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Chapter 1 - Innocent Beginnings

David Morgan drummed his fingers against the kitchen counter, coffee growing cold in the mug beside him. Three months into his marriage with Rebecca, and he still couldn’t believe how completely his life had tilted. At forty-two, he’d gone from divorced bachelor to husband and stepfather in the span of a single season. The suburban house felt too large and too close simultaneously — especially when he found himself alone with his twenty-one-year-old stepdaughter Lily.

Like today. Rebecca was on a business trip to Chicago, leaving them to navigate the awkward choreography of near-strangers who shared a refrigerator and a last name.

“Morning, David!” Lily’s voice rang through the kitchen, startling him from his thoughts.

He turned, coffee sloshing over his hand. “Jesus—” The curse died in his throat.

Lily stood in the doorway in her post-shower haze, hair still damp, wearing nothing but a flimsy tank top and sleep shorts that barely qualified as clothing. The thin cotton clung to her wet skin, outlining her breasts with merciless clarity. A drop of water slid from her collarbone and disappeared into the fabric.

“Sorry,” she giggled, not sounding sorry at all. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

David fixed his eyes on the dish towel he was using to wipe his hand. “No problem. Just lost in thought.”

She moved past him to the refrigerator, bringing a wave of tropical shampoo that hit him before she did. As she bent for the orange juice, her shorts rode up, exposing the pale lower curve of her ass. He counted the kitchen tiles until she straightened.

“Mom said you’d make breakfast,” Lily remarked, leaning against the counter beside him, arm brushing his.

“Did she?” His voice came out strained. “I can make eggs.”

“Perfect.” She smiled up at him, green eyes holding something he couldn’t — wouldn’t — put a name to. “I’m starving.”

David busied himself at the stove, maintaining the maximum distance the kitchen allowed while Lily perched on a barstool, legs swinging, watching his every move. The room felt ten degrees warmer than it had a minute ago.

“So what are your plans today?” he asked, cracking eggs with more force than necessary.

“Studying. Finals coming up.” She took a long sip of juice. “What about you? Working from home again?”

He nodded at the pan. “Got a deadline Monday.”

“We’ll be like ships passing,” she said, sounding genuinely disappointed. “Though I might need help with some physics later, if you’re not too busy.”

“Sure. Happy to help.”

Breakfast passed with the low murmur of normal conversation — college courses, his upcoming project, the neighbor’s new fence. David felt himself unknot incrementally. He was projecting, reading significance into innocent gestures because the situation was new and he didn’t know where the edges were. Lily was just being friendly, trying to build something with her new stepfather. Nothing more.

That theory lasted until mid-afternoon.

He was deep in work mode, spreadsheets stacked three layers deep on his laptop screen, when his phone buzzed on the desk. A text from Lily. He opened it the way he’d have opened anything else.

His coffee mug slipped from suddenly numb fingers and shattered on the hardwood.

On his screen: a photo, clearly Lily, clearly taken in the upstairs bathroom, bare to the waist. Her full breasts were centered in the frame, one hand raised to half-cover a nipple. The message underneath read: OMG SO SORRY! That was meant for Brandon!!! Please delete!! I’m so embarrassed!!!

David dropped the phone like it had bitten him. What the fuck? His pulse hammered as another message appeared: Please don’t tell Mom. It was an accident I swear!

He picked the phone back up with shaking fingers and closed the thread without answering. A cold wash of dread moved through him. This was a mistake. A mortifying, coincidental mistake they would both quietly erase from memory.

Ten minutes later he’d cleaned the spill but written nothing. His mind kept flashing back to the image whether he called it up or not. The soft weight of her breast. The pale pink of her—

“David?” Her voice at the office doorway. “Can I come in?”

He cleared his throat. “Maybe we should talk later—”

“Please.” Small voice. “I’m so mortified.”

Against his better judgment, he nodded. Lily slipped inside and pushed the door closed behind her. She’d changed into a loose university sweatshirt, hair pulled back, looking younger and entirely ordinary — nothing like the woman in that photo.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, cheeks burning. “I was texting Brandon and I just — clicked the wrong name. I feel like such an idiot.”

“It’s fine,” he said stiffly, studying a point above her shoulder. “Mistakes happen. Let’s just forget it.”

She nodded, hands twisting together. “I just don’t want things to be weird. Mom’s finally happy, and I don’t want to mess that up.”

He softened despite himself. “You didn’t mess anything up. It was an accident.”

“So we’re good?” She looked up through long lashes, green eyes wide and searching.

“We’re good,” he assured her, managing something he hoped looked like a smile.

She beamed, relief flooding her face. “Thanks for being cool about it.” Before he could step back, she crossed the room and wrapped her arms around his neck.

Her shampoo enveloped him again. Her body pressed against his — breasts soft against his chest through the fabric of her sweatshirt. The hug ran one beat too long. When she pulled back, her face was three inches from his, that same unidentifiable flicker moving behind her eyes.

“I should get back to studying,” she murmured, not stepping away.

“And I have work,” he said.

She smiled again and finally moved. “Don’t forget about helping me with physics later.”

After she left, David sat motionless at his desk, the ghost of her warmth still registering on his skin. He needed to establish clearer limits. Brief interactions. Appropriate distances. He was the adult in this house; that meant something.

By evening he’d rebuilt his conviction that the day’s incidents were unconnected — a careless phone slip, an affectionate teenager learning how to be around a new stepparent. He was the one making connections that didn’t exist. The problem was in his head, not hers.

He was making dinner when she appeared in running shorts and a sports bra, skin glowing with the tail end of a workout. She grabbed a water bottle from the fridge and drank deeply, a bead of sweat sliding down the column of her throat between her collarbones.

“Just got back from a run,” she said. “What’s for dinner?”

“Pasta. Ready in twenty.”

“Perfect timing for a shower.” She stretched her arms above her head, her entire torso lengthening. “Need any help after?”

“No. I’ve got it.”

Dinner was blessedly ordinary. Lily appeared in appropriate loungewear, and their conversation kept to classes and a friend’s drama and a movie she’d seen last weekend. David laughed at the right moments and meant it. This was manageable. A normal stepfather-stepdaughter dynamic was entirely possible.

“So — physics?” she asked as they carried dishes to the sink.

“Right.” He dried his hands on the dish towel. “Let me grab my reading glasses.”

In his bedroom, he took a breath. Just homework help. He could explain thermodynamics without anything going sideways.

When he returned to the living room, Lily had spread textbooks across the coffee table and was sitting cross-legged on the floor, pen already in hand.

“It’s this section,” she explained, tapping a page. “I’m completely lost on thermodynamics.”

David settled beside her on the carpet, leaving a deliberate gap between them. “Okay. Let’s start at the foundation.”

For thirty minutes everything stayed clean. He explained concepts; she took notes and asked smart questions that showed she was actually working. David found himself genuinely enjoying it — she grasped difficult material faster than most students he’d encountered, jumping ahead to ask about implications before he’d finished laying the groundwork.

“You’re really good at this,” she said, glancing up at him. “Mom said you were smart, but you actually make it land.”

“You’re a quick study,” he replied, and meant it.

“One more problem?” She flipped ahead to the practice exercises. “This one’s been killing me.”

“Sure.”

As she leaned forward to show him the page, her hand landed on his thigh for balance. The touch seemed casual. Her fingers lingered.

“Sorry,” she murmured, not moving her hand. “So for this one, I tried applying the formula like this—” She leaned closer, shoulder pressed against his, palm still resting on his upper thigh.

David forced his attention to the notebook, explaining the solution while cataloguing every point of contact between them with the back of his mind. Her hand moved when she started writing, but she stayed pressed against his side.

“I think I get it now,” she said, turning to face him. They were close. Her green eyes moved across his face. “You’re a lifesaver.”

“Happy to help.” He kept his voice level. “Is that everything?”

She nodded, slowly, but didn’t move away. “David — can I ask you something personal?”

Warning bells. “Depends on the question.”

“Are you happy? With Mom, I mean.”

The question landed sideways. “Yes. Of course. I love Rebecca.”

Lily looked down. “Good. She deserves that.” A pause. “And me? Are you okay with suddenly having me in your life?”

The vulnerability in her voice caught him off guard. “Lily, you’re an extraordinary young woman. Any man would be proud to call you his stepdaughter.”

Her eyes lifted to his, something shifting in their depths. “Even after today’s awkwardness?”

“That was just an accident.”

“Was it?” The question sat between them, loaded with implication.

Before he could respond, she stood abruptly and gathered her books, movements quick and slightly jerky. “Thanks for the help. I should sleep.”

“Goodnight,” he replied automatically, mind still turning over those two words.

Later, lying in the middle of Rebecca’s empty side of the bed, David stared at the ceiling and catalogued every exchange. The wet cotton in the kitchen. The accidental photo. The hovering touch during study hour. That final loaded question. Coincidences or a pattern?

His phone buzzed on the nightstand.

Heart knocking, he opened it.

Sorry if I made things weird tonight. Sometimes I say things without thinking. You’ve been so nice welcoming me into your life. Sleep well. 💕

David read the message twice, then typed back: No worries. Get some rest. See you tomorrow.

He placed the phone face-down and turned toward the wall. Whatever was happening — whether it lived in Lily’s head or his own — it had to stop. He had to be the responsible one. Keep things platonic. Keep the line.

As he drifted toward sleep, the question Lily had left hanging wouldn’t let go.

Was it really an accident?

And why did some stubborn, traitorous part of him hope it wasn’t?


Chapter 2 - Crossing Lines

Morning light cut through the blinds in narrow bars across David’s face. He stirred, eyes still closed, and held onto the blankness for three clean seconds before yesterday came crashing back. He groaned and ground the heels of his palms against his eyelids until colors bloomed.

His phone lit up on the nightstand. Rebecca’s text sat at the top of the screen: Missing you both. Conference running long. Call tonight? xo

He typed something bright and empty and pressed send. The words belonged to someone else. What would she say if she knew about the dreams that had dragged him out of sleep twice in the night?

