into his pockets.

I looked at him, curious. “Okay.”

He paused, then met my eyes. “You have a trust fund.”

I blinked. “What?”

“I started it years ago,” he continued. “Back when the business first took off. I didn’t say anything at the time because… well, I didn’t think I had the right to. Not back then.”

I was stunned. “You’ve been putting money aside for me this whole time?”

He nodded. “Every year. I kept it quiet; I didn’t want it to feel like an obligation or some attempt to buy my way back into your life. But it’s grown. And now it’s yours.”

My voice was barely a whisper. “How much is in it?”

“Enough,” he said. “More than enough. You’ll never need to work a day in your life if you don’t want to.”

I stood there, overwhelmed. Not because of the money—but because of what it meant. He had thought of me and prepared for me. Even in the years when I thought he wasn’t thinking about me at all.

“I don’t know what to say,” I murmured.

“You don’t have to say anything,” he replied. “Just use it. Use it to live. To see the world. To do all the things your mother would’ve wanted you to do.”

His voice softened on that last part.

And as I looked at him—really looked at him—I realized this wasn’t about the money. It never had been.

It was about love. Quiet, flawed, late-in-coming—but love nonetheless.

And now, I had everything I needed to live the life I’d always dreamed of because he had made sure of it.

We were sitting on the back patio of the house, the sun beginning to sink low behind the trees, casting everything in warm, gold light. The motorhome was parked in view, a quiet reminder of the life I was about to begin. But for now, I just wanted to be here.

Stephen had poured us each a glass of wine. We hadn’t said much—just shared the kind of silence that wasn’t uncomfortable anymore. A silence that felt like peace.

I looked over at him, the man who had once been a stranger in my life despite sharing my blood. The man who had failed me in so many ways… and yet, in recent months, had shown me a side of himself I never thought I’d see.

And that’s when the words came.

Soft. Almost like a breath.

“I love you, Dad.”

He froze.

He looked at me, his eyes wide—not with disbelief, but with something deeper. Something almost wounded.

I saw his hand tighten slightly around the stem of his glass before he set it down, turning fully toward me.

“I was never good at saying it,” he said, voice thick. “And worse at showing it.”

He took a slow breath. “But I loved you from the very beginning, Casey. From the moment you took your first breath and you were placed in my arms. I didn’t know what I was doing. I was terrified. But I loved you. Completely. Immediately.”

My eyes stung, and I nodded, the tears coming before I could stop them.

“I know,” I whispered.

He reached for my hand and held it—not like a businessman sealing a deal, but like a father afraid to let go of something he’d almost lost for good.

And in that moment, under the fading sun, we found something neither of us had ever had before.

Not just forgiveness.

But family.

The drive back to the apartment felt surreal. The motorhome handled smoother than I expected—quiet, powerful, and more comfortable than most apartments I’d lived in. I caught glimpses of myself in the rearview mirror a few times, and every time, I had the same thought:

It is really happening.

When I pulled into the underground garage of our building, the security guard gave me a double take before lifting the gate. I parked in the designated oversized spot Stephen had somehow arranged ahead of time, and for a moment, I just sat there—my hands still on the wheel, staring at the dash.

Then I grabbed my bag, stepped out, and took the elevator up to the apartment.

Morgan was curled up on the couch, barefoot and reading, her hair pinned up loosely, a glass of wine on the table beside her. When I walked in, she looked up and smiled.

“There you are,” she said. “You were gone a while. Everything okay?”

I nodded, still caught somewhere between disbelief and joy. “Better than okay. I have to tell you something.”

She sat up, instantly curious. “What is it?”

I sat beside her and took her hands in mine. “Stephen set up a trust fund. A long time ago. He’s been adding to it every year. He never told me… until today.”

Her eyes widened slightly. “Wait, what?”

I nodded. “He said I never have to work a day in my life if I don’t want to.”

She blinked, stunned. “Are you serious?”

“Dead serious.” I smiled. “But that’s not all.”

I stood, tugging her gently to her feet.

“There’s something else you need to see.”

We rode the elevator down in silence, her hand in mine. She didn’t ask questions, but I could feel the anticipation in her fingers, the way her eyes flicked to mine every few seconds.

When we stepped into the garage, I led her around the corner, and there it was—the motorhome.

Sleek, elegant, pristine.

Morgan stopped walking.

“What is that?” she asked, stunned.

“That,” I said, “is ours.”

She turned to me, her mouth parting slightly. “You’re kidding.”

I laughed. “Stephen had it built for me. Custom. Sleeps four. Full kitchen. Solar panels. A shower. The works.”

She was already walking toward it, eyes wide, her hand running along the side like she couldn’t believe it was real.

I opened the door and gestured for her to go in first.

She stepped inside slowly, and I followed.

The interior was as perfect as I remembered—clean lines, neutral tones, sunlight pouring in through the skylights. Everything felt intentional. Ours.

Morgan turned in place, taking it all in. Then she looked at me, speechless.

I leaned against the wall, grinning. “So… you want to run away with me?”

She laughed, eyes shining. “You know I do.”

As we stood there in our little home on wheels, I realized that this was the beginning of everything we’d been waiting for.

The motorhome felt different now that we were both inside—less like a gift, more like a home waiting to be lived in. Morgan walked slowly through the space, trailing her fingers over the countertop, the table, and the edge of the bed tucked in the back.

She turned to me, her eyes soft, almost awestruck. “This is incredible, Casey. It’s you. All of it.”

I stepped closer, heart pounding. “It’s us if you want it to be.”

She smiled, that slow, knowing smile that always undid me.

“I do,” she whispered.

The kiss came easy—slow at first, like we were savoring the weight of the moment. Her hands found my waist, pulling me close, her lips moving against mine with more intention, more need. It deepened, and we forgot about where we were.

Morgan stood in front of me, one hand on my hip, the other brushing a strand of hair behind my ear. The space was small, but it didn’t feel cramped. It felt close. I sat on the edge of the built-in bed, my heart pounding as she knelt slowly in front of me—graceful, steady, unblinking.

Morgan pulled my pants and panties off, and then she kissed the inside of my knee, then higher. Then higher still. Each kiss was deliberate. Each pause was weighted with intent. I leaned back on my hands, eyes locked on her, my body already trembling before her mouth even reached me.

When it did, I gasped. Her tongue was warm. Sure. She didn’t rush. She tasted me—slow, deep strokes, her mouth fitting perfectly against me like it had been waiting for this all day.

The hum of the motorhome faded into the background. All I could hear now was my breath, the wet sound of her tongue moving through me, and the soft moans slipping from my lips that I couldn’t hold back.

“Morgan—” I breathed, my fingers tangling in her hair. She looked up at me, her mouth still working me like I was the only thing she craved.

Morgan held my thighs apart with strong hands, keeping me open, keeping me there for her. Every flick, every suck, every slow swirl of her tongue was intentional—like she knew I was going to come, and she was building me there piece by piece.

God, she knew me.

I felt it rising fast—hot, overwhelming, inevitable. My hips rolled against her mouth, and she groaned into me, the vibration shooting straight through me.

That was it. I orgasmed while crying out her name, back arching, thighs shaking against her hold as Morgan held me through the waves. She didn’t stop until my body gave out, slumping back onto the bed. When she finally pulled away, she kissed the inside of my thigh one last time and rested her cheek there for a moment—quiet, steady, holding me without words.

We didn’t bring much inside—just ourselves and a little nervous energy we tried to mask with quiet smiles. The motorhome was already packed, idling in the driveway, our future humming softly behind us.

Stephen opened the door before we knocked. He gave us a small smile, stepped aside, and said, “Come in.”

The house looked the same and smelled the same. But it felt different—like we were visitors now, not residents. We stood in the living room for a moment, none of us speaking. Then Morgan turned to me.

“Do you mind if I talk to him alone for a minute?” she asked gently.

I nodded, heart skipping. “Of course not.”

I waited in the hallway, fingers running along the edge of a photo frame I’d passed a hundred times before. Their voices were low, too soft to catch words, but I could hear the rhythm—Morgan speaking with purpose, Stephen listening with that stillness he always had when something mattered.

After a few minutes, the door creaked open. Morgan stepped out first, her eyes meeting mine. There was something different in her face—not relief exactly, but peace. She squeezed my hand and nodded toward the room.

“He wants to see you.”

Stephen was still by the window when I walked in, hands in his pockets, gazing out toward the front yard where the motorhome waited.

“You all packed?” he asked without turning.

“Yeah,” I said quietly. “We’re ready.”

He finally looked at me. His expression was calm but a little sad, like he was still learning how to let go. He walked over and pulled me into a hug—tight, warm, familiar.

“I love you, kid,” he said. “Always will.”

“I love you too.”

He pulled back, then added, “Just… check in once in a while. Let me know you’re alive.”

I smiled. “I will.”

I walked out of the house and back to Morgan with a heart heavier than I expected—but steadier, too. We were really doing it.

Morgan and I didn’t rush. We took backroads, scenic routes, and the long way around almost everything. Some mornings, we woke to mountains. On other mornings, deserts. And sometimes, just wide stretches of nothingness that felt like everything we needed.

We’d park in quiet places—lakesides, forests, wide-open fields—and just be. She’d cook breakfast shirtless, windows open, music low. I’d sit cross-legged on the roof with my camera, snapping shots of the sky or her when she wasn’t looking.

I sent them to Stephen.

Not all of them. But enough.

A photo of me standing barefoot in red sand with a caption: Arizona. Hot. Beautiful. Morgan says hi.

A selfie of us with windblown hair and sunburned cheeks: Somewhere in Colorado. Don’t worry, I’m wearing sunscreen now.

I called him every Sunday. Sometimes, the conversations were short—just enough to say we were safe, that the engine was still running, and Morgan hadn’t burned the pasta this time. Other times, we talked longer. About childhood memories, places he wanted to visit, or people from home he ran into at the store.

He didn’t ask for details about Morgan and me. He didn’t need to. He could hear it in my voice.

“I’m proud of you,” he said once. “You sound like someone who knows who she is.”

I held on to that.

Morgan never pushed me to cut ties. She knew what my dad meant to me. And maybe, in some way, he meant something to her too—more than either of them would admit out loud.

We weren’t planning to stop in Montana.

It just happened.

A small lakeside campground tucked in between pine-covered hills. Quiet. Undiscovered. One of those places that makes you whisper without knowing why. The kind of quiet that feels sacred.

We stayed for three days.

On the third night, Morgan woke me just before midnight. The motorhome was still warm from the day, and I was curled under a blanket, dozing with my journal half-finished beside me.

“Come outside,” she said softly. “Bring your camera.”

I rubbed my eyes. “Is something out there?”

She just smiled. “Yeah. Something.”

We stepped out barefoot, the ground cool beneath us, the air crisp but not cold. The stars were bright—brighter than I’d ever seen—a mirror of the lake’s surface below.