The house was quiet when he padded downstairs. He poured coffee, leaned against the counter, and stared out at the neighbor’s sprinkler ticking across the lawn. Professional. Paternal. Proper. He repeated the words until they sounded like instructions.

“Morning again.”

David’s shoulders jerked. Lily stood in the doorway, fully dressed this time — jeans, a plain gray t-shirt, hair scraped back into a ponytail. No makeup. She looked clear-eyed and entirely ordinary, nothing like the version that had followed him into his dreams.

“You startled me,” he said, forcing something that might pass for a smile. “Coffee?”

“Please.” She took the mug he offered, fingers wrapped tight around the handle so they wouldn’t brush his. “About yesterday—”

“Water under the bridge,” he cut in. “We move forward.”

She nodded, but something small and disappointed moved across her face before she hid it. “If that’s what you want.”

The morning stayed ordinary. Lily said she was studying at the library. David shut himself in the office and buried himself in emails. By three o’clock he had almost convinced himself the whole thing was manageable — two adults sharing a house, the friction of newness, nothing more.

His phone rang. Rebecca’s face on the screen.

“Hey, babe.” She looked tired in the pleasant way of someone who’d been working hard. Hotel wall behind her. “Quick break. Wanted to see you.”

“Great timing.” He smiled and meant it. “How’s it going?”

“Boring as hell, but useful.” She dropped her voice. “Bed’s too big without you, though.”

Heat climbed his neck. “Miss you too.”

“How’s Lily? You two managing okay?”

The question dropped into his chest like a stone. “Fine. She’s at the library.”

Rebecca smiled, soft around the eyes. “Good. She needs to focus. I’m glad you two are getting along. It means a lot to me that my two favorite people actually like each other.”

“We’re finding our rhythm,” he managed.

“I knew you would.” She glanced off-screen. “Shit — gotta run. Love you.”

“Love you too,” he said, but the call had already ended.

He sat with the phone in his hand, shame lying heavy and sour behind his sternum. What kind of man got hard thinking about his wife’s daughter? What kind of husband let those thoughts set up residence?

The front door opened. Lily’s voice floated down the hall. “I’m home!”

His phone pinged at the same moment — an email from her address. He opened it on autopilot.

The image filled the screen. Lily in the bathroom mirror, naked except for a thin silver chain resting between her breasts. The phone she was holding obscured part of her face, but everything else was visible: full breasts, nipples tightened to dark pink points, the flat plane of her stomach, the soft flare of her hips, the narrow strip of trimmed red hair between her thighs. No text in the body of the email. Just the photograph.

David stabbed at the close button too late. The image had already burned itself into the back of his eyes.

His office door swung open without a knock. Lily stepped inside and shut it behind her.

“Did you get my email?”

His mouth had gone completely dry. “Lily. What the hell are you doing?”

“What do you mean?” She moved closer, voice quiet.

“You know exactly what I mean.” He kept his own voice down even though they were alone. “That picture. This stops. Right now.”

She tilted her head. “You could have deleted it without looking.”

“It popped up automatically.”

“And yet,” she said, softer still, “you’re still looking at me like that.”

He realized with cold clarity that his cock was half-hard against his zipper, obvious even through his jeans. He shifted in his chair, anger and shame and unwanted want fighting for the same space in his chest. “This isn’t funny. I’m married to your mother.”

“I know exactly who you’re married to.” She perched on the corner of his desk, close enough that the faint citrus of her shampoo reached him. “I also know you haven’t stopped thinking about me since yesterday.”

“You’re imagining things.”

Her eyes didn’t waver. “Am I?”

“This conversation is over.” He stood, needing distance more than he needed anything else. “Delete the email. We forget this happened.”

“Like we forgot yesterday?” She didn’t move. “David, I see the way you look at me. I feel it when we’re in the same room.”

“I’m your stepfather.”

“You’re a man who married my mother,” she corrected. “We’re not blood. We barely know each other.”

“That doesn’t make this okay. You’re twenty-one. I’m forty-two. I’m in a committed relationship with your mother. There are a thousand reasons this is wrong.”

“And only one reason it feels right.” She stood, closing the distance between them. “The way it feels when we’re in the same room. Don’t tell me you don’t feel that too.”

He backed up until the bookshelf stopped him. “Lily. This isn’t happening.”

“Nothing has to happen,” she said, voice low and steady. “I just want you to admit you feel it. That I’m not the only one thinking about it.”

“You’re not crazy.” The words were dragged out of him. “You’re young and attractive. But feelings don’t justify what you’re doing. This — whatever it is — ends now.”

She stopped. Studied him with clear eyes. “And if I don’t want it to end?”

“It isn’t your choice.” His voice came out rougher than he intended. “It isn’t mine either. Some lines don’t get crossed.”

Lily held his gaze for a long moment, then gave a single nod. “Okay. I’ll respect that.” She turned to the door, paused with her hand on the knob, and looked back over her shoulder. “For now.”

After she left, David dropped into his chair. His pulse was still hammering in his throat. He needed to call Rebecca. He needed to get out of this house. But every explanation he could reach for led straight to the truth he couldn’t say out loud.

He spent the rest of the afternoon running errands he didn’t need — grocery store, hardware store, two hours in a coffee shop staring at the same spreadsheet. When he finally pushed back through the front door around six, he braced himself.

Instead he found Lily at the stove, stirring pasta sauce in a tank top that left very little to the imagination. “Hey. I made dinner. Figured it was the least I could do.”

He studied her. “Lily—”

“I know.” She held up both hands, spoon still in one. “I was out of line. You were right to shut it down.”

Relief loosened something tight in his chest. “Thank you.”

“No problem.” She turned back to the pot. “Sometimes I get an idea stuck in my head and can’t shake it. Bad habit.”

Dinner was easy. They talked about her classes, his current project, the state of the neighbor’s new fence. No loaded pauses. No lingering touches. By the time they cleared the plates, David felt something close to normal settle back over the evening.

“Movie?” Lily asked, already heading for the living room. “I promise I’ll behave.”

He hesitated, then nodded. “Sure. But I should call your mom first.”

The call with Rebecca was short — her voice tired but warm, another late session ahead. She sent love to Lily. The sound of it steadied him.

In the living room Lily had queued an action movie and claimed one end of the couch, a blanket over her legs. David took the far end, leaving a full cushion between them.

Halfway through, she stretched and yawned. “Mind if I put my feet up? My neck’s killing me.”

Before he could answer she shifted, stretching out with her head against the armrest and her bare feet sliding into his lap. He tensed but didn’t push them away. Harmless. Just comfortable.

Then her toes moved — slow and deliberate — pressing against the inside of his thigh, drifting higher.

“Lily,” he said, voice tight.

“Hmm?” She kept her eyes on the screen. Her foot kept moving until the ball of it pressed directly against the ridge of his cock.

David’s hand closed around her ankle and stopped her. “Stop.”

She looked at him then, eyes wide and convincingly innocent. “What? I’m just getting comfortable.”

“You know exactly what you’re doing.”

A slow smile curved her mouth. “And you’re enjoying it. I can feel how much.”

He pushed her feet off his lap and stood. “I’m going to bed.”

“It’s only nine-thirty,” she pointed out, sitting up.

“Goodnight, Lily.” He turned for the hallway.

“David.” Her voice stopped him at the doorway. He looked back. She had risen, the blanket pooled on the floor behind her. “You can keep saying no with your mouth. But your body already decided. How long before you stop lying to yourself?”

He didn’t answer. He locked his bedroom door, heart knocking against his ribs. A cold shower did nothing. He lay in the dark with his phone face-down on the nightstand until the screen lit up.

Lily: Just wanted to say goodnight properly. Sweet dreams. 💋

He didn’t reply.

Morning brought the sound of the shower running across the hall and Lily’s voice singing something low and slightly off-key. He pulled a pillow over his face and tried not to picture water moving over bare skin.

When he finally went downstairs she was already in the kitchen in black leggings and a sports bra, hair damp and loose around her shoulders. “Morning. Coffee’s fresh.”

“Thanks.” He poured a cup and kept the island between them.

“I’m heading to the gym, then a study group. Back around dinner.” She grabbed a water bottle. “Unless you need me for something?”

The question sat there with all its weight. He shook his head. “No. Have a good day.”

She started for the door, then paused. “Oh — Mom called while you were still sleeping. She’s coming home tomorrow instead of Sunday.”

Relief hit him so hard his shoulders dropped. “That’s great.”

“Isn’t it?” Lily’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Just one more night of us playing house.”

After she left, David sat at the kitchen table with his cooling coffee. One more night. He could hold this for one more night. Then Rebecca would be home and everything would slide back into its proper shape.

The day stayed quiet. Work, lunch with a friend, two hours with the lawn mower under a high afternoon sun. By evening he felt almost steady.

His phone chimed.

Lily: Could you pick me up from Sierra’s house? My ride bailed and it’s getting late.

He stared at the message before typing back.

Address?

Twenty minutes later, David pulled up to a house with bass vibrating through the car’s chassis and colored lights strobing across the lawn. A college party in full swing. He killed the engine and stayed where he was until Lily emerged from the front door — the music and laughter spilling out after her, her tank top slipping off one shoulder, hair damp at the nape of her neck, cheeks flushed dark under the porch light. She stumbled slightly on the top step, hand catching the railing.

She slid into the passenger seat with a heavy sigh that carried the sharp bite of tequila and lime.

“Thank youuuu,” she said, the words slightly blurred. “You’re my hero.”

“Are you drunk?” he asked, already knowing.

“Just a little tipsy.” She buckled her seatbelt with exaggerated concentration, tongue caught between her teeth. “Sierra’s birthday party. Had to celebrate properly.”

David shook his head and put the car in drive. “Your mom would not be happy.”

“Are you going to tell on me?” She leaned toward him, warm breath carrying the faint ghost of tequila. “Or can this be our little secret?”

“Lily…”

“I know, I know.” She slouched back against the seat, knees falling open. “Always with the boundaries.”

They drove in silence for several minutes. Outside, streetlights strobed across her face at even intervals. When she spoke again her voice had dropped, stripped of its playfulness.

“Do you ever wonder what it would be like? Between us?”

David’s grip on the steering wheel tightened until the leather creaked. “No.”

“Liar.” She turned to face him fully, the darkness sharp between them. “I think about it all the time. How your hands would feel on my skin. What you’d taste like when I kiss you.”

“Stop.” His voice came out rough.

“I touch myself thinking about you,” she continued, ignoring the warning. “Imagining it’s your fingers inside me. Your mouth on my—”

“Enough!” He hit the brakes at a red light harder than he meant to, the car rocking forward. He turned to look at her in the wash of red from the signal. “This has to stop. It’s not going to happen. Ever.”

She studied his face without flinching, her eyes steady in the red glow. “You want to know the truth? I’ve wanted you since the first time Mom brought you home. Before you were my stepfather. Before you were anything to me except the most interesting man I’d ever seen walk through a door.”

The light turned green. David wrenched his attention back to the road, pulse loud in his ears. “It doesn’t matter. I’m with Rebecca. I love her.”

“I know you do,” Lily said quietly. “That’s what makes this so impossible.”

When they reached the house, David was out of the car before the engine finished ticking. Lily followed more slowly, the earlier flush of alcohol seeming to have burned off in the cold air between them. In the kitchen he filled a glass of water and slid it across the counter.

“Drink this. You’ll thank me tomorrow.”

She took the glass, fingers brushing his on purpose and staying there. “Always taking care of me.”

“It’s late. We should both get some sleep.” He moved toward the hallway.

“David.” Her voice stopped him. “Tomorrow night, when Mom comes home — everything goes back to normal, right? This tension just disappears?”

He turned to face her. “That’s the plan.”

“What if I don’t want it to?” Her eyes held his, steady and challenging. “What if this is our only chance?”

“There is no chance, Lily. There can’t be.”

She set the glass down and moved toward him with measured purpose. “One kiss. That’s all I’m asking. One kiss to either prove there’s nothing here, or…”

“Or what?” he asked, though he didn’t step back the way he should have.

“Or admit what we both already know.”

She stood directly in front of him now, close enough that he could feel the warmth coming off her bare skin. Her eyes, clear despite the night she’d had, moved slowly across his face.

“Just one kiss,” she whispered. “And if you feel nothing, I’ll never bring it up again.”

Everything in him said walk away. Keep the line he’d spent days defending. But he stayed planted as Lily rose onto her toes, her face tilting toward his, her breath warm against his mouth.

“One kiss,” he heard himself say.

Her lips found his — soft and tentative at first, the faint salt-and-lime taste of the evening on her tongue. When he didn’t pull away she pressed harder, mouth opening. David’s hands found her waist, fingers spreading over the warm strip of skin where her tank top had ridden up. He drew her in and she made a small, broken sound against his mouth, her body fitting flush against his — soft curves pressing into the hard lines of his chest. Her fingers slid into his hair, nails scraping lightly against his scalp as the kiss went deeper, open and reckless and tasting of every decision he’d been trying not to make.

It lasted forever and no time at all. When they broke apart, both breathing hard, reality came back in a rush. David stepped back, the full weight of what he’d just done landing in his chest.

“I—” He started, and stopped.

Lily’s expression was unguarded, eyes dark with heat. “Still think there’s nothing between us?”

“That was a mistake.” He dragged a hand through his hair, shame cold and sharp in his gut. “A terrible mistake.”

“It didn’t feel like a mistake.” The certainty in her voice was worse than triumph. “It felt inevitable.”

“Your mother—”

“Isn’t here,” Lily finished softly. “It’s just you and me, David. One more night before real life resumes.” She stepped toward him again. “One night to find out what this could be.”

David backed away, shaking his head. “No. That kiss—it shouldn’t have happened. I’m going to bed. Alone. And tomorrow we’re going to pretend this never happened.”

Hurt moved across her face and was replaced quickly by something harder. “You can try to forget. But we both know the truth now. This isn’t over.”

He turned and walked to his bedroom, closing the door and setting the lock. He leaned against it in the dark, head back, eyes on the ceiling. What had he done?

The taste of her stayed on his lips — sharp and warm and completely forbidden. The feel of her pressed against him had imprinted itself somewhere beneath skin. One kiss had shattered the wall he’d built over three days, confirmed everything he’d been lying to himself about. The pull was real. It was mutual. And it was the most dangerous thing he’d ever let himself feel.

Sitting in the darkness of his own floor, back against the locked door, David faced the thing he’d been running from: tomorrow wouldn’t fix this. Rebecca’s return wouldn’t scrub away the wanting that now moved through him like current. Something had broken open.

The question that kept him awake until nearly three in the morning wasn’t whether he could resist Lily’s next move. It was whether, in the deepest and most honest part of himself, he even wanted to.


Chapter 3 - Point of No Return

Dawn broke gray and cold. David lay in twisted sheets, the memory of the kiss running on a loop he couldn’t interrupt. His phone buzzed on the nightstand. Rebecca’s name lit the screen.

Can’t wait to see you tonight! Flight lands at 6:30 PM. xoxo

He stared at the words until the screen went dark, guilt sitting heavy and sour in the center of his chest. A kiss was already too much. The way he’d wanted to keep going was worse.

The house stayed quiet while he showered and dressed. Lily was probably still asleep, or steering clear after he’d finally pulled away. Either way, the silence gave him room to think. He needed to get out — coffee at the shop until it was time to drive to the airport. Keep his head down. Pretend the line hadn’t been crossed.

“Running away again?”

He startled so hard coffee splashed the rim of his mug. Lily stood in the kitchen doorway wearing nothing but a faded gray t-shirt that barely grazed the tops of her thighs. Hair loose from sleep, eyes clear and level.

“I have work to do,” he said, looking past her.

“Liar.” She came closer, bare feet quiet on the tile. “You’re avoiding me.”

David set the mug down. “Lily, about last night—”

“You don’t regret it.” She stopped just inside his space. “You can try to convince yourself otherwise, but I felt the way you kissed me back. I felt how hard you got.”

“It was a mistake,” he said. “One I’m not making again.”

She didn’t move closer, but she didn’t retreat either. “You’re not scared of hurting my mom. You’re scared of wanting me this much.”

“That’s not—”

“Look at me,” she said, voice dropping low, “and tell me you felt nothing when we kissed.”

He forced his gaze up. The words were right there. They just wouldn’t come out clean. “It doesn’t matter what I felt. Nothing is going to happen between us.”

Her mouth curved, small and knowing. “You couldn’t say it. Couldn’t even manage the lie.”

“I’m leaving.” He moved to step around her.

Her palm landed flat on his chest. Heat bled through the thin cotton of his shirt. “Your heart is hammering,” she said. The pulse at the base of her own throat jumped visibly. “Just like mine.”

“Lily—”

“One more night.” She leaned in, close enough that her breath brushed his jaw. “That’s all we have. Mom comes home tonight and this disappears.”

Her scent reached him — clean skin, warm cotton, something sweeter underneath that was just her. His hands curled against his thighs to keep them still. “We can’t.”

“We already did.” Her fingers slid into the hair at his nape. “The line’s already crossed, David. The only question is whether we pretend it didn’t happen or find out what’s on the other side.”

He kept his hands at his sides, muscles locked. “This isn’t about courage. It’s about what’s right.”

“Is it wrong to want someone this much?” She pressed closer, the soft weight of her breasts flattening against his chest. “To feel this hungry?”

“Yes,” he said, voice rough, even as his cock hardened against the front of his sweatpants. “When that person is your stepdaughter.”

Her eyes darkened. “I’m not asking you to leave her. I’m not asking for anything after today. Just now. Just this morning.”

“And when she’s home and we have to sit across from each other like nothing’s changed?”

“Tomorrow we handle tomorrow.” Her lips hovered a breath from his. “Today can be ours.”

He should have stepped around her. Should have walked out the front door and driven straight to a coffee shop and stayed there until it was time to get Rebecca. Instead he stood frozen in the pull of her, and then the last thread of whatever had been holding him snapped.

“Tell me to stop,” she breathed, “and I will.”

The words hung between them. David opened his mouth. Nothing came out.

Something broke loose in his chest. His hands shot to her waist and hauled her in hard.

“Fuck,” he growled, and then his mouth was on hers.

Lily made a broken sound against his lips and opened for him, her tongue sliding against his, her hips rolling forward. This kiss was nothing like the first one — nothing tentative about it, nothing exploratory. It was messy and desperate, weeks of wanting crashing out at once. He grabbed her ass with both hands and lifted. She wrapped her legs around him as he carried her to the counter, the edge of the granite pressing into the backs of her thighs as he set her down. Her t-shirt rode up. Bare skin burned against his palms.

She locked her ankles behind his back and pulled him hard against her. The heat of her bled straight through the thin cotton of his sweatpants. “God, yes,” she gasped when his mouth moved to her throat, teeth scraping the tendon there. “I knew it would feel exactly like this.”

His hands shoved under her shirt, finding the soft, warm weight of her breasts, thumbs dragging hard over tight nipples. She arched into the touch with a low moan that vibrated against his lips. “Not here,” he managed, a glance at the wide kitchen windows. “Bedroom.”

“Yours,” she said, voice fraying at the edges. “I want you in the bed you share with her.”

The words should have stopped him. Instead they sent a dark, forbidden pulse straight to his cock. He carried her down the hall with her mouth working against his neck — teeth and tongue — and kicked the bedroom door shut behind them.

He dropped her onto the bed and stepped back to look at her. Lily’s t-shirt had twisted up around her ribs. Red curls peeked between her thighs. She held his gaze and peeled the shirt over her head slowly, letting it fall to the floor. Pale skin. Full breasts, nipples already stiff and dark pink. The neat strip of red hair between her spread thighs. She widened them a little more and let him look.

“Jesus,” he breathed.

She reached for him. “Your turn.”

He let her strip his shirt off. Her hands moved across his chest, nails dragging through the hair, then sliding lower to hook into his waistband. He caught her wrists.