Morgan led me down to the water’s edge, where she had set up a small blanket and two camping lanterns. Nothing fancy. Just thoughtful. Us.

She looked nervous. The kind of nervous Morgan never was.

I turned to her. “What is this?”

She took both my hands.

“I’ve thought about doing this a hundred times,” she said. “In cities. In crowded places. At some fancy overlook where people clap when you say yes. But it never felt right.”

I stared at her. My breath caught.

She reached into her back pocket and pulled out a small black ring box.

And then she knelt.

I pressed a hand to my mouth. “Morgan…”

She looked up at me with those eyes—steady, certain, a little scared.

“You changed my life, Casey. You made me brave in ways I didn’t think I could be. You made me love myself better just by loving you. I want to keep waking up in that tiny motorhome with you. I want to keep chasing every sunrise, every road, every wrong turn—with you by my side.”

She opened the box.

Simple. Elegant. A thin gold band with a subtle twist in the center. Just like her—quietly bold.

“Will you marry me?”

I didn’t even realize I was crying until she stood and wiped a tear from my cheek.

“Yes,” I whispered. Then louder. “Yes. Yes, of course.”

She kissed me under the stars, the ring warm between our palms. The lake reflected everything—the light, the sky, the moment I knew for certain this journey wasn’t just something I was on. It was something I was building with her.

The air smelled like pine and wildflowers.

We chose a small meadow tucked into the hills of Oregon—just the two of us, a few people we loved, and the wind threading gently through the grass. There were no banquet halls. No aisle runners. Just open sky, wild earth, and a wooden arch Morgan built herself the week before.

I stood just behind the line of trees, fingers shaking slightly as I held the bouquet Morgan picked for me that morning: daisies, lavender, and wild roses. My dress was simple—white, flowing, no frills. I didn’t want grand.

I wanted real.

Stephen stood beside me in a charcoal gray suit that somehow made his smile look younger. He adjusted his tie, even though it didn’t need fixing.

“You ready?” he asked, offering his arm.

I nodded, but my throat tightened. “I don’t think I’ll be able to say anything when we get to the end.”

He gave a quiet laugh. “That’s okay. I’ve got a few words left in me.”

We stepped out together, the hush of the meadow settling around us. Everyone stood—our small circle of people, all eyes and smiles and camera flashes—but I only saw her.

Morgan stood under the arch, barefoot, in a fitted navy suit with her sleeves rolled just enough to show the tattoo on her forearm—the one she got the day after I said yes. She looked like everything I’d ever run toward.

Her eyes met mine and softened, even as her jaw tensed with the weight of the moment.

When we reached the front, Stephen turned to me and then to her. He kissed my forehead gently, then placed my hand in Morgan’s.

“Take care of each other,” he said quietly. “That’s all that matters.”

And then he stepped back, eyes shining.

Morgan squeezed my hand, her voice low and shaking as she whispered, “You look like forever.”

I swallowed hard, blinking back tears. “You are.”

We said our vows in voices meant only for each other. No mics. No scripts. Just the truth. Her hands didn’t leave mine once, and when we kissed, the whole meadow seemed to exhale with us.

It wasn’t about the dress or the guests, or the setting.

It was about the way she held me after, forehead against mine, as everyone clapped and cheered and cried.

And it was about Stephen—watching from the front row, his hands folded and his heart, somehow, still holding space for both of us.

The celebration faded with the light.

After the last hug, the last photo, and the last clink of a glass, Morgan and I slipped away from the small lodge and walked hand in hand toward the little cabin tucked beneath the trees. Our feet were bare. The stars were starting to show.

We didn’t say much. We didn’t need to.

Inside, everything was quiet. The air smelled like cedar and clean linen, and the windows were open just enough to let the breeze in.

Morgan stood behind me while I slipped out of my dress. Her fingers traced the line of my spine, slow and reverent, not with heat—but with wonder. Like she still couldn’t believe I was hers.

“Turn around,” she whispered.

I did.

She wasn’t looking at my body. She was looking at me.

“I’ll never forget today,” she said, stepping closer. “Not the vows. Not Stephen’s face when he gave you away. Not how you looked when you walked toward me. But especially not this. You. Right now.”

I wrapped my arms around her neck, pulling her close. “This is the part I’ll remember most too.”

She undressed slowly, letting her clothes fall to the floor like she was letting go of everything except us. We climbed under the covers, skin against skin, breath syncing with breath.

We didn’t rush.

Her lips found mine like we hadn’t kissed a thousand times before—like every new moment still deserved to be felt like the first. Her hands were warm and steady, exploring my body with a kind of reverence I’d never fully understood until now.

There was no urgency. No need to prove anything.

Only love. And time.

We made love in whispers—soft gasps, quiet moans, gentle promises spoken between kisses. She held my face when I came, her name breaking from my lips like a vow all over again.

Afterward, we lay tangled together, her chest rising beneath my cheek, fingers trailing slowly along my back.

“You’re my wife,” she said softly, almost like she still couldn’t believe it.

I smiled against her skin. “And you’re mine.”

The night held us there—quiet, still, wrapped in moonlight and each other. Not as two people figuring it out anymore but as one.

Six months into marriage, the road felt less like a route and more like rhythm.

We no longer needed maps or apps—we followed instinct and weather and the occasional gut feeling that something beautiful was just a few hours ahead. Some nights, we stayed in campgrounds. Other times, tucked into forgotten corners of the world, the kind of places you don’t find unless you stop looking.