“Are you sure?” The last clear thought he had. “Once we do this—”

“I’ve never been surer of anything in my life.” She pressed her palm against his cock through the fabric, fingers wrapping around the ridge of him and squeezing slowly. “I want you inside me, David. All of you.”

He pushed her back against the pillows and kissed her hard, swallowing the sound she made. His hand slid between her thighs. She was drenched — slick and swollen and hot — and the first slow stroke of his fingers through her folds pulled a whimper from deep in her throat.

“Fuck, you’re soaked,” he said against her mouth, circling her clit with two fingers.

“Been thinking about this for months,” she panted, hips chasing his hand. “Every night. Your mouth. Your cock. Waking up wet and having to keep quiet.”

He pushed two fingers inside her and curled upward. She clenched around him with a sharp cry, her inner walls fluttering hot and tight. He worked her open, thumb rubbing her clit in slow circles, watching her face come undone with every stroke.

“Need to taste you,” he said, already moving down her body. He drew each nipple into his mouth in turn, biting just hard enough to make her gasp, then kissed lower — across the soft plane of her stomach, nipping the crease of her hip where her pulse beat fast against the skin.

“Please,” she begged, fingers twisting in his hair. “David, please—”

He licked a slow, deliberate stripe up her cunt and groaned at the taste of her — musky and sweet, unmistakably hers. Lily’s thighs shook on either side of his head. He licked deeper, finding the exact spots that made her moan louder, then sucked her clit between his lips while his fingers worked inside her. She was filthy and unself-conscious about it, hips rolling against his face, demanding more.

“Right there — fuck — don’t stop—” Her voice fractured. When he pressed his fingers against the rough-textured spot deep inside her and sucked harder, she came with a hoarse shout, her cunt clenching around his fingers in rhythmic pulses, her thighs clamping down on his head.

He stayed with her through it — licking her through every aftershock — then kissed his way back up her body. She was flushed and glassy-eyed, chest heaving.

“Too many clothes,” she said, voice still wrecked, and shoved at his sweatpants.

He pushed them down. His cock sprang free, thick and flushed dark and already leaking. Her fingers wrapped around him and stroked once — slow, deliberate, her thumb sweeping over the head to spread the bead of precome.

He hissed, hips jerking forward. “Lily, if you keep—”

“Fuck me,” she cut in, guiding him between her thighs. “I’m on the pill. I’m clean. I need you inside me right now.”

He braced himself over her and pushed in with one long, controlled thrust, burying himself to the hilt. They both went still for a beat at the sudden, tight heat of it — forehead pressed to forehead, both of them learning the feel of this.

“Fuck,” he rasped. “You feel so fucking good.”

“Move,” she demanded, heels digging into his ass, pulling him in deeper. “Please.”

He pulled back and drove in again, finding a rhythm that had her moaning into his shoulder with every stroke. Her nails raked down his back. Her cunt gripped him on every thrust — slick and demanding and greedy.

“Harder,” she said, voice breaking open. “I can take it.”

He gave it to her — harder, deeper, the bed frame knocking steadily against the wall. Lily’s head tipped back, mouth open, breasts bouncing with every impact. The sight of her taking him like this, flushed and desperate and wholly undone, pushed him right to the edge.

“Touch yourself,” he ordered, voice rough and low. “Come on my cock.”

Her hand slid between them. Two fingers circled her clit, matching his rhythm. Her inner walls started to flutter. “David — I’m close — I’m—”

“Come for me,” he growled, driving deeper.

She came hard — her body arching up off the bed, her cunt clamping down around him in hard rhythmic pulses, a broken cry tearing out of her that filled the whole room. The feel of her coming around him, the grip and the release of it, snapped the last of his control. He buried himself deep and came with a long, guttural sound, spilling inside her in thick pulses, filling her until it leaked out around his cock and slicked his thighs.

They lay tangled together, breathing hard, sweat cooling on their skin. Lily’s fingers traced slow, absent lines up and down his back. Reality waited at the edges of the room.

“That was…” she started, voice small against his chest.

“A mistake,” he finished. The word tasted like ash.

She propped herself up on one elbow and looked at him, green eyes direct. “Is that really what you think?”

He closed his eyes. He couldn’t hold her gaze. “What else could it be? I just fucked my wife’s daughter in her bed.”

“You can call it a mistake if you need to,” Lily said, her fingers still moving across his chest. “But we both know it was building since the first morning in that kitchen. This was always where we were heading.”

“That doesn’t make it right.”

“Maybe not,” she conceded. “But it doesn’t make it purely wrong either.”

David opened his eyes. She was watching him with a steadiness that caught him off guard. “How can you say that? What about Rebecca?”

Lily’s expression shifted, something tender and pained moving across it. “I love my mother. I don’t want to hurt her.” She paused. “But what I feel for you is real. And what you feel for me—”

“Is complicated,” he cut in, sitting up and reaching for the sheets. “And it can’t matter. This can’t happen again.”

“You said that about kissing me too,” she reminded him. She made no move to cover herself, comfortable in her own skin. “And yet here we are.”

“Rebecca comes home tonight.”

“I know.” Lily sat up beside him. “And I’m not asking you to leave her. I’m not even asking for this to continue. I just needed to know what it could be. Just once.”

The raw honesty in her voice stopped him. He’d braced for triumph or demands — not this quiet admission.

“And now?” he asked.

“Now we have a few more hours before real life returns.” She leaned forward and pressed a soft kiss to his shoulder, lips lingering on the curve of muscle there. “We can spend them drowning in guilt, or we can make something of the time we have.”

David knew the right answer — shower her off his skin, spend the day anywhere but near her, prepare to face Rebecca with as clean a conscience as he could manage. Instead he turned toward Lily, his hand rising to cup her cheek, his thumb brushing the line of her jaw as he looked at her.

“This ends today,” he said. “When your mother comes home, we go back to being what we’re supposed to be.”

Lily’s eyes held his, unwavering. “Today is ours. Tomorrow is hers.”

He shouldn’t have kissed her again. Shouldn’t have let her push him back against the pillows. Shouldn’t have let her climb onto him and sink down onto his cock with that low, reverent exhale. But as she moved above him — morning light gilding her skin, her hair loose around her face, her hips finding a slow and deliberate rhythm — David stopped fighting what had already consumed them both.

They spent the morning learning each other with unhurried care — in the bed, then in the shower where he bent her forward and drove into her from behind, her palms braced against the wet tile as hot water streamed over her shoulders and down the curve of her spine. They made it to the kitchen for a late breakfast, but when Lily bent to retrieve a dropped fork and the sight of her bare ass and the glimpse of her cunt between her thighs hit him like a fist, he took her right there on the counter — her hands gripping the edge while he fucked her hard enough to make the cabinet doors rattle on their hinges.

Between rounds they talked — genuinely, without the careful editing they performed when Rebecca was home. David learned about Lily’s childhood, the father who’d left when she was twelve, the way she’d trained herself to keep her voice small around men who didn’t want to hear it. She listened to stories of his failed first marriage, the years he’d spent in a job that never quite fit, the novel he’d been starting and abandoning for a decade. In those quiet stretches between the sex, something deepened between them — the physical pull threading through with connection, the kind that made the lines between them feel even more dangerous because they ran deeper than skin.

By late afternoon the light had shifted and reality was pressing back in. Rebecca’s flight would land in a few hours. Their small, stolen world was about to close.

They lay in the rumpled bed — sheets twisted around their legs, Lily’s head on his chest while his fingers moved through her hair. Neither had spoken for several minutes. The clock on the nightstand measured out the silence.

“I should shower,” David said finally. “I need to pick her up at six-thirty.”

Lily’s arm tightened across his stomach. “I know.” She didn’t move.

“Lily…”

“Just a few more minutes,” she murmured against his skin. “Please.”

He couldn’t refuse her. His fingers kept moving through her hair, tracing the line of her shoulder, memorizing the weight of her against his ribs.

When she finally spoke, her voice was barely there. “What happens now? Between us?”

He exhaled, the question he’d been holding off all day finally landing. “We go back to what we’re supposed to be. Stepfather and stepdaughter.”

“Just like that?” She propped herself up, searching his face. “Pretend today never happened?”

“What’s the alternative?” he asked gently. “Continue this behind your mother’s back? Wreck her trust, her happiness?”

Pain moved across Lily’s face. “So today was just scratching an itch? Getting me out of your system?”

“No.” He cupped her cheek, thumb sweeping across the bone beneath her eye. “Today was something I never expected. Something I shouldn’t want and can’t seem to regret.”

“Then why—”

“Because some things aren’t meant to be, no matter how real they feel.” He brushed a strand of damp hair off her temple. “Your mother loves me. I love her. And you—”

“I love her too,” Lily finished, eyes going bright. “That’s what makes this so fucking hard to hold.”

David nodded, throat tight. “So we do the right thing. We keep today between us. We move forward.”

“And if I can’t?” she whispered. “If I can’t sit across from you at the dinner table without remembering how you taste? If I can’t hear your voice and not remember exactly how you sound when you come inside me?”

The words sent heat straight through him despite everything. “You have to. We both do. For Rebecca.”

Lily held his gaze for a long moment, something working itself out behind her eyes. Then she nodded. “Okay.” She leaned down and kissed him, her mouth soft and lingering, the weight of it too much like goodbye. “For Mom.”

They showered separately. The physical distance felt necessary — a rehearsal for everything that came next. David dressed with care, choosing the shirt Rebecca had bought him in January, as if the choice could balance anything. When he came out, Lily was in the kitchen in jeans and a modest sweater, hair in a ponytail, loading the dishwasher with quiet efficiency — all the evidence of their day being erased. She looked composed and ordinary again, nothing like the woman who had been riding him two hours earlier.

“I changed the sheets,” she said without looking up. “And opened the windows to air things out.”

“Thank you.” The exchange felt surreal.

“Mom texted. Flight’s on time.”

David checked his watch. “I should head out.”

Lily turned to face him. Her expression was carefully blank. “I’ll be here when you get back. Studying in my room.”

The distance in her voice hurt more than he’d expected. “Lily—”

“Don’t.” She shook her head. “If you say anything real right now, I’ll fall apart. So just go get her. Bring her home. We’ll all have dinner together like a regular family.”

The thin edge in her words stayed with him as David picked up his keys. At the door he stopped and looked back at her standing in the kitchen — the same spot where she’d first pressed her hand to his chest and asked him to be honest.

“Today wasn’t just physical for me,” he said quietly. “I need you to know that.”

A sad smile touched her mouth. “I know. That’s what makes tomorrow so hard.”

He drove to the airport in a kind of fog, his mind cycling between the memory of Lily’s body and the dread of Rebecca’s smile. By the time he found the arrivals lane, he had pressed his face into something that might pass for normal.

Rebecca came through the terminal looking tired and happy, her face opening when she spotted him. She walked straight into his arms and kissed him with warmth he returned with careful restraint.

“I missed you so much,” she said, arms around his neck. “Three days felt like forever.”

“I missed you too,” he replied — not entirely a lie. “How was the flight?”

“Cramped, but I slept a little.” She looped her arm through his as they walked. “How was your time with Lily? You two survive without me?”

The innocent question sent a spike of cold through him. “Fine. She studied a lot. I worked. Nothing exciting.”

Rebecca laughed softly. “I’m glad you didn’t burn the house down. I was a little worried about leaving you two alone with all that awkwardness to navigate.”

“No awkwardness,” he said. “We managed.”

The drive home was filled with Rebecca’s conference stories. David made all the right sounds of interest while his mind kept flashing to Lily — bare beneath him, her face twisted with pleasure, her voice saying his name in the way that had taken up residence in his bones. Rebecca’s hand rested on his thigh — almost exactly where Lily had first touched him that day in the kitchen, setting everything in motion.

When they pulled into the driveway, David steeled himself. The moment they stepped inside, Lily came out from her room and greeted her mother with an embrace that looked entirely genuine.

“I missed you!” Lily exclaimed, pulling back to smile at Rebecca. “How was Phoenix?”

“Exhausting but worth it.” Rebecca kept an arm around her daughter’s shoulders. “David says you’ve been studying hard.”

Lily’s eyes found his for half a second. “Finals are close. Pretty quiet around here without you.”

The three of them moved to the kitchen. Rebecca dropped into a chair with a sigh while David made coffee. The domestic normalcy of the scene felt like theater — three actors stepping back into roles after spending the day playing entirely different parts.

“I’m thinking takeout,” Rebecca said. “Too tired to cook.”

“Sounds perfect,” David agreed, keeping his back to Lily.

“Chinese?” Lily suggested, voice perfectly calibrated. “I’ve been craving lo mein.”

“Sold.” Rebecca pulled out her phone. “The usual for everyone?”

As Rebecca scrolled, Lily moved to the refrigerator, passing behind David at the counter. Her hand brushed against his lower back — too slow and too deliberate to be accidental, but quick enough to be deniable. He kept stacking mugs, kept his face neutral.

Dinner arrived thirty minutes later. The three of them gathered at the kitchen table like the family they were supposed to be. Rebecca, tired from the trip but glad to be home, carried most of the conversation. David maintained his façade — laughing at the right moments, asking the right questions.

Lily was equally convincing as the attentive daughter. But beneath the table her bare foot occasionally grazed his ankle — light, unhurried touches that sent jolts of guilty heat up his leg. Each time he shifted slightly away; each time she found him again.

After dinner Rebecca yawned. “Sorry, guys. Jet lag’s winning. Mind if I turn in?”

“Of course not.” David felt the tangle of relief and dread that had become his default state. “I’ll clean up and be in shortly.”

“I can do dishes,” Lily offered, gathering plates. “You go rest, Mom.”

Rebecca kissed them both goodnight — David’s cheek, then Lily’s — before heading down the hall toward the bedroom where, only hours before, her husband and daughter had crossed every line that should have existed between them.

As her footsteps faded, David and Lily stood in charged silence over the dirty dishes.

“That wasn’t so bad,” Lily said at last. Her voice was quiet, almost flat — but the words carried the weight of a test.

David kept moving, stacking plates into the dishwasher with more force than necessary. “It’s only been an hour. It gets harder after this.”

She stepped in beside him and passed him a stack of bowls. “Will it? Get harder?”

The question sat between them, deliberate. He didn’t look at her. “Lily. We agreed—”

“I know what we agreed.” She kept her voice low. “I’m asking if you actually think we can pretend this morning never happened.”

He shut the dishwasher door harder than intended and turned to face her. “We don’t have a choice.”

Lily moved closer. The scent of her perfume reached him — warm, slightly sweet, the same one that had clung to his skin when he’d had her bent over this very counter. “There’s always a choice, David.”

“Not this time.” He put the island between them. “Your mother is in that room. She loves both of us. She trusts both of us. What we did today cannot happen again.”

Her expression tightened. “So that’s it. One day of honesty, then we spend the rest of our lives pretending.”

“Yes.” The word came out flat. It tasted like ash in his mouth. “That’s exactly what we do.”

She held his gaze. Something in her eyes cooled, settled into something that looked uncomfortably like a decision rather than defeat. “If that’s what you want.” She turned and walked toward the hallway. At her bedroom door she paused, one hand on the frame, and looked back over her shoulder. “Goodnight, David. Sleep well.”

The door clicked shut.

Later, when he slid into bed beside Rebecca, the contrast hit him physically. Her breathing was slow and even. She shifted in her sleep and curled against his side the way she always did, arm sliding across his stomach. Her hair smelled like the lavender shampoo she’d been using since before they were married. Familiar. Safe. Completely unaware.

David lay on his back, arm around her shoulders out of habit, eyes open on the dark ceiling. The sheets still felt wrong — too smooth, too cool in the places where Lily had been that morning.

He had chosen. The only choice that kept everything from burning down. So why did the inside of his mouth still taste like guilt mixed with something he refused to name? Why could he still hear the precise way Lily had said goodnight, the cool certainty of it — like she already knew this was only intermission?

Sleep came in broken pieces. Every time he started to drift, the memory of Lily’s mouth on his, the sound she made when he pushed into her the first time, the way she’d looked at him afterward with those steady green eyes — it all came back sharp and immediate.

The line they’d crossed was still there between them. They both knew it. And Lily’s last look before her door closed had made one thing clear: she had no intention of pretending otherwise for very long.

Tomorrow the three of them would sit at the same table, pass the same dishes, laugh at the same jokes. David closed his eyes and tried not to think about how many mornings like this he could survive before the weight of what they were hiding cracked something open that couldn’t be closed again.


Chapter 4 - Collision Course

Seven days of exquisite torture. David moved through the house like a man underwater — performing the role of devoted husband with mechanical precision, avoiding moments alone with Lily by managing his calendar and the positions of doors. Their silent agreement held, a détente maintained by deliberate scheduling and careful geometry. He arrived in the kitchen after she’d left for class. He finished his workday early so he’d be on the couch with Rebecca when Lily came home. He kept his eyes on his plate at dinner.

Until Rebecca announced her plans.

“It’s just two nights,” she explained over breakfast, spreading jam on her toast. “The Phoenix client is insisting on face-to-face, and they’re specifically asking for me. I’ll fly out Thursday morning, back Saturday evening.”

David’s coffee mug stopped halfway to his lips. His eyes flicked instinctively across the table to Lily. She was watching her mother with an expression he couldn’t read.

“Can’t someone else handle it?” Lily asked, voice carefully neutral. “You just got back from Chicago.”

Rebecca sighed. “I wish. But this account is worth millions and I closed the first phase. They want continuity.” She reached across the table and squeezed David’s hand. “I’m sorry, babe. I know it’s been a hectic month.”

“It’s fine,” he said, his pulse quickening beneath the steadiness he projected. “Do what you need to do.”

“You two will survive without me again, right?” Rebecca glanced between them, entirely unaware of the current tightening in the air. “No burning the house down?”

Lily’s lips curved in a smile that stopped well short of her eyes. “We’ll manage somehow.”

Thursday came with oppressive inevitability. David drove Rebecca to the airport and accepted her goodbye kiss with manufactured warmth. “Take care of Lily,” she said, arms around his neck.

The irony settled in his chest like gravel. “Safe travels,” he replied, watching her disappear through the terminal doors with an equal measure of guilt and relief he had no business feeling.

He drove home slowly, mind working the angles. Two nights alone with Lily. Two nights to hold a boundary they’d already dismantled once. Two nights to resist something he’d been dreaming about, in explicit and punishing detail, every night since.

The house was empty when he arrived, Lily’s car gone from the driveway. A note on the counter: Study group until dinner. Don’t wait up. - L

He exhaled properly for the first time all day. One night’s grace. He spent it working late in his office, ordering takeout that went half-eaten, eventually falling into restless sleep with the bedroom door locked out of habit.

Friday morning came in bright and ruthless. David showered and dressed early, aiming to be out the door before Lily woke. He had his laptop bag on his shoulder and his keys in his hand when her bedroom door opened.

The sight of her stopped him where he stood.

She leaned in the doorway wearing nothing but a t-shirt he recognized — his t-shirt, the gray one that had gone missing weeks ago and that he’d assumed was behind a dryer somewhere. It came to her mid-thigh. Her hair was loose from sleep, face soft with morning, the kind of unguarded look that made his chest do something complicated.

“Morning,” she said, voice still low from sleep. “Going somewhere?”

“Office. Meetings.” He looked at the front door.

“On a Friday?” She tilted her head. “You always work from home Fridays.”

“Special circumstances.” He reached for the door handle.

“David.” His name on her lips stopped him. He turned reluctantly. She had moved into the hallway now, arms crossed loosely over her chest. “We need to talk about this.”

“There’s nothing to discuss. We agreed—”

“We agreed to pretend for Mom’s sake,” she said. “Mom isn’t here.”

“That doesn’t change anything.”