The motorhome had become more than a vehicle.

It was home.

There was a dent in the kitchen counter from the night we danced too hard to an old Fleetwood Mac song. The windows were streaked with fingerprints and condensation and little sticky notes we left each other when one of us woke up first. Morgan installed extra shelves because I kept buying books I didn’t have time to read.

We fought sometimes. About small things—bad GPS directions, burnt toast, her tendency to leave the bathroom door open. But we always came back to each other before bed. That was the rule.

Tonight, we were parked on a bluff in Northern California. The ocean stretched beyond us, dark and endless, waves humming just loud enough to remind us we were tiny and alive.

Morgan sat at the small dining table, scribbling in her journal, hair pulled into a lazy bun, wearing one of my old hoodies. I watched her from the bed, chin resting on my knees.

“Are you ever going to let me read that?” I asked.

She didn’t look up. “Maybe on our tenth anniversary.”

“Ten?”

“Fine. Nine if you’re good.”

I laughed and stood, walking over to press a kiss to her temple. She smelled like vanilla and salt air.

“Come to bed,” I said.

“In a second.”

So I did. I crawled under the blankets, listening to the waves outside and the soft scratch of her pen. When she finally joined me, she slid in close, her arm around my waist, her legs tangling with mine like they always did.

“Where to next?” I asked.

She kissed the back of my neck. “Wherever we wake up.”

We thought we’d run out of road when we hit Maine.

We had started in California, looped south, climbed north, crossed the middle twice, and circled back again more times than I could count. We’d slept under the stars in the desert, in national parks where elk walked past our windows, in small towns with names we forgot the next morning.

But when we parked along the rocky coast that day, Morgan turned to me and said, “Let’s keep going.”

And she didn’t mean west.

That’s how it started.

We sold the motorhome. We packed our backpacks. Applied for travel visas. And before I could second-guess anything, we were stepping off a plane in Lisbon, Portugal—jet-lagged, wide-eyed, and absolutely terrified.

It was perfect. We rented a small van there. A little rusted. But it had character. And just like before, it became ours.

From Portugal, we drove through Spain into France, the Netherlands, Belgium, and Germany. Some days, we couldn’t read a single sign, but we found laughter in the wrong turns. Morgan learned to say “Where’s the bathroom?” in seven languages. I took photos of her in all seven of them.

We lived in roadside cafés, made friends at hostels, and swam in lakes where no one spoke a word of English. We celebrated our anniversary in a vineyard in Italy with borrowed wine and a kiss that tasted like forever.

Years passed that way.

We explored Eastern Europe. We slept under the northern lights in Finland. We ate fresh bread in Greece with salt still on our skin from the sea. We danced in streets we didn’t know the names of, made love in hammocks, on hostel beds, and once, embarrassingly, in a tent during a thunderstorm that soaked everything but us.

Home became something fluid. Something we carried. We called Stephen from time zones that we had to look up on Google. I sent him postcards from every country.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

After nearly a decade of living on the road, Morgan and I finally found our version of stillness.

We bought a small beachfront home in North Carolina—nothing extravagant, just enough space for us and the quiet that lets you hear yourself think. Our mornings were slow: barefoot walks on the sand, coffee with sea salt in the air, and the sound of waves replacing alarms. We planted roots we didn’t expect to want and let the calm seep into our bones.

We had been living quietly on the North Carolina coast for a few years by then. The beach had become our rhythm—sunrises over the water, the steady crash of waves, barefoot mornings, and wine-soaked evenings with the windows open. Morgan had built shelves into every wall of our little house. I filled them with books, photos, and postcards from everywhere we’d been.

We weren’t restless anymore.

But when Joy called from Los Angeles, I felt that old urgency return.

“He’s weaker,” she said softly. “Still in his home. Still sharp. But… you should come soon.”

Morgan didn’t even wait for me to finish the call. She was already in the bedroom, pulling out our luggage.

We booked the next flight out.

The moment we stepped off the plane, the heat and hum of the city hit me like a memory. Los Angeles hadn’t changed. Neither had the house. Stephen still lived in the same gated estate in the hills—a clean-lined, glass-walled home with endless views of the city and more square footage than he ever needed, but the man inside had changed.

When we arrived, he was sitting in his usual chair in the sunken living room, facing the wall of windows that opened onto the pool and the view beyond. His oxygen tank sat quietly beside him, the sound of his shallow breathing louder than the buzz of the city below.

But when he saw us, his face lit up.

“Casey,” he rasped, then smiled at Morgan. “You brought her home.”

She walked over and kissed his cheek. “Always.”

The house was still immaculate—art on the walls, minimalist furniture, expensive silence. But in that moment, none of it mattered. We sat beside him, told stories, and showed him photos of our home on the coast. I told him how the ocean sounded different in North Carolina. Softer. He said it sounded like peace.

“You look like you found it,” he said quietly.

“I think we did.”

We stayed for several days, sleeping in the guest wing and waking up early to sit with him before he tired. Morgan made coffee each morning like she always had in his kitchen, moving through it with the ease of someone who’d once lived there—and had somehow made peace with leaving.

One afternoon, he handed me a sealed envelope.

“I’ve written everything I needed to say in there,” he said, voice strained but clear. “But let me tell you this out loud, too: I’m proud of the life you built. I’m proud that you had the courage to live it your way.”

I didn’t open the letter on the plane.