She stepped closer, and the gap between them shrank in a way that made the hallway feel very small. The t-shirt moved with her. He kept his eyes on her face. “Doesn’t it? You can barely look at me when she’s around. You’ve been avoiding every second alone with me all week.”

“With good reason.”

“Because you don’t trust yourself.” Not a question. Her eyes were direct and uncomfortably perceptive. “Because you still want me, and you can’t stand how much.”

David’s back found the door. “What I want doesn’t matter.”

“It’s the only thing that matters.” Her palm landed flat on his chest. “I’ve been good, David. I’ve played my part. I’ve watched you with her and pretended I don’t remember exactly how you feel inside me.” Her voice dropped lower, almost private. “But I do. Every detail. Every sound you made.”

“Lily—”

“I think about you every night,” she said. “With her sleeping down the hall, I touch myself in the dark imagining it’s you.”

“Stop.” The word came out without conviction, his body already betraying him through his shirt.

“Make me.” She held his gaze. “Tell me you haven’t thought about it. About bending me over the kitchen counter again. About how tight I feel around you when you’re coming.”

He caught her wrist before her hand could reach his belt, grip tighter than necessary. “This can’t happen again.”

“Then why are you hard?” Her free hand pressed against the front of his slacks, light and purposeful. “Why is your pulse jumping under my fingers?”

“Physical reaction isn’t consent,” he managed, still holding her wrist. “I’m leaving.”

Lily’s expression shifted — something hardening at the edge of her eyes. “Running away again. That’s becoming your whole strategy.”

“It’s called self-control.”

“It’s called cowardice.” She pulled her wrist free and stepped back, giving him room. “Fine. Go hide at the office. But you can’t hide long enough, David. We live in the same house. We share the same spaces. And every single time you look at me, you’ll remember.”

She was right, and they both knew it. Every family dinner, every casual exchange in Rebecca’s presence, every moment in the hallway was contaminated now — laced with the memory of skin and heat and the sound she made when he made her come. Pretending otherwise was a choice he could make and unmake on the hour.

“What do you want from me?” he asked, the frustration coming through even though he’d fought to keep it down. “To blow up everything your mother’s built? To destroy the family she finally has?”

“I want you to stop pretending this is one-sided.” Lily’s voice had heat in it now — not the wanting kind, the other kind. “I want you to admit what happened between us wasn’t just a mistake you stumbled into. That it mattered.”

“What good would admitting that do? It doesn’t change what we can and can’t have.”

“Reality is what we make it.” She crossed her arms, and the gesture lifted the hem of his stolen t-shirt high enough to make his throat tighten. “But fine. Go. Hide. I’ll still be here when you’re ready to stop lying.”

The certainty in that — the complete conviction that his return was only a matter of time — rattled him more than any of the seduction attempts had. Without a word, David turned and left. The door closed behind him harder than he intended.

He spent the day in actual meetings, throwing himself into spreadsheets and phone calls with an intensity that drew comments from colleagues. He brushed off their questions with something about a home project making concentration difficult. By evening he had worn himself down to a functional numbness — the kind of exhaustion where even wanting hurt less.

The house was dark when he arrived. No car in the driveway. A note by the fruit bowl: Out with friends. Don’t wait up. - L

Another reprieve. He exhaled, rolled his neck, ate leftover pasta in front of a documentary about deep-sea creatures because the images were strange enough to require actual attention. The mundane normalcy was soothing — the slow, alien glow of bioluminescent fish drifting across the screen, the narrator’s voice measured and unhurried. He could almost believe the house was just a house.

The front door opened at eleven. Keys in the hall.

Lily appeared in the living room doorway wearing a dress he had never seen — black and close-fitting, barely mid-thigh, thin straps leaving her shoulders bare and a neckline that showed the upper curves of her breasts. Her hair fell in loose waves. Her lips were stained dark red.

“Thought you’d be in bed,” she said.

He glanced up once, then back at the screen. “Where were you?”

“Club downtown with Sierra and Emily.” She leaned against the doorframe, one ankle crossed over the other. “Dancing. Drinks. Got hit on by three different men who weren’t my stepfather.”

The barb landed precisely. He kept his attention on the television. “Sounds fun.”

“It was.” She pushed off the doorframe and came into the room. “But I kept comparing them to you. Poor bastards never stood a chance.”

He said nothing. His jaw tightened as her perfume reached him — something floral and warm, layered underneath with club smoke and the faint ghost of tequila.

“You’re ignoring me,” she observed, standing beside the couch now. “Very mature.”

“I’m watching a documentary,” he said. “About bioluminescent sea creatures. It’s genuinely fascinating.”

“I bet.” Without warning she dropped onto the couch beside him, close enough that her bare thigh pressed against his through the fabric of his jeans. “Riveting stuff.”

He shifted sideways, keeping distance. “You’ve been drinking. You should sleep.”

“Not that much.” She stretched her arms above her head, dress riding higher. “All that dancing has me wired.”

He kept his eyes on the screen. “Well, I’m turning in soon.”

“Without finishing your beer?” She nodded at the full bottle on the coffee table. “That’s not like you.”

“People change.”

“They certainly do.” Lily shifted, tucking one leg beneath her, turning to face him fully. “You’ve changed since the day we spent together. More closed off. More careful.” She leaned in, voice dropping to something low and private. “I miss the version of you who fucked me against the shower wall.”

He flinched at the concrete image of it — her wet back against the tile, his hands gripping her thighs, the steam and the slap of water. “That was a mistake.”

“Bullshit.” Sharp and direct. “That was more you than this careful, robotic version you’ve been performing all week. The real David — the one I had that day — he couldn’t sit here with me dressed like this and feel absolutely nothing.”

“What do you want from me?” He finally turned to face her, the frustration boiling past his control. “To admit I still want you? Fine. I do. To tell you I think about that day constantly? I do. Every day. But that doesn’t change a single thing that matters.”

Instead of triumph, her expression shifted into something more unguarded — something that looked dangerously like relief. “It changes everything. Honesty matters, David. Even if it only exists between the two of us.”

The vulnerability in that disarmed him. He’d been braced for maneuvering — not this. “Lily…”

“I’m not asking you to act on it,” she said quietly. “I’m asking you to stop performing. When it’s just us — can we at least be honest with each other?”

The request sounded reasonable, a small and measured concession. “Okay,” he said carefully. “Honesty. But that doesn’t mean—”

“I know.” A small, genuine smile. “No touching. No more crossing lines. Just truth when we’re alone.”

The combative energy in the room went out like a light. David relaxed incrementally, reaching for his beer. “So — did you actually go dancing?”

“Yes.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Ladies’ night at Prism. Sierra’s idea.”

“And the dress?” He gestured vaguely.

“Slutty?” she supplied, one eyebrow raised.

“I was going to say elaborate.”

Lily laughed — low and unforced, the realest sound she’d made all night. “I wanted to feel wanted by someone who wasn’t making it complicated.” She looked at him, reading his face. “Does that bother you?”

Honesty. “More than it should.”

She accepted the answer without pushing. “What about the documentary? Deep sea creatures or just something to stare at instead of thinking about me?”

“Both,” he admitted. “Though it is genuinely strange how life evolved without sunlight down there.”

“Show me?” She settled deeper into the couch cushions, leaving a careful distance between them.

He rewound to the beginning of the segment. For thirty minutes they watched in quiet company, trading low comments on the stranger creatures that drifted across the screen. The normal rhythm of it felt strange after a week of war — as if they’d stumbled into a pocket of the house where they were allowed to simply occupy the same space.

When the episode ended, Lily stretched and yawned. “That was actually interesting. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” He checked his watch. “We should both get some sleep.”

She rose from the couch. “Goodnight, David.”

“Goodnight.”

She crossed to the hallway, then paused and looked back. “This was nice. Being honest. Being normal.”

“It was,” he agreed, and meant it.

“See you in the morning?” Something hopeful in the way she asked.

“I’ll make breakfast,” he offered. “Since your mom’s not here.”

The smile that came across Lily’s face was wide and unguarded, nothing calculated in it. “I’d like that.” She hesitated. “Sweet dreams.” And then she was gone down the hall.

David stayed on the couch turning the evening over. No seduction. No careful maneuvering. Just conversation and shared interest and the quiet pleasure of being in the same room without combat. It felt closer to something real than anything else they’d managed — and that, he realized, made it the most dangerous night yet.

He lay in bed for a long time before sleep took him, replaying their exchange, looking for the angle and not finding one.

Morning arrived as birdsong and the smell of coffee. David pulled on jeans and a t-shirt and followed the smell to the kitchen. Lily stood at the counter with her back to him, reaching up into the cabinet for mugs — sleep shorts, a thin tank top, her hair twisted into a loose bun that left the nape of her neck bare. The domestic ordinariness of the picture hit him harder than anything she’d done on purpose all week.

“Morning,” he said, announcing himself.

She turned, smiling — the real kind, the unguarded morning version. “Hey. I know you said you’d cook, but I woke up early and figured coffee was a good start.”

“Thanks.” He took the mug she held out, careful about fingers. “What sounds good? Eggs? Pancakes?”

“Pancakes.” She hopped up onto a barstool. “I haven’t had pancakes in months.”

He gathered the ingredients and settled into the familiar motions. She watched his hands, sipping her coffee, and they talked easily — her finals, his Monday deadline, a podcast she’d been listening to about urban planning of all things. The conversation had the unhurried texture of two people who had stopped performing for each other.

They ate on the patio in the morning warmth, plates between them, the neighbor’s dog barking twice and then going quiet. In another life this could have been the beginning of something clean.

“Plans?” he asked, gathering the plates.

“Studying, mostly. Finals Monday.” She helped him carry things inside. “You?”

“Yard work. The hedges have been waiting two weeks.”

Lily nodded, loading dishes into the dishwasher. “Mind if I study on the patio while you work? I focus better outside.”

He knew what extended proximity could do. He nodded anyway. “Just don’t distract me near the power tools.”

Her laugh filled the kitchen. “No promises.”

The morning settled into parallel rhythm. Lily spread her books across the patio table, glancing up periodically while David worked the hedges, mowed, pulled weeks from the flower beds. The physical exertion burned off the restless energy that had been building in him all week. Sweat soaked through his shirt by ten o’clock.

“Water break,” Lily called, holding out a cold bottle when he finished the front lawn.

“Thanks.” He took it, careful not to let their fingers overlap, though the gesture itself felt easy and unloaded. He drank while she pointed out the corner he’d missed.

By early afternoon the yard was done and he was pleasantly worn through. Lily had retreated inside to escape the heat, textbooks spread at the kitchen table, laptop open.

“Shower,” he announced, passing through. “Then I thought I’d grill burgers. Sound okay?”

“Perfect.” She looked up from her notes. “Need help after your shower?”

“I’ve got it.” He kept moving.

The cool water felt like relief after two hours in the sun. He stood with his eyes closed and let it beat against his shoulders, his thoughts drifting. Today had been good — balanced, almost manageable. If they could hold this register until Rebecca came home—

The bathroom door opened.

David went still under the water, suddenly very aware of the clear glass.

“Lily?” His voice echoed off the tile.

She stood in the doorway, still dressed, her expression difficult to read. “Sorry to interrupt.”

“What are you doing?” He didn’t move to cover himself — the shock was too immediate for modesty. “We talked about limits.”

“We talked about honesty,” she corrected, stepping further into the steam. “And honestly? I’ve been watching you work all morning. Remembering. Thinking about the last time we were in this shower together.”

The careful balance they’d built since last night evaporated like steam off the tile. “Lily. Don’t do this.”

“I’m not doing anything.” She leaned against the counter, keeping space between herself and the glass door. “Just being honest about what I’m feeling.”

He turned to face her, and let her see the way his body had already answered her presence. “This isn’t helpful.”

Her gaze traveled the length of him, unhurried. “Looks helpful from here.”

“We agreed—”

“To be honest with each other,” she said. “So honestly: I want you. Right now. In that shower. Against that wall. I want you inside me again, and I’ve been fighting it since the moment you came into the kitchen this morning.”

The blunt, unadorned truth of it moved through him like a current — his cock fully hard now, impossible to pretend otherwise. “This isn’t fair.”

“No,” she agreed. “Tell me to leave.” She took one deliberate step toward the shower. “Tell me you don’t want me to step inside.”

This was the moment. The clean moment where he could hold the line they’d spent the last twenty-four hours carefully rebuilding. Instead he heard himself ask: “What about last night? What about everything we agreed?”

“Last night was beautiful,” she said. “And it made me want you more, not less.” Another step. “We keep trying to draw lines that don’t hold. Maybe the honest thing is to stop drawing them when she’s not here.”

“If we keep doing this,” he said, voice rough, “it won’t stop. There’s no version of this that stays contained.”

“I know.” She reached for the hem of her tank top and pulled it off in one smooth motion, baring her breasts. Her eyes never left his. “I’m counting on it.”

David’s resistance fractured as Lily pushed her sleep shorts down, stepping free of them, standing naked in front of him with only the shower glass between them. When she reached for the handle, he didn’t stop her.

Steam billowed as she stepped inside. Their bodies came together without hesitation — his mouth on hers, her arms around his neck, the length of her skin slick and warm against his. He pressed her back against the tile, hands moving over her with the familiar urgency of someone finding their way back to something they’d been trying to stop thinking about.

“God,” she breathed against his jaw. “I’ve been wanting this since I walked into the kitchen this morning. Watching your hands.”

He cupped her breasts, thumbs dragging slowly over her nipples until she arched into him with a low sound. “Tell me you want this,” he said, needing the words even though her body was already giving him every answer. “Tell me you’re sure.”

“David.” She pulled back just far enough to look at him, green eyes dark and entirely steady. “I want you. I’ve never been unsure about this.”

That was it — the last resistance in him dissolving under the heat of the water and the heat of her. He kissed her hard, one hand sliding between her thighs to find her already slick and swollen. She shuddered when his fingers parted her folds, a sharp inhale against his mouth.

“Need you inside me,” she panted, nails pressing into his shoulders. “Please.”

He lifted her, pinning her back against the tile, and drove into her with one hard thrust. She cried out, the sound bouncing off the walls, legs locking tight around his waist. He started to move — long, driving strokes that had the water slapping between them and her voice breaking into fragments.

“Yes,” she chanted, rhythm matching his, “yes, just like that—”

He fucked her harder, the wet slap of their bodies echoing in the shower, her back pressed to the tile and her nails leaving marks down his back that he’d have to be careful about later. He felt every squeeze of her around him, every flutter of her inner walls — the way she tightened when he hit a particular angle, the way she went hoarse and desperate when he drove in deep and held there.

“Touch yourself,” he ordered, voice rough. “Let me feel you come.”

Her hand slid between them. Fast circles on her clit. Her breathing spiked and ragged and then her walls clamped down hard, pulsing around him as she arched off the tile and cried his name — raw, broken, loud enough that he was glad the neighbors were far away.

The grip of her orgasm pulled him over the edge. He buried himself deep and came with a guttural groan, pulsing thick inside her as she milked him through it, her body still clenching in aftershocks.

They stayed pinned together against the tile for a long, breathless moment — the water going slightly cooler around them, both of them wrung out.

He eased her down carefully. Her legs trembled briefly before steadying. When she looked up at him, there was no game in her expression — only sated heat and something quieter underneath, more complicated.

“That was…” she started, voice soft.

“Inevitable?” he suggested, echoing her word back to her.

She laughed, surprised — a short, real sound — and pressed her face against his throat. “That’s the one.”

He had no argument. Their agreements, their carefully reasoned limits, their best intentions — none of it had survived the pull between them for more than a day. Pretending otherwise any further felt like the real dishonesty.

They finished washing each other, efficiency gradually giving way to slow hands and longer touches. When they stepped out, David wrapped a towel around his waist and handed the second to Lily. She took it with a small, private smile.

“Now what?” he asked.

“Now we dry off, get dressed, and you grill those burgers you promised.” She tucked the towel around her body. “And we stop pretending we can keep our hands off each other when we’re alone.”

“And when your mother comes home tomorrow?”

Lily’s expression shifted, the easy brightness pulling inward. “Then we go back to our roles. Loving husband. Dutiful daughter.” She laid her palm flat on his chest, fingers spread over his heartbeat. “But when we have space like this… we use it.”

He knew it was a betrayal of Rebecca’s trust — ongoing, repeated, built to continue. He knew the exact weight of what he was agreeing to. He nodded anyway. “Okay.”

Lily’s eyes widened slightly. “Really?”

“I’m tired of fighting something that doesn’t stay fought,” he said. “When we’re alone — no more pretending.”

The smile that broke across her face was unguarded and bright, nothing strategic in it. She rose onto her toes and kissed him — soft and warm, just that. “Thank you for being honest.”

“This is still wrong,” he added, the words scraping out of him because they needed to be said. “We’re still doing something that would break her if she knew.”

“I know.” Lily’s face went serious. “I hate that part. I love my mother. I don’t want her hurt.”

“Then why—”

She was quiet for a moment, water still tracking through her loose hair and dripping onto her collarbone. “Because what’s between us is something real. Something I couldn’t name and then couldn’t unfeel. And pretending it doesn’t exist doesn’t make it go away — it just makes us liars around her too.”

The honesty of it settled into his chest like something taking root. This wasn’t only wanting the forbidden. There was a thread between them that ran beneath the surface of any decision he could make — something that made the betrayal worse and more necessary at the same time.

“Let’s get dressed,” he said. “I’m hungry after all that… exertion.”

Lily laughed, bright and quick. “Ten minutes. I’ll meet you outside.”

The rest of the day moved in a suspended state — ordinary tasks threaded through with constant awareness of each other. They grilled burgers on the patio and ate in the afternoon shade, arguing about which condiments were essential and which were sacrilege. Between bites they kept reaching for each other — his mouth on hers against the kitchen counter while they waited for the grill to heat, Lily climbing into his lap on the patio chair while he was trying to tell a work story and kissing him until he forgot the end of it. Later he caught her hips from behind while she was loading the dishwasher and bent her forward over the counter, her hands gripping the edge while he drove into her slowly from behind, both of them quiet and intent and listening to the sounds of the neighborhood through the kitchen window.

By evening they had been everywhere in the house — the kitchen again, the living room couch, the laundry room where the vibration of the dryer added a low, persistent hum to every thrust. Each time was different. Sometimes they took their time, mapped each other, lingered. Sometimes it was fast and urgent, whoever initiated pressing the other against the nearest surface. The afternoon had the quality of something lived outside the normal rules of time.

After dinner they curled together on the couch, Lily’s head on his chest while a movie played that neither of them watched. Her fingers traced idle lines on his shirt. The simple weight of her against him was almost more difficult than the sex — the ease of it, the way they settled into each other, the silence that wasn’t awkward.

“What are you thinking?” she asked.

“How right this feels when I know the shape of it is wrong,” he said.

She kept tracing. “Do you regret today?”

“I should.”

“But do you?”

“No,” he said. “Not a single hour of it.”

She lifted her head and looked at him with those clear, direct eyes. “Do you think… in another life. If we’d met differently.”

He didn’t let her finish. “Yes,” he said. “In a different version of things.”

She understood, settled her cheek back against his ribs. In some other timeline their twenty-one-year gap might not have mattered. The family connection wouldn’t have existed. They could have come at each other honestly, without a third person in the center of it. Here, in the one they actually had, the desire was real and the cost of it was also real, and there was no version where both of those facts disappeared at once.

“One more night,” she said, lips against the edge of his jaw. “Let’s make it count.”

They went to the master bedroom and took their time. This round was slower — David spending long minutes with his mouth on her, learning the specific sounds she made when he sucked the soft underside of her breast, the way her breath stuttered when his tongue circled her clit and stayed there without rushing. He worked her open with patient fingers until she was shaking and pleading, her thighs trembling around his head, before sliding up and pushing into her with deliberate care — inch by inch, watching her face — until her eyes went glassy and her hands gripped the back of his neck to pull him down.