I held it in my lap the whole flight back to North Carolina, fingers tracing the sealed edge like it might tell me what was inside just by touch. Morgan didn’t ask. She just rested her head on my shoulder and let me sit with it in silence.

But that night, when we got home when the windows were open, and the tide was rolling in, I sat by the bedroom window and opened it.

His handwriting was careful—steady, even now.

Casey,

I don’t have much time left. That’s not a tragedy—it’s just the nature of things. I’ve had more than most people get. I’ve had a full life, complicated love, and a daughter.

You made me proud, not just because of who you’ve become, but because of how you did it—with courage, with conviction, and with love.

I know I haven’t always said the right things at the right time, but I’ve always watched you, always cared, and always believed in the woman you would become.

If I’m still here, stay with me and not because I’m asking for help, but because I want to see your face in the morning light one more time. I want to hear your voice as I fade. I want to spend my last remaining days with you.

—Dad

I didn’t cry at first. I just sat there, the paper trembling in my hands. I read it twice. Then again. Then I folded it carefully and pressed it to my chest.

Morgan walked in a few minutes later, towel around her hair, pausing when she saw me.

“He’s ready,” I whispered. “And he wants me there.”

She didn’t say anything at first. She just came to me, wrapped her arms around my shoulders from behind, and kissed the top of my head.

“Then we go back,” she said. “Together.”

We didn’t wait.

Within a day, we were on a flight back to Los Angeles, back to the house with the long shadows and glass walls. When Stephen opened his eyes and saw me standing there again, he didn’t look surprised but relieved.

We moved into the guest wing again, Morgan working quietly from the kitchen, giving me space but never being far. I spent every morning with Stephen—reading to him, sitting beside him, sometimes saying nothing at all.

The end was coming. I could feel it in the way his sentences shortened, in the way his hand rested more than reached, but he was never afraid.

It was late afternoon, the kind of golden light that made the glass walls of the house glow. Stephen was in his chair by the window, his breathing softer, slower, like even his lungs had started letting go.

I was sitting beside him, holding a mug I hadn’t touched in an hour. We weren’t talking much anymore—just sharing space, letting the silence be what it was.

But then he turned to me, and his voice—thin but steady—cut through it.

“You know,” he said, “I think I’m almost there.”

I looked at him. “Where?”

His lips curved slightly. “With her.”

He didn’t need to say her name. I knew.

My mother.

He hadn’t spoken about her much over the years, not in detail. Just flashes here and there—a soft look when her name came up, a silence that said more than stories ever could.

“You think she’s waiting for you?” I asked gently.

“I don’t think,” he said. “I know.”

He looked out at the view—Los Angeles stretching wide and bright below us.

“I’ve seen her,” he continued. “Not with my eyes, but in dreams. In that space between sleep and waking. She never says anything. She just stands there. Smiling. Like she’s not in a hurry. Just… patient.”

My throat tightened. “Are you scared?”

He shook his head slowly. “No. Not anymore. I was, for a while. Because leaving means letting go of what I still have—you. This house. These mornings. But I think the longer you live, the more you realize life is just a bridge. You walk it for a while. You meet the people who shape you. And if you’re lucky, you get to love someone so much, they’re waiting for you on the other side.”

I reached for his hand. He squeezed mine, even though it took effort.

“You’ve had more than one person like that,” I said softly. “You had her. And you had me.”

He smiled. “You’re my heart, Casey. You always were.”

I leaned forward and kissed his forehead. His skin was cool, but his eyes were full of warmth.

“Then rest, Dad,” I whispered. “She’s waiting.”

And for the first time, he closed his eyes with something more than fatigue.

He closed them with peace.

The house was quiet that morning.

The sky outside was streaked with soft orange and lavender, the kind of sunrise that made the whole city seem like it was holding its breath. I sat beside him like I had every day since we returned. The oxygen tank still hummed gently beside his chair, though he barely used it anymore.

Stephen had slept through the night, his breathing light and steady, his hands folded neatly on his lap. He looked peaceful. Smaller. But still him.

I had the letter he wrote me tucked into the pages of a book I’d been pretending to read for three days.

Morgan was in the kitchen, making tea, keeping her distance but never too far.

When his eyes fluttered open, I smiled.

“Hey,” I whispered.

He looked at me. Soft. Present. But I could see it in his eyes—he was ready.

“Beautiful morning,” he said, barely audible.

“It is.”

He turned his head slightly toward the light spilling through the window. “I think… this is the one.”

My chest tightened. “Okay.”

He looked back at me. “You’re not alone, Casey.”

“I know,” I said, swallowing hard. “I have her.”

“And she has you.”

He exhaled slower than before. “That’s all I ever wanted.”

I reached for his hand and held it in both of mine.

“Thank you,” I said, voice shaking. “For everything. For choosing me. For showing up. For being my dad.”

His lips barely moved, but I heard it.

“Always.”

And then, gently—quietly—his chest stopped rising.

No gasp. No strain. Just stillness. I pressed my forehead to the back of his hand, tears slipping silently down my cheeks. Morgan appeared in the doorway. She didn’t speak. She just came to me, knelt beside the chair, and wrapped her arms around me as I held him.

I thought it would be small.

A quiet gathering. A few friends. Some old colleagues. Maybe a handful of neighbors who remembered him from the days when his walk was stronger, and his voice carried farther.

I didn’t expect hundreds.

The memorial was held at a private venue downtown, one of those elegant but understated places he would’ve appreciated—floor-to-ceiling windows, soft classical music, warm light, nothing flashy. But when we arrived, the parking lot was full—the lobby, the stairs, the reception hall—full.