“David,” she whispered, voice catching on the word. “I think I’m—”

He kissed her before the rest could come out, not ready to receive it, not ready to answer what he felt. She understood, pulled him tighter, lifted her hips to match every slow, deep thrust. They came together — her nails in his back, his name breaking on her lips as her walls pulsed around him — and then lay tangled together in the quiet dark that followed, sweat cooling, neither of them moving toward morning.

They talked instead. Quietly, in the dark, with the lights off and the curtains slightly parted to let in a sliver of streetlight. Childhood fears neither of them had told anyone. The versions of themselves they kept from other people. The futures they secretly wanted — his, the novel; hers, the architectural degree she’d deferred for practical reasons. The words built something between them that had no name and no future, and both of them knew it, and neither of them stopped.

Morning came through the gap in the curtains. David woke with Lily curled against his side, her bare back warm against his arm, her breathing slow and even. He lay still for a few minutes and let himself inhabit the version of things where this was allowed.

She stirred. Her lashes lifted. When she saw him watching, a slow smile curved her mouth. “Hey.”

“Hey yourself.” He brushed a strand of hair from her face.

“What time is it?”

He checked the clock. “Just after eight. Your mom’s flight lands at six-thirty.”

The mention of Rebecca dropped a stone into the room. Lily pressed closer instead of pulling away. “So we still have the whole day.”

“We should change the sheets again,” David said, already thinking ahead. “Open the windows.”

“Always so responsible.” She teased, but the smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Shower first. Together?”

He nodded. He couldn’t refuse her anything in these last hours, and he’d stopped trying to pretend he could.

The shower was efficient and unhurried at once. They washed each other’s hair with the easy familiarity of people who had done this enough times to have stopped being self-conscious about it. His hands moved over her back; hers moved across his chest. But efficiency gave way — his palms sliding down over the curve of her ass, her fingers finding him and wrapping around his cock with a slow, deliberately unhurried stroke until he was hard and breathing through his teeth with both hands braced on the tile wall.

She sank to her knees in the spray.

David let his head fall back as Lily took him into her mouth — slow and thorough, tongue working the underside in long, deliberate strokes before she opened her throat and drew him deeper. The wet heat of her mouth, the hum she made that sent vibration up his spine, the way her green eyes tilted up to find his through the steam — he kept his gaze locked on hers as long as he could manage.

“Lily,” he rasped, fingers threading through her wet hair. “Your fucking mouth—”

She hummed again, deliberately. One hand cupped his balls, rolling them with practiced ease while she worked his length with lips and tongue — unhurried, thorough, entirely in charge of the pace.

When he came it was with a broken groan, hips jerking, spilling down her throat in hot pulses. She swallowed every one, sucked softly until the last shudder moved through him, then rose with water streaming down her face and a satisfied, slightly wicked smile.

“I’ve been saving that for last,” she said.

“My turn,” he said, voice still rough. He turned her, pressing her front against the cool tile, one hand between her shoulder blades. “Hands on the wall. Don’t move them.”

Lily complied, her palms flat against the tile, chin dropping. He knelt behind her and parted her with both hands — the slick, flushed folds of her cunt already swollen, glistening in the shower steam. He pressed his mouth to her.

She gasped, forehead dropping to touch the tile.

He worked her slowly and with intent — tongue dragging along her slit in long, unhurried strokes, then circling her clit until her thighs shook, then two fingers curling inside her to find the spot that made her moan loud enough to echo. He built her in waves, easing back before she could fall over the edge, then building again until she was panting and shifting her weight and saying please in a tone she might not have known was so unguarded.

When he finally closed his mouth around her clit and sucked, fingers working inside her, she came in a long, shaking rush — walls clenching hard around his fingers, a sharp cry filling the shower stall, her knees buckling enough that he had to steady her hips with his hands.

“God,” she managed, still catching her breath. “Every time.”

They finished washing with slow, tender efficiency — toweling each other dry, stripping the bed together, tucking the fresh sheets with the easy rhythm of a practice they’d fallen into over the course of forty-eight hours. The intimacy of it landed differently than the sex — quieter, more ordinary, somehow harder to dismiss.

The day moved in pieces. They cleaned the house with the methodical thoroughness of people erasing evidence while pretending they weren’t. Between tasks they kept finding each other — kissing against the hallway wall, a quick, urgent few minutes on the living room couch midday when Lily climbed into his lap and sank down onto his cock with her hands on his shoulders and her face close to his, moving with slow deliberate focus while he watched the light shift across her collarbone.

“I want to remember this,” she said quietly, hips rolling. “Exactly how this feels.”

David held her waist and watched the flush move up her chest, the way she tilted her chin back when his thumb found her clit. “You’re so beautiful,” he said — and the words came out without calculation, just true. “Every single time.”

They came together in the warm afternoon light, her name in his mouth and his in hers, both of them holding on.

Evening crept closer. Lily retreated to her room to study in earnest — finals still waited regardless of what had happened this weekend — and David moved through the kitchen on autopilot, dinner prep, counters wiped, the ordinary machinery of the household running itself. His mind circled back through everything they’d done and said over the past two days. He had crossed a line that would not become uncrossed. The guilt sat quietly underneath everything, real but distant — drowned out by the stubborn, uncomfortable certainty that what he felt for Lily was something real and worth acknowledging, even if it could never be worth keeping.

At five o’clock he knocked on her door. “I should head to the airport.”

She opened it wearing jeans and a sweater, hair neat in a ponytail — the composed, unremarkable picture of an ordinary stepdaughter. The shift was always slightly jarring.

“Just a second,” she said. She disappeared back inside and came out a moment later with a small folded square of paper. “Read this later. After she’s home.”

David slipped it into his jacket pocket. They stood in the hallway facing each other, the necessary distance already opening between them.

“Drive safe,” she said.

“See you tonight,” he replied.

The airport was busy with Saturday evening travelers. David spotted Rebecca the moment she came through arrivals — tired smile, rolling carry-on, her face lighting up when she saw him. She walked into his arms and kissed him, and he held her with careful warmth, the right amount, his body performing the familiar language of their marriage while the note in his pocket pressed a thin line of heat against his ribs.

“Missed you,” she said against his shoulder. “How was the weekend? Quiet?”

“Uneventful,” he said. “How was Phoenix?”

She talked for most of the drive home — difficult clients, a successful second phase, a hotel restaurant that had actually been good. He listened and responded in the right places and asked the right questions, the performance running on a kind of autopilot that was getting smoother with each repetition, which was itself a thing he tried not to look at directly.

At the house, Lily greeted her mother with genuine warmth. The hug they exchanged was real — Lily’s arms around Rebecca’s neck, Rebecca’s face going soft and pleased. David watched them from the hallway and let the weight of what he was doing settle onto him properly for a moment before he moved toward the kitchen to make dinner.

The three of them ate together, conversation flowing easily around the table — Rebecca’s Phoenix stories, Lily’s finals prep, David’s upcoming project deadline. He laughed when they laughed, contributed when they looked to him, fulfilled his side of the contract. Across the table Lily met his eyes exactly once, a brief, steady look that said nothing and everything, and then she turned back to her mother and asked about the Phoenix hotel.

Later, alone in the bathroom, David unfolded her note with fingers that were not entirely steady.

What happened between us isn’t over. It’s just beginning. I don’t know where this leads, but I know I can’t pretend what we have isn’t real — and I know you can’t either. I’ll wait. I’ll play my role. I’ll be exactly who I’m supposed to be at every dinner table and family gathering. But know that every time I look at you, every time I pass you in the hallway, I’m remembering. And wanting. And hoping. This isn’t just sex, David. It isn’t just forbidden fruit. This is something real, something that matters, something worth honesty at least between the two of us. Whatever happens next — remember that.

David refolded the note along its original creases, the paper stiff and clean between his fingers. He slipped it into his wallet, behind the cash, where the edge of it sat against the leather like a constant, low-grade pressure.

In the bedroom, Rebecca waited, her breathing already deepening toward sleep. He eased the door shut behind him and crossed the room in the dark. The mattress dipped as he slid in beside her. She stirred, rolled toward him without opening her eyes, and found his mouth with hers in the sleepy, mint-flavored kiss she always gave him when he came to bed late. He answered it the way he always did, one hand settling at the curve of her waist, the other smoothing her hair back from her temple. The routine of it settled over him like weather.

Lily was right. This wasn’t finished. It had barely started — a thread pulled loose from the careful weave of their days that neither of them seemed willing or able to cut. It sat between them now, invisible and present, humming beneath every shared meal and every hallway pass and every evening the three of them sat around the dinner table like a family.

It would either stay hidden in the spaces they carved for it, or it would tear through everything.

The real danger wasn’t discovery. It wasn’t even the ongoing lie of this marriage bed. The danger was the way thoughts of Lily settled into his chest with the weight of something he had chosen rather than something he was fighting. He had fallen for her in a way that made every other choice feel smaller and less honest.

Rebecca’s breathing deepened. Her body was warm and solid and completely unaware. David lay on his back in the dark, eyes open, watching the faint movement of streetlight across the ceiling. He could still hear Lily’s voice in the dark of the master bedroom two nights ago — quiet and certain, the way she’d said his name when she was very close and not trying to sound any way about it. He could still feel her hands on his shoulders afterward, the way she’d held him there when neither of them was ready for the moment to end.

He wouldn’t undo it. Even knowing the cost, even with the note pressing its thin, folded edge into his thigh through the leather of his wallet, he wouldn’t take back a single hour of it.

There was no going back from this. He’d known that since the first morning, standing in the kitchen with coffee splashed across his hand, the name he shouldn’t be thinking as loud as anything in the room.

There was only forward, and whatever that meant for all three of them.


Also by Jenna Sahara

Thanks for reading. If you enjoyed this story, here are a few more you might like:

Mind Control Bundle 3

Read Mind Control Bundle 3 on Amazon

The Local Swingers

Read The Local Swingers on Amazon

Nanny Overtime

Read Nanny Overtime on Amazon

cover.jpeg
JENNA SAHARA