People I’d never met lined the entrance. Suits and dresses, silver hair and polished shoes, heartfelt embraces, and murmured recollections. And every time someone took the microphone to speak, I learned something new about my father.

The man I’d known—quiet, wise, composed—was only one side of him.

I listened to stories from men he mentored, businesses he’d helped build, and nonprofits he supported without ever putting his name on a plaque. One woman cried as she described how he’d funded her college tuition after meeting her once at a company internship mixer.

“He changed my life,” she said through tears. “And he never once asked for anything in return.”

Someone else talked about how he had paid medical bills for a rival’s child anonymously.

“He believed success meant nothing if it didn’t touch someone else.”

People came from all over—New York, Chicago, and even London. Old friends. Former employees. Partners from the early days of his career who still carried his advice like gospel.

As I sat there, hand wrapped in Morgan’s, I realized I had only known my version of him.

He had been my father. My compass. The one who told me it was okay to follow my path, even when it led somewhere he couldn’t understand at first.

But to them? He had been a lifeline. A leader. A quiet force for good in boardrooms and back corners of life.

I stood when it was my turn, knees shaking slightly as I stepped to the podium. I looked out at the sea of faces, all of them touched by him in ways I’d never known.

And somehow, I found my voice.

“I always knew my father was a good man,” I began. “But I didn’t realize until today just how much he gave of himself—to so many people. To so many lives.”

I looked at Morgan, then back at the crowd.

“And yet, the greatest thing he gave me wasn’t success or safety or even advice. It was permission—to be myself, to love fully, to build a life that made sense to me, even if it didn’t make sense to the world.”

I paused, breath catching in my throat.

“He didn’t just leave behind a legacy. He left behind people. Changed. Grateful. Better for having known him. And I count myself—more than anyone—as lucky to have been one of them.”

When I stepped down, the applause wasn’t loud—it wasn’t that kind of moment. But it was full. Honest. Earned.

Later, as the guests filtered out, some came to hug me. Others just offered nods. A few whispered. He was proud of you. He talked about you often.

The call came a week after the memorial.

I was sitting on the porch, staring out at the ocean, still feeling like he might call me any minute to say something simple—Did you eat? What’s the weather like? I saw something on the news that reminded me of you.

But it wasn’t his voice I heard. It was his attorney.

The tone was formal and rehearsed. Efficient.

He ran through terms I barely registered—estate, executor, property, investments. My name kept repeating over and over, like punctuation.

And then he said it plainly:

“You’ve inherited everything, Casey. The house, the accounts, the holdings, all of it. Your father named you his sole beneficiary.”

Everything.

I blinked as if I hadn’t heard right. “There’s no… letter?”

“No,” the attorney said gently. “Just his will. All official. All very clear.”

I thanked him. Hung up. And sat still for a long time.

The sea kept moving. The breeze brushed against my skin. But something in me felt anchored in a way I didn’t expect.

He didn’t leave me instructions.

He didn’t need to.

He’d already said what mattered—in the way he showed up, in the way he forgave, in the way he stayed proud of me when it would’ve been easier not to be.

And now, this final act—quiet, simple, absolute—was his last word on the subject.

Not just trust.

Belief.

I didn’t need a letter to know what he meant. The man who raised me didn’t put his love in envelopes.

He put it into action.

Morgan joined me on the porch a little while later, barefoot and sun-warmed from working in the garden. She saw the expression on my face and didn’t ask what the call was about.

She just sat beside me and rested her head on my shoulder.

I finally spoke. “He left it all to me.”

Her fingers slid into mine. “Of course he did.”

Grief doesn’t always come in waves.

Sometimes, it comes as stillness. The kind that settles in your chest long after the tears have dried. The kind that whispers, What now?

For weeks after the memorial, I drifted through our days by the sea. I answered the occasional call from Stephen’s attorney, signed forms, and sat through clean, precise conversations about asset transfers and trusts. His succession plans were already in motion—his companies would continue, led by people he’d mentored and trusted.

It was exactly what I expected from him.

Order. Preparation. Legacy.

But it left me asking the question I’d spent years avoiding: What am I doing with my life?

Not just living it.

Building something.

One morning, as Morgan dozed beside me, I lay in bed watching the light shift across the ceiling. I thought about all the people at his memorial—the ones who stood up and spoke about the way Stephen changed their lives. Quietly. Substantially.

He had used his wealth not for show but for meaning.

And now… I had more than he ever did.

That thought stunned me.

More wealth. More time. More freedom. More choice.

It was time to make something of it.

I didn’t want to run a company. I didn’t want to sit on boards, invest in real estate, or launch another boutique.

I wanted to give something away.

But I didn’t want it to be generic. I wanted it to matter—to people like me. People like Morgan.

I remembered the conversations we used to have when we were younger—late-night confessions about wanting children, about the cost of IVF, about how adoption agencies could make love feel like a transaction some people couldn’t afford.

That’s when it hit me.

The legacy I wanted to build.

By the end of the month, I had a name, a team, and a clear mission.

The Warner Foundation.

Its purpose: to fund in vitro fertilization and adoption for individuals and couples who couldn’t afford it—regardless of orientation, gender, or relationship status.

We would cut through red tape. We’d offer hope where systems created barriers. We’d give people the chance to grow their families when every door had been shut on them.

When I told Morgan, she didn’t say anything at first. She just looked at me like she was seeing something in me she always hoped would rise to the surface.

Then she said, “Your dad would be so proud.”

I shook my head. “I hope he’d be impressed.”

She smiled. “He would. And so am I.”

That’s when I knew that I wasn’t just living in his shadow anymore but that I was walking in his footsteps, and eventually, I would leave some of my own.

We met Aaron and Jessica at a small family services office just outside San Diego.

Married for almost a decade and fostered a little boy named Eli for nearly two years. He was four—wide eyes, a soft voice, an obsession with dinosaurs and toy trucks. He already called them Mom and Dad, but legally, they were still just temporary.

They didn’t know they’d already been approved and that our foundation had chosen to cover the entire adoption process. We were only there because I wanted to see the people we were helping. To feel what our work was really doing.

Jessica spoke first—warm, calm, collected. “He’s already our son in every way that matters. We want to make it official.”

But when I asked why adoption meant so much to them, it was Aaron who broke the quiet.

“I can’t have kids,” he said softly, eyes focused on the floor. “We tried for years. When we gave up, I thought I’d buried the part of me that needed to be a father.”

He swallowed hard.

“But Eli brought it all back. The first time he called me ‘Dad,’ I felt like my whole life finally made sense. I want to give him something permanent. A last name. A forever. I want him to grow up knowing—without a doubt—that he was wanted.”

The room went still. His voice didn’t shake. But everything in it ached.

And suddenly, something shifted—not just in me, but next to me.

I turned and looked at Morgan.

She was staring down at her hands, jaw tight, eyes glassy.

It hit me then—not just the beauty of what Aaron wanted to give this little boy, but the echo of what Morgan had never had.

She rarely spoke about it. Growing up without a father. She would make offhand comments sometimes—half-jokes, shrugs. I never pushed. And she never invited me to.

But sitting there, watching this man fight to be a father, I saw the reflection of a girl who grew up without one.

And how much it must have left a mark.

Later, when we got back to the car, I didn’t start the engine. I reached over and took her hand.

“You okay?” I asked gently.

She looked out the window. “He’s going to be a great dad.”

“Yeah,” I said. “He reminded me of Stephen.”

She nodded. Said nothing.

I paused. “You didn’t have someone like him. Or like Stephen.”

“No,” she said quietly. “I didn’t.”

The silence between us was heavier now—but not distant. Just real.

I squeezed her hand. “That’s why this matters so much to you, too, doesn’t it?”

She nodded again, slowly this time. “I think… part of me still aches for the kind of love I never got. And seeing someone fight to give it—knowing it could change a kid’s life… I just—”

Her voice cracked. She stopped.

I leaned over and kissed her shoulder, my forehead resting against it.

“I see you,” I whispered. “I should’ve seen it sooner.”

She looked at me with tears in her eyes. “You’re the only person who ever really has.”

In that moment, I realized this foundation—this mission—wasn’t just about honoring my father.

It was about healing something in both of us.

We had just finished dinner—grilled salmon, roasted potatoes, and a bottle of wine we opened for no reason except that the night felt too quiet not to mark.

The windows were open, the sound of the ocean washing in softly from the dunes. Morgan stood at the sink, rinsing plates. I was still at the table, swirling the last sip of wine in my glass, when she said it—softly, almost like she was still deciding if she meant it out loud.

“I think I want us to adopt.”

I looked up. “Adopt?”

She turned to face me, drying her hands slowly with a dish towel. Her eyes weren’t tentative—they were steady.

“Through foster care,” she said. “Not a newborn. Not some abstract ideal. I mean kids who are already out there. Older ones, even. The ones who keep getting passed over.”

I stared at her. I wasn’t shocked by the idea—just by her saying it.

Morgan had never talked about raising children. She’d always said we were enough. She loved what we were doing with the foundation. But this… this was different.

“You’ve never said you wanted that,” I said.

“I didn’t. Not for a long time,” she said quietly. “But something’s changed. Maybe it’s the families we’ve helped. Maybe it’s watching you. Or maybe it’s just me getting older and realizing how much I want to give someone what I never had.”

Her voice caught.

“I want to give a kid a home, Casey. Not a perfect one. But one that’s safe. One that holds. One that says, you're not temporary anymore.”

I stood, walked to her slowly, and reached for her hand. “Then we’ll do it. If this is what you want—what we want—we’ll figure it out.”

Her lips curved into the kind of smile that always broke my heart in the best way.

“There’s one more thing,” she said.

I tilted my head. “More?”

She hesitated for a second. “I want us to move back to Los Angeles.”

That one caught me.

“L.A.?”

“I’ve been thinking about it for a while,” she admitted. “Being closer to the foundation, yes. But also... it’s where we started. It’s where we lost things. But it’s also where we found each other, where we found Stephen. Where this whole version of our life was born.”

I sat back down slowly, still holding her hand.

“Are you sure?”

She nodded. “I want to build this next chapter in the place where everything began. I want our children—whoever they are—to know where they come from. Not just us but all of it. I want to go back. And I want to go forward. At the same time.”

I looked at her—this woman who once said she didn’t believe in permanence, now talking about roots and returns and raising a child.

“You’re full of surprises,” I whispered.

She smiled again. “You married me for a reason.”

I laughed, eyes stinging. “Yeah, I did.”

The house was perched in the hills with wide-open views of the city below and enough space to hold whatever came next. The walls were lined with light. The kitchen was massive. There was a pool in the back and five bedrooms we didn’t need—yet.

Morgan walked through it with her arms crossed and that quiet smirk she gets when she’s already made up her mind.

“We’re not buying a house,” she’d said months ago. “We’re buying a life.”

By the time we unpacked the last box, we had more than furniture and plans. We had names. Files. Three children who’d be arriving within the week.

Two girls. One boy. All pre-teens. All pulled from different homes but bonded by similar bruises—emotional ones, the kind that doesn’t show up in pictures but lives just under the skin.

Isla was eleven. Protective. Sharp. She didn’t say much, but her eyes missed nothing. She came with a worn journal and a box of sketch pencils she kept zipped in a faded blue case.

Nina was ten. Bright, talkative, wary of praise. She laughed too loudly and flinched at kindness. She told me on day two that she didn’t believe in forever.

Jordan, the oldest at twelve, had a quiet storm behind his eyes. Athletic. Guarded. He folded his clothes with military precision and didn’t talk about his past—not even a little.

When the caseworker brought them to the house, none of them spoke much at first. They looked at the pool. The backyard. The high ceilings. Like they weren’t sure if it was real—or how long they’d be allowed to stay.

I didn’t blame them because we didn’t promise forever. We only promised today.

We showed them the bedrooms and let them choose their own. Nina picked the one with the big window seat. Isla chose the room with the corner desk. Jordan took the one farthest from ours, but his eyes softened when he saw the basketball hoop Morgan had already bolted above the garage.

That first night, no one talked much over dinner. But no one cried, either. It was enough.

Later, after they were asleep—or pretending to be—Morgan and I stood in the hallway, barefoot, leaning into each other.

“They’re scared,” she whispered.

“So are we.”

She gave me a soft smile. “But we’re here.”

I nodded. “We’re here.”

The house didn’t feel like a house anymore. It felt like a beginning. Like the quiet breath before something beautiful.

Adoption day had come and gone years ago, but I still thought about it every time I walked past the photo on the hallway wall—the five of us in front of the courthouse, all holding hands—Morgan’s arm around my waist. Jordan was in the middle, pretending not to cry. Nina and Isla grinned like they’d just won something they didn’t think they’d ever have.

Because they had.

So had we.

Now they were teenagers. Actual, opinionated, chaotic, beautiful, thriving teenagers.

Jordan was a junior—six-foot-one and growing. His room was full of sports trophies, a stack of college brochures, and more dirty laundry than he’d ever admit. He still didn’t talk much about the years before us, but he let his walls down now, especially with Morgan. She was the one he called from the locker room after his team made the state finals.

Nina, fifteen, had joined the drama club and was impossible not to love. Loud, expressive, whip-smart. She had a boyfriend for exactly three weeks, then dumped him because he "didn't read." I’d never seen Morgan prouder.

And Isla… Isla had become an artist in the purest sense. Paint smudges on her jeans, notebooks everywhere, and the occasional existential crisis that had us up at midnight reassuring her that she didn’t have to have it all figured out yet.

They were different, each of them. But together, they were ours.

Sometimes, I caught myself standing in the kitchen watching them laugh over dinner or argue about music or crash through the front door in a whirlwind of backpacks and noise, and I’d think:

This is it.

This is the family I never planned for.

This is the legacy Stephen helped build.

This is what Morgan and I created—not by blood, but by choosing each other every day.

One evening, we sat on the back patio—just the two of us. The kids were inside, music playing somewhere down the hall. The house was full of life.

Morgan poured me a glass of wine and leaned back in her chair.

“Can you believe this is our life?” she asked.

I looked at her—at the woman who once swore she didn’t want kids, who now proudly called herself mom without hesitation.

“Some days, no,” I said. “But most days… I can’t imagine anything else.”

She smiled. “Neither can I.”

We sat in silence, listening to the sound of our home behind us. Doors opening. Laughter. Someone was yelling for more snacks.

The house was quiet again.

For the first time in years, there were no backpacks by the door. No loud footsteps were charging down the stairs, and no debates about who drank the last of the oat milk or who left their science project drying on the patio table.

Jordan had just started his sophomore year. Nina was a freshman, already auditioning for campus theater productions and calling weekly with stories that made Morgan cry-laugh. Isla had taken a gap year before college, spending it in Italy for an art residency she applied to in secret—then won.

There was a time when I thought I’d never have this. A home. A family. A love so steady it didn’t shake even in the storms.

The house felt quiet, even with the kids home from college. Isla’s music floated down the hallway. Nina and Jordan were laughing about something in the kitchen. Morgan was upstairs reading, curled up in that worn armchair she always claimed before I even got the chance.

And I just stood there for a moment, taking it all in. The warmth. The fullness. The feeling of being okay. I thought about everything that led here. The choices. The pain. The unexpected turns made me think of my father.

Stephen could’ve made everything harder. For me. For Morgan. He could’ve shut us out when we needed him most. But he didn’t. He opened his heart when it mattered. And because of that—because of him—I met Morgan.

He didn’t just give me away at our wedding. He gave me a future.

He gave me the woman I would build my life with.

And now, years later, I had the kind of life I once thought was impossible. Not perfect. Not easy. But real. Beautiful. Messy and ours.

I will always be grateful for the relationship I finally had with my father.

And I will forever be thankful for the greatest gift he ever gave me: Morgan.

A MESSAGE FROM AUTHOR ANTOINETTE SAX

I hope you enjoyed reading “My Father’s Wife.” If you want to read more of my stories, you can find them at http://www.AntoinetteSax.info, which will take you to my Amazon Author page. If you enjoyed this story, I would sincerely appreciate a rating and a review.
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